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shaping how audiences understand political reality. This article Accepted: 11" February
examines the main linguistic strategies at work in contemporary 2026

political discourse, drawing on a mixed-method analysis of

campaign texts in English (2010-2023). Combining Critical KEYWORDS:
Discourse Analysis, corpus methods, and Conceptual Metaphor Political discourse;
Theory, the study identifies three recurring patterns: evaluative critical discourse
vocabulary tied to ideological positioning, systematic use of war analysis; framing;
and journey metaphors to frame policy, and strategic pronoun ideological metaphor;
switching — especially "we" — to build solidarity or exclude persuasion;  pronoun
opponents. Effective speakers, the analysis shows, tend to pair strategy; corpus
syntactically simple sentences with conceptually dense linguistics; rhetoric

metaphors rather than relying on complex clause structures. The
findings carry practical implications for media literacy, political
communication pedagogy, and plain-language policy.

INTRODUCTION
Language and politics have always been tightly bound together. From Aristotle to modern-day campaign
strategists, the capacity to shape an audience through words has been recognised as central to political power
(Fairclough, 1989). This relationship has attracted sustained scholarly attention across rhetoric, linguistics,
and political communication, culminating in the interdisciplinary tradition now known as Critical Discourse
Analysis (van Dijk, 1993; Wodak, 2001).
Political discourse — broadly, any language use in and around political institutions and actors — sits at a
productive intersection of competing pressures. A speech must be formal enough to convey authority yet
accessible enough to resonate with ordinary voters; it must appear transparent while often being carefully
managed. Politicians are simultaneously addressing their own base, undecided voters, opponents, and
journalists, and the language they use is shaped by all of these audiences at once (Chilton, 2004).
Despite considerable progress, several gaps remain. First, much extant research focuses on the political
discourse of the Global North, particularly the United States and United Kingdom, leaving other democratic
contexts understudied (Mral et al., 2013). Second, the integration of corpus methods with qualitative CDA
remains underexplored (Baker et al., 2008). Third, while individual features such as metaphor or pronoun use
have been examined in depth, holistic accounts that connect multiple features within a unified analytical
framework are rare.
This study addresses these gaps through a mixed-method investigation of a corpus of contemporary English-
language political discourse. Specifically, it asks which lexical and grammatical strategies recur most
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consistently across political genres, how conceptual metaphors shape the framing of policy issues, and what
role syntactic complexity plays in audience-oriented communication.

The article proceeds as follows: Section 2 reviews the theoretical background; Section 3 describes the
methodology; Section 4 presents results; Section 5 discusses findings in relation to existing literature; and
Section 6 concludes with implications and directions for future research.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Critical Discourse Analysis

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) treats language as a social practice embedded in structures of power
(Fairclough, 1989; van Dijk, 1993). Central to CDA is the claim that discourse does not merely reflect reality
but actively constructs it, normalising particular worldviews while marginalising others (Wodak & Meyer,
2009). In the political domain, CDA has illuminated how apparently neutral language choices — the
preference for passive voice, the use of abstract nominalizations, or the selection of particular lexical items —
systematically serve ideological ends (Fairclough, 2001).

Van Dijk's (1993) sociocognitive approach introduces the concept of ideological square, in which political
actors accentuate positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation through discourse. This
framework has proven productive in analyses ranging from parliamentary debate (Ilie, 2010) to presidential
speeches (Lazar & Lazar, 2004) and election campaign materials (Charteris-Black, 2005).

Framing Theory

Originally formulated in sociology (Goffman, 1974) and subsequently adopted in political communication
research (Entman, 1993), framing theory holds that the way an issue is presented linguistically shapes how
audiences perceive and evaluate it. Entman's (1993, p. 52) classic definition identifies four framing functions:
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and treatment recommendation. Political framing
operates through lexical choices (e.g., "tax relief" vs. "tax cuts"), metaphorical construals, and syntactic
highlighting of particular participants and events (Chong & Druckman, 2007).

Research in cognitive linguistics has extended framing theory by linking it to conceptual structures in long-
term memory (Lakoff, 2004). Lakoff's influential work argues that conservative and progressive political
worldviews rest on competing conceptual metaphors for the nation — the strict father model versus the
nurturant parent model — which in turn shape divergent policy preferences. This cognitive dimension enriches
purely text-level accounts of political language.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory

Lakoff and Johnson's (1980) foundational work demonstrated that metaphor is not merely a rhetorical
ornament but a fundamental cognitive mechanism by which abstract domains are understood through more
concrete, embodied experience. Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) posits systematic mappings between
source and target domains: ARGUMENT IS WAR, TIME IS MONEY, LIFE IS A JOURNEY.

In political discourse, Charteris-Black (2004) has shown that leaders systematically exploit metaphor to
simplify complex policy issues, invoke emotional responses, and construct particular identities. War
metaphors, for instance, are ubiquitous in political communication because they frame governance as a series
of high-stakes battles requiring decisive, authoritative leadership — a framing that benefits incumbent leaders
and wartime rhetoric alike (Lakoff, 2004). Journey metaphors, by contrast, project optimism and progress,
aligning political actors with positive movement toward collectively valued destinations (Musolff, 2004).

2.4 Pronoun Strategies and Identity Construction

Personal pronouns are among the most powerful and most studied linguistic resources in political discourse
(Wilson, 1990). The first-person plural pronoun "we" is particularly significant because it can function
inclusively — to encompass speaker, addressee, and a broader collectivity — or exclusively, to construct an
in-group that excludes a specified out-group (Fairclough, 1989). Politicians' deliberate manipulation of
pronominal reference is a primary mechanism for constructing national, partisan, and ideological identity
(Chilton, 2004).

Beard (2000) identifies several related strategies: the "royal we" or "we of modesty", the "we of shared
struggle", and the "we of democratic inclusion". These distinctions carry significant implications for how
political authority is legitimated and how citizen—leader relations are constituted discursively. Recent corpus
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studies have quantified these patterns at scale, confirming that high-frequency pronoun switching correlates
with rhetorical shifts between mobilisation and policy explanation (Hyland, 2005).

METHODOLOGY

Corpus Design

A purposive corpus of 120 texts was compiled, comprising: (a) 40 full-length political speeches delivered by
heads of state or government in English-speaking countries (2010-2023); (b) 40 transcripts of parliamentary
or congressional debate sessions; and (c) 40 electoral campaign texts (manifestos, campaign speeches, and
debate transcripts). The corpus totals approximately 480,000 words. Texts were selected to represent a range
of political positions (left-leaning, centrist, right-leaning) and to include both male and female speakers,
ensuring analytical diversity without claiming statistical representativeness.

All texts were sourced from official government websites, verified transcripts published by reputable media
organisations, and archival databases including the American Presidency Project and the UK Parliament
Hansard. Texts were stripped of metadata and formatted uniformly as plain-text files before analysis.
Analytical Methods

The study employed three complementary analytical procedures, reflecting the mixed-method design
advocated by Baker et al. (2008):

First, corpus linguistic analysis was conducted using AntConc 4.2 (Anthony, 2022) to produce frequency lists,
keyword analyses (using the spoken BNC2014 as a reference corpus), and concordance lines. Keywords
identified through log-likelihood comparison highlight lexical items disproportionately frequent in the
political corpus relative to general language use, thereby foregrounding ideologically salient vocabulary.
Second, conceptual metaphor analysis followed Pragglejaz Group's (2007) Metaphor Identification Procedure
(MIP), supplemented by Steen et al.'s (2010) refined MIPVU protocol. All metaphorical expressions identified
in a stratified sub-corpus of 30 texts (10 per genre) were coded for source domain and target domain by two
independent analysts; inter-rater reliability was calculated using Cohen's kappa (k = .82, indicating strong
agreement).

Third, Critical Discourse Analysis of selected texts focused on grammatical features including nominalization,
passive voice, transitivity patterns (Halliday, 1985), and pronoun distribution. These micro-level textual
features were interpreted in relation to the macro-level ideological structures identified through keyword
analysis, following the discourse—historical approach outlined by Wodak (2001).

RESULTS

Keyword Analysis and Ideological Lexis

Keyword analysis revealed a cluster of highly salient lexical items indexing core political values and
oppositional framings. The top 20 keywords include: crisis, security, freedom, change, together, threat,
growth, values, future, strong, reform, hard-working, leadership, community, protect, fair, families, hope,
fight, and nation. These items reflect three broad semantic domains: threat/security (crisis, threat, protect,
fight, security), communal solidarity (together, community, families, nation), and prospective optimism
(change, growth, future, hope).

Strikingly, negatively valenced keywords (crisis, threat, fight) co-occur at high frequency with nominalization
of positive abstractions (freedom, security, growth), a pattern consistent with van Dijk's (1993) ideological
square: positive qualities are claimed for the in-group while threats are attributed to the out-group or to the
opponent's policies. The keyword strong appears overwhelmingly in self-referential collocations ("strong
leadership", "strong economy", "strong on defence"), enacting a consistent rhetoric of competence and
authority.

Conceptual Metaphor Patterns

A total of 1,847 metaphorical expressions were identified in the metaphor sub-corpus, covering 68 distinct
source domains. Three source domains account for 54% of all instances: WAR/CONFLICT (27%),
JOURNEY/PATH (18%), and MEDICINE/HEALTH (9%). The remainder is distributed across numerous
domains including SPORT (7%), NATURE (6%), FAMILY (5%), and CONSTRUCTION (4%).

WAR metaphors pervade cross-genre and cross-party discourse without exception. Linguistic realisations
include: "wage a war on poverty", "battle for jobs", "fight back against extremism", "defend our values",
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"attack on workers' rights", and "enemy within". These expressions construct political challenges as existential
conflicts demanding a warrior-leader, thereby legitimising assertive, unilateral political action (Chilton, 2004).
JOURNEY metaphors typically appear in aspirational and forward-looking discourse: "the road ahead",
"moving forward together", "the path to prosperity", "we are on the right track", "a long journey but we're
making progress". Journey metaphors project a positive, teleological narrative of political governance in
which the speaker-as-guide leads the nation-as-traveller toward a valued destination (Musolff, 2004).
Pronoun Strategies

Pronoun frequency analysis reveals that "we" is the most common first-person pronoun across all three genres
(M = 4.7 instances per 100 words), significantly outstripping "I" (M = 1.9 per 100 words). Parliamentary
debate transcripts show higher "I" frequency than speeches or campaign texts, reflecting the more personal,
confrontational register of parliamentary exchange (Ilie, 2010).

Qualitative concordance analysis distinguishes three distinct functions of "we": the inclusive democratic we
("together we can build"), the exclusive partisan we ("we on this side of the house"), and the governmental
we ("we have implemented these policies"). The transition between these functions within a single speech is
a recurrent rhetorical strategy: speakers begin addresses with inclusive we to establish solidarity, shift to
governmental we when listing achievements, and return to inclusive we in peroration to maximise
motivational appeal.

Second-person "you" appears frequently in direct address sequences (M = 1.8 per 100 words), typically in
campaign speeches, where it constructs a personalised speaker—citizen relationship. The construction "you
know that...", identified in 73% of campaign speeches, pre-empts agreement and flattens the distinction
between shared knowledge and political claim, a discursive strategy classified by Fairclough (1989) as
synthetic personalisation.

4.4 Syntactic Complexity and Audience Orientation

Mean sentence length varies significantly across genres: campaign speeches (17.3 words/sentence) are
considerably shorter than parliamentary debates (24.1 words/sentence) and formal state addresses (22.6
words/sentence). Subordinate clause density follows the same pattern. These differences correlate with the
anticipated broadcast audience: campaign events target undecided or low-engagement voters, incentivising
accessible syntax, while parliamentary discourse addresses a specialist peer audience familiar with complex
legislative argumentation (Beard, 2000).

Notably, the most rhetorically effective passages — defined operationally as those attracting the highest
audience response in available recordings — are characterised by a paradoxical combination of short
declarative sentences and dense metaphorical elaboration. Speakers achieve emotional resonance and
rhetorical force not through syntactic elaboration but through conceptual compression: a single, vivid
metaphorical expression condenses complex policy arguments into a single, memorable image.
DISCUSSION

Taken together, the results paint a fairly consistent picture. Political language is not improvised — it draws
on a recognisable toolkit of lexical, metaphorical, and syntactic strategies that recur across speakers, parties,
and genres. What follows addresses the more significant implications of these patterns.

The keyword patterns confirm van Dijk's (1993) ideological square as a robust descriptive framework, but the
present data add an important qualification: the positive and negative semantic poles of the square are not
static but context-dependent. Lexical items such as "change" may function as positive keywords when used
by opposition candidates and as threat-associated keywords in incumbent discourse. This finding is consistent
with Entman's (1993) framing theory and underscores the importance of examining keywords in their co-
textual and contextual environments rather than in isolation (Baker et al., 2008).

The dominance of WAR metaphors across the full political spectrum challenges earlier accounts that
associated martial language primarily with conservative or nationalist discourse (Lakoff, 2004). The present
data suggest instead that WAR metaphors are a shared resource of democratic politics, available to any actor
who wishes to construct a situation as requiring urgent, decisive, and potentially divisive action. This finding
supports Chilton's (2004) argument that political cognition is structured by proximity/distance and
power/dominance axes that cut across conventional ideological categories.
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The pronoun findings enrich earlier work by Wilson (1990) and Hyland (2005) by demonstrating that pronoun
switching is not merely pragmatic but strategically sequenced within speech architecture. The discovery of a
consistent inclusive—governmental—inclusive pronoun arc across diverse speakers and contexts suggests this
may constitute a genre convention of political oratory, analogous to the narrative arc identified in other
persuasive genres. Future research should investigate whether this pattern holds cross-linguistically.

The inverse relationship between syntactic complexity and audience appeal challenges simplistic notions that
effective political communication entails "dumbing down". Rather, the most effective speakers employ what
we term rhetorical compression: syntactically simple structures are paired with semantically dense,
metaphorically rich expressions. This combination maximises accessibility — because short sentences are
easily processed — while simultaneously delivering conceptually powerful messages that leave lasting
cognitive traces (Charteris-Black, 2005).

There are important limitations to acknowledge. First, the corpus is restricted to English-language democratic
contexts, limiting cross-linguistic and cross-cultural generalisability. Second, speaker intention cannot be
directly inferred from textual patterns; the strategic nature of many linguistic choices is a theoretical
assumption, not an empirically verifiable fact. Third, audience reception is inferred from available recordings
and existing research rather than measured directly. Future studies should address these limitations through
cross-linguistic comparison, ethnographic investigation of speech production, and experimental reception
studies.

CONCLUSION

Political language works because its mechanisms are largely invisible to the people it targets. This study has
tried to make some of those mechanisms visible. Through corpus analysis, metaphor coding, and close textual
reading, we identified a consistent set of strategies — evaluative vocabulary, conceptual metaphors, pronoun
management, and rhetorical compression — that cut across speaker, party, and genre.

These findings carry several implications. For media literacy education, they highlight the need to cultivate
critical awareness of framing and metaphor as mechanisms by which political language shapes perception.
For political communication pedagogy, the identification of rhetorical compression as a key feature of
effective political speech offers a principled framework for speaker training. For public-sector language
policy, the findings reinforce calls for plain-language standards that reduce deliberate obfuscation through
nominalization and passive voice.

More broadly, this study affirms the value of an integrated, multi-level approach to political discourse analysis.
Language in the political arena is neither a neutral conduit for pre-formed ideas nor a fully autonomous
discursive system. It is a contested field in which real social actors strategically deploy structured linguistic
resources to shape the social world. Understanding these resources — their distribution, their cognitive
underpinnings, and their persuasive effects — is an indispensable contribution of linguistics to democratic
life.

REFERENCES

1. Baker, P., Gabrielatos, C., KhosraviNik, M., Krzyzanowski, M., McEnery, T., & Wodak, R. (2008).
A useful methodological synergy? Combining critical discourse analysis and corpus linguistics.
Discourse & Society, 19(3), 273-306. https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926508088962

2. Chilton, P. (2004). Analysing political discourse: Theory and practice. Routledge.

3. Entman, R. M. (1993). Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm. Journal of
Communication, 43(4), 51-58. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1993.tb01304.x

4. Fairclough, N. (1989). Language and power. Longman.

5. Fairclough, N. (2001). Language and power (2nd ed.). Longman.

6. Lakoff, G. (2004). Don't think of an elephant! Know your values and frame the debate. Chelsea Green
Publishing.

7. Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors we live by. University of Chicago Press.

8. Musolff, A. (2004). Metaphor and political discourse: Analogical reasoning in debates about Europe.
Palgrave Macmillan.

54

https://periodica.com



Periodica Journal of Modern Philosophy, Social Sciences and Humanities
Volume 52, March 2026

9. van Dijk, T. A. (1993). Elite discourse and racism. Sage.
10. Wilson, J. (1990). Politically speaking: The pragmatic analysis of political language. Blackwell.
11. Wodak, R., & Meyer, M. (Eds.). (2009). Methods of critical discourse analysis (2nd ed.). Sage.

55

https://periodica.com



