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I. General characteristics of the PhD thesis 

 

The PhD thesis is devoted to the use of language in the process of 

transforming political will into social action. It is based on the idea that 

all political action is prepared, controlled and influenced by language 

through a chain of written and spoken genres, one of the most common 

being the campaign speech. Campaign speeches are of interest from a 

linguistic point of view, because on the one hand the election campaign 

is seen as a discursive process, while on the other hand the power of 

language can be used to persuade people even in the absence of actual 

political action. The use of language in the field of politics refers to 

communicative strategies which are verbal strategies in nature. 

Therefore, verbal strategies fall into the focus of the research in relation 

to the trends of their application in the process of political legitimation. 

 

Relevance of the dissertation topic 

The relevance of the dissertation topic is determined by two trends 

in the study of political discourse. First, political discourse is primarily 

analyzed from the perspective of the print media and the linguistic 

mechanisms at their disposal, i.e. verbal strategies used to inform the 

public and protect it from abuses of power or manipulative influence to 

impose a certain position. Second, analyses of primary political texts 

are usually part of social science or political communication research 

and are characterized by lack of depth in terms of the use of linguistic 

tools. The insufficient linguistic study of political discourse opens up 

the possibility to illuminate in yet another way the interpretation of a 

number of sociopolitical, ideological and culture-specific issues. The 

existing research niche motivates the choice of object and focus of the 

PhD thesis. 
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Object and focus of the study 

The object of the study is political discourse realized in 53 speeches 

of American politicians for acceptance of the nomination for a 

presidential candidate.  

The focus of the study are the verbal legitimation strategies used 

by the US politicians to construct their specific identities and 

communicate their subjectivities through language. Linguistic 

structures and means by which the identified verbal strategies are 

implemented are investigated. 

 

Aims, tasks and hypotheses 

The main aim of the study is to identify verbal legitimation 

strategies, to establish their functions, to indicate the presence of trends 

in their use during election campaigns in the USA, to outline the 

methodological framework for the analysis of verbal strategies. 

The following specific research tasks have been set: 

1. To define the discursive dimensions of legitimation as a social 

practice. 

2. To explore the principles that motivate the choice of verbal 

strategies in political discourse. 

3. To identify the linguistic means by which the specific strategic 

moves of legitimation are realized in American political 

discourse. 

4. To investigate the mechanisms for the realization of 

legitimation strategies. To discover the relationship between 

linguistic choice and the social and epistemic context. 

5. To compare legitimation strategies from different periods and 

to explain trends in their implementation. 

6. To indicate how strategies of legitimation contribute to 

outlining the generic structure and features of contemporary 

campaign speeches. 

 



8 

 

The following hypotheses are formulated: 

1. Election campaigns in the US are characterized by verbal 

legitimation strategies that are not arbitrarily used. It is 

assumed that they are consciously selected depending on all 

dimensions of the social and cognitive context. 

2. It is assumed that the strategies used are not universal for 

political discourse, but are culturally specific, with the majority 

being inherent in the personal style of the speaking politician. 

3. Regarding the linguistic means for the realization of 

legitimation strategies, it is assumed that they are located at 

different levels of linguistic organization and complexity. 

4. Some of the strategies are expected to represent dominant 

discourses in society. 

5. It is suggested that the trends in the use of legitimation 

strategies in American political discourse are determined by the 

interrelation between text, discursive, and social practice. 

 

Corpus and methodology 

 

Theoretical framework 

The general theoretical framework within which the analysis is 

conducted in the dissertation, is Critical Discourse Analysis, which 

allows to link the study of the linguistic content of the speeches both 

with the processes of their production and interpretation and with the 

social context. Legitimation strategies are thus presented together with 

the reasons for their implementation and the effects thereof. The applied 

methodology takes into account the main theoretical developments that 

relate to the discursive aspects of legitimization. The research is 

motivated by ideas arising from the developments within the social 

sciences, discourse analysis and linguistic pragmatics, semiotics and 

philosophy of language. 

Methods of analysis 

First, the research is based on the conceptual toolkit of the 

Discourse-Historical Approach (Reisigl & Wodak, 2016). 



9 

 

Second, van Dijk’s approach (1997) referred to as ideological 

square is adopted, according to which political discourse has a 

polarized structure, and the main strategy is the positive presentation of 

the Self and the negative presentation of the Other. 

Thirdly, van Leeuwen’s (2007) classification, which defines four 

categories of legitimation: (1) authority, (2) moral evaluation, (3) 

rationality, (4) mythopoesis, is further developed. 

Fourth, a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods is 

used, with quantitative methods only supporting the in-depth analysis 

of political speeches. 

Sources of linguistic material 

The study of verbal legitimation strategies was conducted by 

analyzing the linguistic structures and devices in formal acceptance 

speeches for the nomination of candidates for the US presidency. This 

genre is particularly suitable for the study of verbal legitimation 

strategies in political discourse as it is perceived as prototypical. It gives 

rise to other versions of the campaign speech, which are delivered 

during the rest of the campaign to diverse audiences. The goal is 

twofold – on the one hand, it is related to coercion and persuasion 

involving strong arguments and delegitimization, and on the other hand, 

to cogent presentation of candidates’ programmes. 

The whole research is based on a corpus of a total of 53 speeches 

by American politicians, delivered over a period of 120 years – from 

1900 to 2020 as part of the election campaign. The politicians belong 

to the two main political parties in the USA – the Democratic and the 

Republican Party. The corpus of speeches consists of 220,657 words, 

and the word count has been conducted by using Microsoft Word and 

excludes annotations and audience responses. The transcript of the 

speeches has been downloaded from the American Presidency Project 

(Woolley & Peters, 2010), a specialised website with open access 

resources and public documents of the presidential institution. A total 

of 327 examples have been extracted, of which 92 refer to epistemic 

legitimation, 170 to intertextuality, and 65 to political myth. Thus, the 

unit of analysis of political discourse is an example that consists of one 

or several paragraphs connected in a coherent and meaningful unity.  
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II. Summarized presentation of the PhD thesis 

Introduction 

 

The introduction justifies the choice of the topic and its relevance 

from the point of view of linguistics. The objectives of the study are 

defined, the research tasks are indicated and the main hypotheses of the 

PhD thesis are formulated. The object and focus of the study, the 

theoretical framework, methods of analysis and sources of linguistic 

material are defined. 

 

Chapter  1. General theoretical positions in the analysis of political 

discourse 

  

The first chapter presents the theoretical premises for the study. The 

concept of discourse is examined, the relationship between politics and 

language is clarified, the concept of political discourse is defined and 

the aspect according to which it will be used in the research is 

determined. The main functions of political discourse are also clarified.  

Discourse is presented as a concept that is central to the modern 

linguistic toolkit. On the one hand, it is perceived as a suprasentential 

unity, as connected speech, while on the other hand it is seen as 

contextualized utterances in real time. The emphasis on real-time 

language use means that discourse or language in use is perceived as 

authentic or naturally occurring language by real users of the language 

who have a communicative purpose. The concept also means a way of 

talking about things within a certain institutional sphere, with the use of 

language subject to specific rules (discourse practices). Discourse is 

seen not as a set of signs that serve to represent information, but as 

practices that systematically shape the objects they speak of. In this 

sense, it reflects the social order and creates the social order, i.e. it 

simultaneously constructs and constrains social relations. 

Within the framework of Critical Discourse Analysis, some 

important aspects of the concept have been outlined, which must be 

taken into account when it is perceived as part of the toolkit for 

linguistic research (Reisigl & Wodak, 2016; van Dijk, 2016): 
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(1) Discourse has three interrelated dimensions. It is 

simultaneously a text, a discursive practice and a social 

practice, i.e. it includes the text, the processes of its creation 

and interpretation, and the wider social context. The 

relationship between text and social practice is mediated by 

discursive practice. 

(2) The relationship between discourse and society is also 

cognitively mediated. Discourse includes not only the text, but 

also the social context of communication, which characterizes 

the participants and the processes of creation and perception of 

the texts, taking into account the background knowledge of the 

participants.  

(3) Certain discourses which are ideological in nature impose 

themselves as dominant in the public space. The use of 

language by empowered individuals and institutions is a way to 

impose certain points of view and legitimize social action. With 

repeated exposure and repetition, certain points of view begin 

to be taken for granted, i.e. are normalized. 

(4) The boundaries of discourse can also be sought in terms of text 

and genre. Genre is a type of communication, a discursive 

practice that is subject to social conventions and fulfills a 

particular social purpose in a particular social context. Genre is 

also a mental schema that refers to certain procedural 

knowledge about a certain textual function and the processes of 

creation, distribution and perception of the text.  

(5) The boundaries of discourse are flexible and depend on the 

analyst’s perspective because discourse is not a closed unit, but 

rather a dynamic semiotic entity that is open to new 

interpretations. 

(6) The dynamic nature of discourse is expressed in its relation to 

other texts and discourses. Utterances, texts, genres and 

discourses are in a constant intertextual relationship, alongside 

their relation to extralinguistic sociopolitical changes. 

The first chapter examines context as a starting point for the 

specific meaning realization and interpretation of linguistic phenomena. 

Context is presented with its five dimensions: the immediate linguistic 
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and discourse context; the intertextual and interdiscursive relations 

between utterances, texts, genres and discourses; the social variables 

and institutional frames of the specific situational context; the wider 

sociopolitical and historical context, in which discursive practices are 

embedded and related to; the epistemic context which refers to the 

beliefs, prior knowledge and identity of the speaker. 

Defining the concept of political discourse goes through 

discovering the relationship between language and politics, in which 

language serves as a tool for political action. The study considers the 

importance of actual language use in the creation of meanings in 

political action in general, which reflects its discursive nature. Through 

the analysis of language use, attempts are made to demystify the 

ideological meanings deeply embedded in language. 

The term political discourse is seen as ambiguous and can refer to 

any type of text and talk that is about a political subject or is politically 

motivated. Informal conversations on a political topic within family 

environment, or among friends and colleagues are also defined as 

political discourse as they reflect political events and issues. Political 

discourse is also defined in terms of its actors, i.e. professional 

politicians and political institutions; political activities, i.e. social 

practices that have a discursive character; the situational context; the 

possible political effect; the themes and issues represented in the texts 

through which political discourse is realized. 

The last part of the first chapter examines the functions of political 

discourse, which depend on the referential, connative, social and 

emotive purpose of language, as well as on the specific goals of 

communication in the field of politics. It focuses on four main 

functions: 

 Representation: expressing ideological beliefs. It is realized 

through lexical choice and cognitive metaphors. 

 Expression of political stance. It is realized explicitly and 

implicitly at all levels of language. Except for lexical choice, 

grammatical means, which include modality and transitivity, 

are considered to be the most salient indicators of stance. 

 Manipulative influence. It is achieved through contextualized 

language use. The linguistic indicators of manipulation are 
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diverse, but deixis, presuppositions, and speech acts stand out 

as the most relevant to the study. 

 Persuasion. It is accomplished through argumentative schemes 

and rhetorical figures and tropes. Political metaphors, 

metonyms, synecdoches and chiasmus are recognised as the 

strongest means of persuasion in the corpus of political 

speeches. 

 

Chapter  2. The political campaign speech as a genre of political 

discourse 

 

The second chapter focuses on genre diversity of political discourse 

in order to define the presidential nomination acceptance speech both 

in terms of textual type and the production and reception standards of 

political speeches. 

The PhD thesis assumes that genre is a generalized, historically 

formed text type, used in a given language community to achieve 

specific communicative goals in specific situations, has specific 

functions and is characterised by a compositional, architectonic as well 

as linguistic arrangement at the surface level (Chilton & Schaffner 

2002, p. 19). In general, it is defined by discourse communities, i.e. by 

the groups of individuals whose membership is related to their social 

role. Each social field possesses a set of discursive practices or 

discourse orders inherent to it. Thus genres can be distinguished 

according to social practices which are relatively stable over time, as 

well as according to communicative events (Fairclough, 2003). 

Political genres are considered as part of political communication 

that occurs in and between three areas: the state political system at the 

national and transnational level (government, parliament, political 

parties, elections, debates), the heterogeneous sphere of governmental 

and non-governmental social institutions, educational and business 

organizations, and the media system (Cap & Okulska, 2013). 

The classification of political genres suggested by Reisigl and 

Wodak (2016) is adopted, according to which eight fields of political 

action are distinguished in the sphere of politics: law-making 

procedure; formation of public attitudes, opininons and will; party-

internal formation of attitudes, opinions and will; inter-party formation 
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of attitudes, opinions and will; organization of international relations; 

political advertising; political executive and administration; political 

control. Each of these fields not only has its own specific political 

genres, but is associated with certain topics of discourse and has certain 

political functions. 

The main features of political genres are considered. These cover 

interdiscursiveness, recontextualization and hybridity and can be 

expalined in three points. First, political genres are interconnected in 

genre chains or networks such as the multiple political genres that are 

part of an election campaign. Second, recontextualization leads to the 

creation of new genres through interpretations of the original text. 

Third, political genres are characterised by their changing nature, 

fluidity and openness to new forms of hybridity (Fairclough, 2006). 

The second chapter also focuses on the typology of the campaign 

speech which is defined as the fundamental, archetypal genre of 

political communication. It has been argued that genre rhetorical theory 

cannot be entirely useful for the analysis of political speeches because 

many complex political changes have occurred since it was first put 

forward (Charteris-Black, 2018). It is considered appropriate to use a 

transdisciplinary approach that combines the toolkit of rhetoric, 

political science and discourse analysis. Therefore, the classification of 

political discourse in terms of its fields of action is introduced in order 

to define campaign speech as a genre or subgenre of political 

communication. Depending on the field of political action it is one of 

the subgenres of political advertising, political control, or formation of 

public attitudes, opinions and will). 

The second chapter considers the campaign speech in terms of its 

structure and composition. It was established that it has a three-partite 

compositional structure without clearly distinguishable sections of 

argumentation and narration. It is assumed that the reasons for this 

deviation from the ideal of classical speeches are related to the 

introduction of new forms of mass communication and the formation of 

new types of audiences. 

The final part of the second chapter discusses the trends in the 

production and reception of contemporary political speeches in 

order to set the ground for interpreting and explaining the verbal 

strategies of legitimation. Mediatization of political discourse refers to 
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the influence media exert on political communication. On the one hand, 

politics takes place exclusively within a media environment, and on the 

other hand, the media apply their own evaluations and rules and thus 

change politics. The changes are related to the introduction of elements 

of mass culture and a change in the style of expression, where formal 

political communication resembles real-world interaction. This 

restructuring of the boundaries between the public and the private, 

referred to as conversationalization, is expressed through the lack of 

complex noun phrases, an emphasis on conversational vocabulary and 

grammatical forms such as short verb forms and the use of active voice 

constructions, first and second person singular pronouns, simplified 

syntax, discourse markers for expressing ambiguity and hesitation, 

which are characteristic of spontaneous speech, humor and irony, as 

well as paraverbal semiotic means. These linguistic means are 

recognised as possessing potential for the expression of subjectivity in 

political speeches. 

Another trend that has been observed is profanization of political 

discourse. This simplification of political language is seen as linked to 

linguistic complexity, expressed in the preference for words denoting 

kinship ties, the word children in particular, the inclusive use of 

pronouns, the increasingly frequent use of words such as poverty and 

help, which express support, affect, and concern for people’s welfare. 

In general, the language is more egalitarian, representing at least a 

rhetorical engagement with social issues. Conversationalization refers 

to the style that is characterized by intimacy and reference to the life 

stories of ordinary people and folk wisdom, telling anecdotes, 

emphasizing the speaker’s ethos by the use of self-promotion and self-

reference. An idiosyncratic feature of political discourse is the lack of 

expression of modesty at the expense of constructing an image of an 

active, energetic, realistic, self-confident leader who appears as a 

defender of the people. This is expressed through words that create 

associations of active orientation and strength, power and influence, 

new beginning and renewal. 

Another area of interest is the process of writing of campaign 

speeches, which in the conditions of modern political communication, 

is characterized by teamwork between politicians, political advisers, 

media consultants and professional speech writers, thus involving the 
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notions of intertextuality and interdiscursivity. It should be taken into 

account that team authorship aims at supporting the marketing of the 

politician’s brand and is based on an in-depth study of his idiosyncratic 

style. Although he/she is not considered as the author of the speeches 

delivered, the speaking politician is regarded as the principal and 

animator, i.e. bears full responsibility for the content, argumentation, 

style, as well as the delivery of speeches. 

The final part of the second chapter discusses the approaches and 

methods chosen in the dissertation for the examination of political 

discourse. Among the diversity of approaches to the study of political 

speeches, the doctoral thesis considers Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA), also known as Critical Discourse Studies (Wodak & Meyer, 

2016), as the main approach which underlies the analysis. The reason 

for choosing CDA is that it is recognized as a dominant approach with 

considerable potential in the study of language in society, works at the 

boundary between language and social structures, and its main research 

focus is primarily on political discourse, alongside media, advertising, 

ideological, racist and institutional discourse. The advantages of CDA 

for the analysis of political speeches refer to the possibilities to analyze 

social and power relations, ideologies, social institutions and 

organizations and social identities through linguistic methods. The 

study of language in its social use and within different social contexts 

contributes to an emphasis on discourse that is missing or is 

underdeveloped within the social sciences. These studies focus on the 

key role of language in society without examining the linguistic features 

of the text. The established inconsistencies are overcome by CDA 

through the simultaneous application of linguistic theories and social 

science theories. The choice of this linguistic and transdisciplinary 

approach which uses methods, theories and terminology of other 

disciplines is motivated by the possibility to achieve a greater depth of 

the research and analysis of the elements of social life and to gain a 

better understanding of assertions mystified by language use 

(Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012). 

The final discussion focuses on the reasons for adopting the 

methodology for the analysis of political discourse, proposed by the 

Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) within CDA framework. 

First, the nature of the DHA is specified, related to the basic positions 
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which are discussed. According to DHA, discourse has an essential role 

in the creation of power relations, which explains the necessity to study 

the connection between language choice, social context and 

intertextuality. A belief is emphasized that the ideologies responsible 

for inequalities in society can be illuminated by deconstructing the 

interrelationship between texts, discursive practice and social relations. 

Thus the main contribution of DHA in relation to the doctoral research 

is not limited to the use of the formulations of possible verbal strategies 

and approaches to the identification, analysis and explanation of 

strategies in political discourse. It is pointed out that by using DHA as 

an analytical method in the work, a greater objectivity is achieved in the 

evaluation of strategies through the analysis of linguistic means and 

their implementation in speech. 

 

Chapter  3. Strategies in political discourse 

 

The focus of Chapter three is the nature of verbal legitimation 

strategies. The various aspects of communicative-speech strategies and 

legitimation in political discourse are examined. 

The first part of the third chapter traces how the notion of strategy 

has evolved. The statement that “discourse is produced strategically” 

(van Dijk, 2016, p. 67) is used as a starting point to define verbal 

strategies in political discourse. Central to the main arguments which 

underpin the critical approach and the conclusions of the doctoral thesis 

is Habermas’ (1999) theory of communicative rationality and discourse 

ethics. Its main point is that modern world is characterized by 

linguistically mediated interactions which are perceived as two types of 

opposing actions. The first action is oriented towards achieving 

understanding when natural language is used only as an intermediary 

for the transfer of information, while the second action is oriented 

towards achieving results. The former is defined as communicative 

action, i.e. is based on unintentional communication, whereas the latter 

is referred to as strategic action, i.e. motivated by instrumental 

rationality and subordinated to the achievement of a goal in 

communication. Special emphasis is placed on observations for the lack 

of a clear distinction between strategic and communicative action. A 
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problematic situation in modern communication is identified and 

discussed. It results from the fact that strategic and communicative 

actions are observed simultaneously. It is emphasized that one of the 

tactics of strategic action is to simulate communicative interaction 

(Fairclough, 2003). 

In the second part of the third chapter, various interpretations of the 

concept of strategy in the academic literature are examined. A 

distinction is made between communicative strategy, speech strategy 

and communicative-speech tactics. A communicative strategy is 

defined as a plan for the realization of a certain communicative 

intention, which regulates the content and topic, the communicative 

effect or reaction of the addressee, and the selection and combination 

of linguistic means that fulfil the purpose. It represents the highest level 

in the communication system. A speech strategy is determined as the 

complete system of operations carried out by the text producer, related 

to the choice and realization of the communicative goals in a specific 

communicative situation. The term speech tactics is also introducedto 

refer to the specific communicative move that is used as a separate tool 

for the implementation of general strategies. Strategies and tactics are 

considered in terms of the impact on the recipient, as well as depending 

on the linguistic means of their implementation (Todorova, 2001). 

The main issue that is raised is the extent to which strategies refer 

to intentional language use resulting from the conscious choice of the 

text producer and the extent to which communication has an 

unconscious or semi-conscious part. Various views are presented, with 

Bourdieu’s (1991) theory of strategy standing out among them. 

According to Bourdieu’s theory, the strategic action of the participants 

in communication is caused by the interaction between their individual 

habitus and the objective structures of the individual field of action 

where they act. Habitus arises from consciously and unconsciously 

acquired experience and from the impact of the social practice. It 

primarily represents dispositions that are semi-conscious, involving a 

sense of how to react or what to say in a given situation. The purpose 

of habitus is to provide participants in communication with a firmly 

established set of orientations that determine the parameters of social 

action and the reproduction of power relations. Strategies, according to 

Bourdieu (1991), are specific to the respective field and must be 
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analyzed according to it. These are observed at the level of language 

and are related to participants’ positioninging in the communication in 

the field of action. 

The study has found out that intentions are the main factor and 

driver for strategies, but the degree of their awareness may be different 

and depends on the level of development and the psychological traits of 

the text producer. Thererfore, it is assumed that verbal strategies are not 

completely random, but they are not over-determined either (Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2016). 

The final part of the third chapter examines the socio-political and 

discursive dimensions of legitimation. In order to achieve the purposes 

and tasks of the research, a distinction is made between the concepts of 

legitimation, legitimacy and legality. Habermas’ view (2010) is adopted 

in the study. It is argued that pure legality cannot ensure recognition of 

power structures in the long run if it is not able to legitimize itself 

independently of the law through which power is exercized. This means 

that legality exists only if it provides grounds for certain formal 

procedures within political institutions to satisfy the requirements of 

justice in society, which make these institutions legitimate. The concept 

of legitimation is defined as “a type of argumentative justification, 

public justification, in which an action can be justified in terms of 

reasons, and these reasons can be justified as collectively recognized 

and respected” (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 112). The specificity 

of political legitimation is determined as a process of argumentation 

that aims to convince the addressees that a certain course of action or a 

certain point of view is correct. As the term refers to a particular kind 

of justification, it can only be used in a limited number of cases (Martin 

Rojo & van Dijk 1997, p. 528; van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 92) when there 

are: power relations related to the argumentation of the practices of 

certain institutions; presence of an ideological space in which the 

institution works with public approval; conditions of creating publicly 

shared beliefs, values and norms; reference to the law, which enables 

social consensus.  

It is pointed out that the main problematic area related to 

legitimation, defined as “legitimation crisis”, refers to the lack of 

sufficient rational arguments to carry it out or their replacement by 

emotions constructed in discourse. Emphasis is placed on the fact that 
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legitimation is considered not only in terms of actions and policies, but 

also in terms of the personality and the discourse of the seeker of 

institutional legitimation. This variety of legitimation is referred to as 

legitimization (Cap, 2006; Chilton, 2004) or self-legitimization/self-

legitimizing discourse (Martin Rojo & van Dijk, 1997). It is related to 

discursive affirmation, i.e. ethos, understood as the linguistic realization 

of the speaker’s authority, rationality, and the right to speak and to be 

obeyed. 

A particular emphasis of the study is the clarification of the 

discursive dimensions of legitimation. Several methodological 

frameworks for analyzing it as a discursive practice are considered, 

which suggest methods and terminology to study the use of language 

for legitimizing the power of individuals and groups (Cap, 2006; 

Chilton, 2004; Martin Rojo & van Dijk, 1997; Reisigl & Wodak, 2016; 

Reyes, 2011; van Dijk, 1997). It is noted that one of the most widely 

accepted theoretical and methodological frameworks for analyzing the 

linguistic realizations of legitimation considers four categories of 

legitimation based on: (1) authority, (2) moral evaluation, (3) 

rationality, (4) mythopoesis (van Leeuwen, 2007). 

 

Chapter  4. Legitimation strategies in campaign speeches 

 

Taking into account the diversity of approaches in the study of 

legitimation as a discursive practice, the thesis examines it from the 

perspective of the verbal strategies through which it is carried out. This 

motivates the focus of the study presented in Chapter 4, i.e. to identify, 

analyze and interpret the verbal legitimation strategies based on the 

sample from the corpus of speeches. Through the analytical framework 

that has been proposed, three verbal legitimation strategies have been 

identified: epistemic legitimation, intertextuality and political myth 

along with the tactics, the linguistic means through which they are 

realized and the functions they perform. 

The first part of the fourth chapter is devoted to the manifestations 

of epistemic legitimation as a verbal strategy. The application of the 

following tactics and linguistic means for its implementation have been 

established: 
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(1) Legitimization by expressing a high degree of committment to 

the truth of the proposition realized through the modal verbs will and 

can, the verb tenses Present Simple, Present Continuous, Present 

Perfect Simple, the construction be going to, verbs with modal meaning 

know, believe, refuse, promise, intend, doubt, want; 

(2) Legitimization by expressing a low degree of committment to 

the truth of the proposition realized through the modal verb may, the 

modal adverb maybe, adverbs expressing vague language now and then, 

sometimes, a little too, negative verb forms, rhetorical questions, 

informality, humor and self-irony; 

(3) Legitimization through the expression of epistemic possibility 

realized through conditional and imperative mood; 

(4) Legitimization through evidentiality realized with the help of 

epistemological modality; 

(5) Legitimization through lexical choice of lexemes and 

collocations such as truth, commitment, confidence, determination, etc., 

and sports metaphors; 

(6) Legitimization through personal deixis, i.e. the use of personal 

and possessive pronouns in the first person singular and plural and third 

person singular. 

The analysis of the examples has shown that there are two ways of 

achieving epistemic legitimation – explicit and implicit, although the 

distinction between them is often imperceptible. 

The specific functions of epistemic legitimation have been outlined: 

(1) to transcend rationality in persuasion through credible facts, 

evidence, and other semantic means; (2) to enhance the assertive tone 

of the utterance; (3) to establish the speaker’s authority and identity as 

a credible candidate who possesses certain personal and professional 

qualities; (4) to strengthen the impact on the addressee; (5) to achieve 

the perlocutionary effect, i.e. the coercion of addressees to support the 

presidential candidate. The implementation of these functions testifies 

to the interrelation between the construction of the speaker’s 

subjectivity in discourse and the social and cognitive context. 

The analysis has revealed a seemingly unusual tactic of epistemic 

legitimation by expressing a low degree of committment to the truth of 

the proposition, i.e. hesitation and self-doubt. Its role is to assist the 
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realization of the chosen argumentative model, which is based on 

contrast and the effect of surprise. 

The second part of the fourth chapter brings out intertextuality as 

one of the strategies of legitimation. In the dissertation, it is understood 

as heteroglossia, as different voices that complement or contradict each 

other are dialogically interrelated. In the political speeches from the 

corpus, these “other” voices appear in two forms: (a) direct speech, 

indirect speech and paraphrasing; (b) allusions and narratives. In this 

sense, the analysis of the examples from the corpus is based on the 

distinction between two types of intertextuality – manifest and 

constitutive. By determining the tactics of the strategy that were used 

depending on the source of intertextuality, two main functions of 

intertextuality as a strategy of legitimation are outlined – justifying and 

defending one’s own position and rejecting opposing points of view. In 

order to establish the presence of “external” texts and voices, a scale of 

dialogicity has been designed which shows the comparative frequency 

of each source of intertextuality in the speeches, measured by the 

number of paragraphs of occurrence. The findings have shown that (1) 

the most frequently used sources of intertextuality are onomastic 

allusions, authoritative figures and sources, political opponents, the 

opposition, and ordinary citizens; (2) the relatively frequently used 

sources of intertextuality are family members and friends, figures and 

research, quasi-reference; (3) self-reference and titular allusion are 

relatively rarely used. 

A classification of intertextuality according to the speaker and the 

sources used is also drawn up, on the basis of which the existence of 

two groups of speakers belonging to two different historical periods is 

registered. The use of intertextuality as a legitimation strategy by 

reference to the political opponent has been identified to serve as an 

underpinning principle for text organization and argument construction 

in the speeches in the period 1960 – 2020. The study of the sources of 

intertextuality as well as the frequency of using “external” voices in the 

speeches indicates that diachronically intertextuality has different 

functions as a verbal strategy. 

The final part of the fourth chapter introduces political myth as a 

narrative strategy of legitimation in American political culture. In order 

to determine the nature of political myth, it is considered in comparison 
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with the sacred myth and with political ideology. Given the different 

aspects covered by the definition (Barthes, 1991; Flood, 2002; Kranert, 

2018), the thesis assumes that a political myth is an ideologically 

marked narrative that claims to represent the truth about events of the 

past, present and foreseeable future and is perceived by a given social 

group as true knowledge. The factors for the emergence of political 

myths are traced to relate to human thinking in general and the crisis in 

society in the current moment. The functions and different forms of its 

realization are also studied. The findings show that they vary from an 

extended narrative to an ideologeme. Issues relating to the idiosyncracy 

of the political myth in American political culture are examined, such 

as the function of political myth as an empty signifier (Barthes, 1991), 

or as a source of national pride, being part of American “civil religion” 

(Austermühl, 2014). 

Ten political myths have been identified, classified and analyzed 

within the corpus of speeches. By tracing the etymology of political 

myths, identifying their forms and analyzing their implementation as 

strategies of legitimization, two groups of political myths have beeen 

outlined in the corpus: universal and culturally-specific. Culturally-

specific political myths (the myth of American exceptionalism in its 

two versions – the myth of the creation of the American nation and the 

myth of the unique American nation, the myth of the promised land, the 

myth of the American dream, the myth of the frontier) are instruments 

of influencing and legitimizing the exchange of common signs between 

the producers of political speeches and their addressees. These common 

signs, however, reflect a common past, traditions, and memories only 

to a certain extent. They rather refer to the ideal of a just society, so in 

this sense, they are ideological signs. The exchange of signs creates 

trust among addressees and thus carries the potential for consensus 

building. Unlike the sphere of mass culture, where the myth of the 

American dream and the myth of the frontier are dominant, they are 

limited to the personal style of certain politicians in American campaign 

discourse. The main national political myth in the corpus is the myth of 

American exceptionalism, which diachronically turns out to be the most 

vital myth through which complex political processes are justified. 

Universal political myths (the myth of the Golden Age, the myth of 

the hypothetical future, the myth of the savior, and the myth of the just 
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war) appear to be conceptualizations that are characteristic of human 

thinking at least within the cultural boundaries of western society. Their 

main role is to emphasize the existence of a problem in the present, the 

solution of which is pending but depends on the moral choice made at 

the present moment, or to point to the altruism and the Machiavellian 

choice that the leader must make. 

The combination of the identified political myths in the speeches 

from the corpus proves that legitimization is a complex process with 

two aspects – national identity and moral dimensions of the speaker’s 

character. 

The research also demonstrates that political myth is part of the 

macro-argumentative structure of the speeches from the corpus. The 

macrostructures of political legitimation can be derived from the fact 

that political discourse calls for action and supports it by assessing the 

situation, defining the goals and discussing the values of the relevant 

political group or society at large (Kranert, 2018). Legitimization 

through mythopoesis/political myth in the speeches follows precisely 

this pattern of argumentation, i.e. (1) data on the economic and political 

situation are presented; (2) values and principles that society believes 

in are invoked; (3) the political goals are defined, which are related to 

a better future for the country and the citizens. In some of the speeches, 

this macro-argumentative structure is based on interdiscursivity, i.e. 

resembles a Protestant treatise titled American Jeremiad. Based on 

these examples, the existence of an inextricable connection between 

political myth and its distinctly religious and ideological aspects in 

American political culture is demonstrated. 

The study of political myth has shown that legitimization is 

constructed through the selection of specific lexico-grammatical 

features of the text. These are lexemes with a strongly positive or 

strongly negative connotation, expressiveness, conditional mood 

mostly of the first type, modality, nominalizations, verbs that express 

certain semantic processes, cognitive metaphors, presuppositions. The 

choice of these linguistic forms construes the pragmatic features of the 

text, i.e. the construction of trust in the speaker by creating highly 

positive or highly negative emotions in the addressees. 
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Conclusion 

 

The following conclusions have been drawn from the conducted 

doctoral research: 

The hypothesis that verbal strategies are purposefully used and 

selected depending on the dimensions of the social and cognitive 

context is confirmed. The diachronic approach to the analysis of the 

speeches, intertextuality analysis in particular, has shown that 

legitimating power is dependent on context, culture and time. 

The classification of verbal legitimation strategies and tactics made 

in the study has shown that they can be grouped according to the 

following criteria: 

(1) Universal strategies typical for political discourse in the 

Western world, some of which are: 

 Epistemic legitimation realized with the tactics of high 

degree of commitment to the truth of the proposition, 

personal deixis and lexical choice; 

 Intertextuality through reference to the opponent, 

figures and research; 

 Political myth represented by the tactics of the myth of 

the savior, the myth of the just war, the myth of the 

hypothetical future, and the myth of the Golden Age. 

(2) Culture-specific strategies inherent in American political 

discourse: 

 Intertextuality realized with the tactics of referring to 

authoritative figures, significant events and important 

documents; 

 Political myth realized with the tactics of the myth of 

American exceptionalism, the myth of the creation of 

the American nation, the myth of the unique American 

nation, the myth of the promised land, the myth of the 

American dream, the myth of the frontier. 

(3) Subjective strategies specific to the speaker’s personal style: 

 Epistemic legitimation realized with the tactics of low 

degree of commitment to the truth of the proposition 

and evidentiality; 
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 Intertextuality through the tactics of reference to family 

members, self-reference and quasi-reference. 

The research has shown that there are universal verbal strategies 

inherent in political discourse. The use of political myths has been 

registered as typical of political discourse in general, especially in a 

situation of change of government. 

Typical for the culture-specific strategies in the American political 

discourse is the ideological charge they carry, which is expressed in the 

use of ideologially charged lexemes such as American exceptionalism, 

democracy, liberty, American promise, American dream, etc. The 

culture-specific strategies realized through the verbal strategy of 

political myth serve for legitimation through the use of national 

stereotypes and culture-specific narratives. 

The collected corpus of speeches, which allows for a diachronic 

approach, shows that verbal strategies of legitimation inherent in the 

speaker’s personal style vary in terms of the individual use of the 

language by the speaker.  

The research has found that the hypothesis that verbal strategies of 

legitimation are only culture-specific and individual without having a 

universal character is not confirmed. The quantitative study of the 

strategies indicates that in terms of the use in the speeches, culture-

specific and universal strategies have the largest share, the tactic of 

referring to the opponent particularly. It must be taken into account that 

the preferred strategies differ diachronically, corresponding to the 

attitudes of the speaker, the social expectations of the addressees and 

the immediate context of the speech. Especially characteristic of the 

speeches after 1960 are the tactics of referring to the political opponent 

and family members. 

The hypothesis that the linguistic means for the implementation of 

the strategies are located at different levels of linguistic organization 

and complexity is confirmed. They can be found both at the lexical and 

grammatical, as well as at the textual and pragmatic level. The linguistic 

means by which they are realized are: (1) at the lexical level: lexical 

choice, ideologically charged lexemes, metaphors; (2) at the 

grammatical level: verb tenses, modality, especially epistemic 

modality, modal verbs and verbs with modal meaning, conditional 

mood, transitivity; (3) at the text level: intertextuality and 
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interdiscursivity, allusions, autobiographical narratives; (4) at the 

pragmatic level: personal deixis, informal register, humor, irony. 

The findings have shown that verbal legitimation strategies are 

characterized by a text-constructing potential. This trend is proven by 

the analysis of the speeches from a diachronic perspective. While the 

speeches from the beginning of the 20th century until the Second World 

War are verbose and come close in style and language to a party 

program, the speeches from 1960 to the present show qualitatively 

different compositional and thematic characteristics. This conclusion is 

drawn on the basis of the study of intertextuality and political myths. 

The thematic blocks that are necessarily present in modern speeches 

include narratives about the speaker’s family and ordinary citizens, 

reference to the personality, discourse and actions of the political 

opponent, weaving symbols of patriotism into the text. This trend 

speaks of textual changes, i.e. genre characteristics of campaign 

speeches. The changes are brought about by the use of legitimization 

strategies and can be explained by the conversationalisation or 

personalization of political discourse. 

The hypothesis that verbal legitimation strategies are implemented 

through dominant discourses that enforce the status quo in society has 

been confirmed. This trend is especially clear in the implementation of 

the political myth strategy. 

The research has also revealed other trends in the application of 

verbal legitimation strategies: 

1) Personalization of messages to focus the attention on the 

speaking politician. 

2) Creation of a personalized view of political issues. 

3) Construction of solidarity and positive attitudes among the 

addressees by presenting strategic action as communicative. 

4) Avoidance of political argumentation and its replacement with 

delegitimization of opposing opinions. 

The understanding that the real election campaign takes place in the 

media justifies the choice of genre, textual features, and linguistic 

means through which legitimization takes place. In this sense, the 

hypothesis that the examination of verbal strategies of legitimation in 

the American political discourse reveals the interrelation between text, 

discursive and social practice is confirmed. 
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Perspectives 

The research results can be used to develop teaching materials for 

foreign language learning and intercultural communication while the 

analytical framework and linguistic toolkit can be applied to research in 

political science and international relations. 

The conclusions drawn set the direction for future research on 

political discourse in two key areas: 

 delegitimization as a dominant verbal strategy of political 

argumentation; 

 comparative analysis of verbal strategies in Bulgarian and 

American/British political discourse, especially those oriented 

towards populism, with the purpose of discovering the 

mechanisms of their globalization. 

 

III. PhD thesis contributions 
 

1. A terminological toolkit for analyzing legitimation as a social 

practice is proposed based on the study of the discursive aspects 

of legitimation, which is motivated by the existence of a 

linguistic deficit in the study of political discourse. 

2. It is proved that verbal legitimation strategies are related to 

intentional language use on the one hand, and on the other hand, 

to the individual dispositions of the text producer’s personality 

and personal verbal behavior. 

3. Three main verbal strategies of legitimation in American 

political discourse have been identified based on a linguistic 

study of primary texts: epistemic legitimation, intertextuality, 

and political myth. 

4. Depending on the tactics and linguistic means through which 

verbal strategies are realized, as well as depending on the 

functions they perform in terms of legitimation, they are 

classified as: universal strategies for political discourse in the 

Western world; culture-specific strategies inherent in American 

political discourse; subjective strategies related to the 

politician’s personal style. 
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5. It was clarified through the diachronic approach in the analysis 

of campaign speeches that (1) legitimating power of verbal 

strategies depends on the socio-political, cultural and epistemic 

context; (2) verbal legitimation strategies have a text-

constructing potential, i.e. result in a change in the generic 

structure of campaign speeches. 
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