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Discourse Analysis in Political Rhetoric: Examining Language Power in Presidential Debates 

Presidential debates serve as crucial battlegrounds where candidates articulate their 

political ideologies, challenge adversaries, and attempt to persuade voters through carefully 

constructed rhetoric. The language used in these debates is not merely a vehicle for 

communication but a powerful tool for asserting dominance, shaping narratives, and influencing 

public perception. Every word choice, rhetorical device, and strategic maneuver employed in 

these debates is designed to strengthen a candidate’s position while undermining that of their 

opponent. The study of discourse analysis allows for an in-depth examination of the mechanisms 

through which political figures construct authority, engage in verbal confrontations, and utilize 

persuasive appeals to sway the electorate. Analyzing the discourse strategies employed in 

presidential debates, particularly through the lens of persuasion, attack strategies, and framing, 

reveals the extent to which language operates as a mechanism of power in political 

communication. By focusing on the 2020 U.S. presidential debates between Donald Trump and 

Joe Biden, this paper explores how linguistic strategies shape public discourse and reinforce 

ideological divides, ultimately demonstrating that language is an indispensable instrument in 

electoral competition. 

Discourse analysis provides an essential framework for evaluating the use of language in 

political settings. It encompasses various linguistic components, including pragmatics, speech 

acts, rhetorical appeals, and framing, all of which contribute to the overall impact of a 



 

candidate’s rhetoric. Pragmatics examines how context influences meaning, revealing the ways 

in which political figures tailor their language to specific audiences. Speech act theory, a 

foundational concept in linguistic studies, suggests that language is not only descriptive but also 

performative, meaning that utterances can function as declarations, commands, or commitments. 

In the context of presidential debates, speech acts such as promises, threats, and challenges play 

a crucial role in reinforcing authority and credibility. Additionally, rhetorical strategies—

particularly appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos—enable candidates to construct a persuasive 

argument. Ethos, or credibility, is established through references to experience and expertise, 

while pathos appeals to the audience’s emotions. Logos, the logical dimension of argumentation, 

is employed through the use of statistics, evidence, and structured reasoning. Framing further 

contributes to the strategic use of language by selecting particular aspects of an issue and 

presenting them in a way that aligns with the speaker’s agenda. These linguistic strategies, when 

deployed effectively, enable candidates to assert control over the discourse and position 

themselves as authoritative figures in the electoral contest. 

A critical examination of the 2020 U.S. presidential debates between Donald Trump and 

Joe Biden provides valuable insights into the application of these discourse strategies in practice. 

These debates, held in the midst of a deeply polarized political climate, featured significant 

rhetorical contrasts between the candidates. Biden adopted a measured, policy-oriented 

approach, frequently referencing his past political experience and the tangible impact of his 

policy proposals. In contrast, Trump’s rhetorical style was characterized by assertiveness, 

frequent interruptions, and an emphasis on direct appeals to his voter base. The September 29, 

2020, debate in particular exemplifies the candidates’ contrasting approaches to rhetorical 

persuasion and language use ("September 29, 2020 Debate Transcript"). Analyzing their 



 

discourse through the lenses of persuasion, attack strategies, and framing illustrates the 

sophisticated linguistic mechanisms that shape political rhetoric. 

One of the most prominent rhetorical strategies in presidential debates is the use of 

persuasion through appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos. Candidates establish their credibility by 

referencing past achievements, aligning themselves with respected figures, and demonstrating an 

in-depth understanding of policy issues. During the September 29 debate, Biden frequently 

invoked his tenure as Vice President to bolster his credibility, emphasizing his experience in 

crisis management and policy implementation. His references to scientific data and expert 

opinions on COVID-19 reinforced his reliance on empirical evidence, positioning him as a 

candidate committed to rational decision-making. Trump, on the other hand, employed emotional 

appeals more extensively, invoking themes of law and order, economic prosperity, and national 

strength to resonate with his supporters. His repeated assertions that the U.S. economy had 

reached "historical highs" prior to the pandemic reflected an attempt to appeal to voters’ 

economic anxieties and reinforce his image as a successful leader ("September 29, 2020 Debate 

Transcript"). These rhetorical strategies illustrate how presidential candidates construct 

persuasive narratives that cater to their respective voter bases, ensuring that their messages 

resonate on both logical and emotional levels. 

Beyond persuasion, attack strategies play a central role in shaping the discourse of 

presidential debates. Political figures often employ aggressive rhetorical tactics such as name-

calling, interruptions, and sarcasm to undermine their opponents. The September 29 debate was 

particularly notable for the frequency of interruptions, with Trump repeatedly speaking over 

Biden in an apparent attempt to dominate the discussion. This tactic, while criticized by many 

commentators, served a strategic purpose: by disrupting Biden’s speech, Trump aimed to prevent 



 

the coherent articulation of counterarguments while projecting an image of assertiveness. Name-

calling and dismissive rhetoric further exemplify this strategy. Trump’s frequent characterization 

of Biden as "sleepy Joe" and his insistence that Biden was "weak on crime" functioned as 

attempts to delegitimize his opponent’s leadership capabilities ("September 29, 2020 Debate 

Transcript"). Biden, in response, adopted a contrasting approach, using sarcasm and exasperation 

to discredit Trump’s statements. His remark, "Will you shut up, man?" became a defining 

moment in the debate, symbolizing the growing frustration with Trump’s rhetorical aggression. 

These instances underscore how attack strategies are strategically deployed to weaken 

opponents’ credibility and reinforce ideological divisions within the electorate. 

Framing and strategic word choice further influence audience perception by shaping how 

issues are presented and understood. Candidates frequently employ metaphors, loaded language, 

and selective phrasing to frame policies in a manner that aligns with their political objectives. 

Trump’s repeated use of the term "China virus" to describe COVID-19 exemplifies the power of 

framing in political rhetoric. By associating the pandemic with a foreign adversary, this 

terminology served to redirect blame while reinforcing nationalist sentiments among his voter 

base ("September 29, 2020 Debate Transcript"). Biden, in contrast, employed framing to 

emphasize themes of unity and recovery. His references to a "K-shaped recovery" in the 

economy underscored economic disparities and positioned him as an advocate for working-class 

Americans. Additionally, repetition and slogans function as rhetorical tools to reinforce central 

campaign messages. Trump’s continuous invocation of "Make America Great Again" 

encapsulated his broader ideological platform, while Biden’s emphasis on "restoring the soul of 

America" framed his campaign as a moral imperative. These rhetorical devices illustrate how 

language choices influence public perception and shape political narratives. 



 

The discourse strategies employed in the 2020 presidential debates underscore the 

immense power of language in political communication. Through appeals to ethos, pathos, and 

logos, candidates construct persuasive arguments that resonate with their target audiences. Attack 

strategies, including interruptions, sarcasm, and name-calling, serve as mechanisms for 

discrediting opponents and asserting dominance within the debate setting. Framing, word choice, 

and rhetorical repetition further contribute to the strategic manipulation of public perception, 

reinforcing ideological divisions and influencing voter behavior. Understanding these linguistic 

mechanisms is crucial in assessing the role of political rhetoric in shaping electoral outcomes. As 

presidential debates continue to serve as influential platforms for political engagement, the study 

of discourse analysis remains indispensable in uncovering the ways in which language functions 

as a conduit for power, persuasion, and ideological control. 
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