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PRAGMATIC POTENTIAL OF IDIOMS IN AMERICAN POLITICAL
DISCOURSE

‘The use of idioms In American poliical discourse has long. been
recogaized as a powerful communicativ tool allowing politcians 1o express
helr views and Ideas in a concle, persuaive, and memorable maner. Idlomatlc
expressions are ublguitous in polical language appesring In a varlety of contexts
such as speeches, debates, Interviews, and_poliical advertsements. These
expressions are often used to.convey complos.poliical messages. render
emotional o evaluative meanings, and esablish culural values and bellfs.

Relevance. Desplte the prevalence of idioms n politcal discourse, lite
rescarch has been conducted on ther pragmalc functions. leaving a significant
gap in our understanding of how idiomatic expressions are used In this context.
“This lacuna i particularly strking given the importance of politcal discourse in
formingpublic opinion. influencing voter behavior, and shaping_policy
outcomes. As such, the present study addesses this toplc by explorng the
pragmaic functions of dioms in American palitcal discourse, shedding new
light on this important aspect of political anguage.

“The aim of the research s o explore the use of diomatic expressions in
political discourse in the United Stats and thei pragrmaic potential.

Previous studies have explored the use of idioms in various conexts
such as everyday conversation, ltrature, and advertising. However, here is a
pauclty of rescarch on the use of idioms in political discourse. A study by Z.
Kovecses (2003) found that ioms are used to convey cultural values and 1o
create 2 sense of group identity (3] Charters-Black's research (2009) reveals
that idioms are used by poliicians to convey emotional and cvaluaiive meanings
@l

“This study employs a qualitative analysis of idioms used in American
political discourse. The data for this study were collected from the specches of
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Joe Biden, the 46th and current president of the United Sats. The idioms were
identifid and analyzed using the framework proposed by J. Charteris Black
(2009). categorzing Idioms based on theie emotional and evaluative meanings
121,

“The analysis reealed thatidioms are used by te American president for
a varity of pragmatic function. These function include conveying complex
politcal messages in 2 concise manner, crating emotional resonance wih the
audience, rinforcing cultral values and belefs, and esablishing a sense of
group identy.

There are several diomatc exprssions in President Joe Biden’s State of
the Union adiress for example: “We st at an inflcton point” 61, n the
contextofthe speeeh,the idiom “inflection point” (a time of sudden, noticeable,
or important change i an industy, company, market, tc” 1] is sed to convey
{he idea that the world I a a crical trning polo, where important decisons
need o be made that will have  significant mpact onthe future. The speaker s
Suggesting that the choices we make now will shape our lives for decades 0
Come,and that the stakesar very high. The pragmatic function ofthis diom 1 to
emphasiz the urgency and importanc of the cument situation, an o motivate
{he audience o take action.

The idiom “to meet the moment” i the uterance * We must meet the
moment ke our democracy depends on i [6)is wsed to urge the audience to
{ake Immedise acton and to approach th situaton with a sene of gravity and
responsibily. By lnking the response 1o the moment with the surival of
democracy. the idiom also serves o mortvate and inspre the audience to take
action for the greater good. Thus,the pragmtic functon of thisidom i politcal
specch s (0 create a sense of urgency. responsibilty. and motivaion in the
audience.

The phrase “tinker around” (‘o make unskilled or experimental effors
at repair or improvement” (1) in the senence * We re not just tinkering around
e edges” [6] is an diom that means making minor or superfical changes
without addressng the underying problem. In this context, the politician is
Suggesting tha hey are ot making minor or superfcial changes, but rather, hey
are making significan and meaningful changes to address th core ssue at hand.
The pragmatic funcion ofthis phrase is o craw the recpient’ ttntion to the
importance ofthe changes being made and to assure th audience tha the speaker
is committed o addressing the underlying issue rather than Jjust maling
superfical changes.

Joe Biden's Remarks on the One-Year Anniversary of the Utaine War
contain numerous instances of idiomatic expressions including “crimes against
humaniy”, “sand guard", “pay tibute’, “seek jusice”, “hold accountable’
iron will,iron fist, “rock solid,et. for example: * An then, h met he ron
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will of America and the nations cverywhere that refused o accept a world
governed by fear and force” [4). The idiom “iron will” in this sentence is used to
convey the idea of determination, steadfastness, and unwavering resolve. The
president Is suggesting that the Russian president encountered the resolute and
determined stance of the United States and other natlons who were not willing to
accept a world ruled by fear and force. The idiom is used to emphasize the
strength and steadfastness of this stance, suggesting that it could not be casily
broken or swayed. The pragmatic function of ths idiom is to create a vivid and
memorable image in the mind of the listener, highlighting Joe Biden's admiration
for the resolve of the United States and i alies.

The idiom “iron fist” in the following context means a very strict and
forceful way of goveming Through partition and oppression, when the.
beautiful city was destroyed afier the Warsaw Uprising, during decades under
the iron fstof communist rule, Poland endured because you stood togerher” [4]
The phrase “under the iron fist of communist rule” emphasizes the oppressive.
nature of the communist regime in Poland, suggesting that it was a difficult and
harsh time for the people.

The idiom “hold accountable” (“to make someone responsible for what
they do and demand a satisfactory reason for it” [1]) s often used in political
speeches 10 express a strong and unwavering stance against wrongdoing or
injustce, for example: “IWe Il hold accountable those who are responsible for
this war. And we wil seck justice for the war crimes and crimes against
humanity continuing to be commitied by the Russians” [4]. In this coniext, the
president s making a commiment fo take action against those who' are
responsible for the war, and to ensure that the Russians are held accountable for
the war crimes and crimes against humanity that they have committed. The use of
the idiom “erime against humanity” (“a very serious crime, for example murder,
commitied against a civilian or group of cvilians, usually ordered by a
‘government or other people who have political power” [1]) serves a pragmatic
function by conveylng a sense of determination, urgency, and moral
responsibilty 1o the audience. By using these sirong and emotionally charged
phrases, Joe Biden is signaling (0 the audience that they are commited o taking
decisive action o address the siuation at hand. Additionally, these idioms can
help to rally public support behind the speaker’s cause, by appealing to the
audience’s sense of justice and desire for accountabilty

“The pragmatic funcion of the polirical diom in the given context is to
emphasize the unwavering and steadfast nature of the United States’ commitment
10 the NATO alliance and Article 5, which staes that an attack on one NATO
member s an attack on all members, and therefore requires a collective response:
“nd let there be no doubi, the commitment of the United Stares 1o our NATO
Alliance and Article 5 is rock solid” [4]. The use of the idiom “rock solid” (“not
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likely 1o move or break; extremely hard and firm; not likely to change or fail
[1]) suggests that the commitment i strong, unbreakable, and will not be swayed
o weakened under any circumstances. This reinforces the message that the
United States is a eliable and committed ally o the other NATO members.

President Biden's Remarks at the Summit for Democracy Virtual
Plenary on Democracy Delivering on Global Challenges contain copious
‘examples of idiomac expressions including “shine a spotligh on critical issues”,
“4o galvanize action”, “democracy’s best days are behind us’, “to hear the voices
of the people”, etc. The idiom “shine a sporlight on eritical issues” n the context
“Look... that is the power of these summits. Not just 1o speak the high-minded
words and shine a spolight on those critical issucs, but to galvanize actions that
transiate 1o concrote progress for people around the world” 15) s used by
President Biden with the purpose of identfying the problematic matier and
focusing attention of his audience on the essential Issues, with the due emphasis
on_ the prominence of the cureent gathering. Using the idiomatic expression “to
galvanize action”, immediately following the previously analyzed one in his
utterance, the speaker accentuates the profound significance of taking actions. It
is crucally important not only to ideniify the problematic poinis but also to take
and enforce measures to ameliorate the situation. The pragmatic value of the
utterance i to induce the liseners 1o advance Into action, to motivate them not
only 10 spot the existing problem, raise their awareness but o work on Its
improvement for the common good of their local communities as well as
democracy on the whole.

“Thus, this study highlights the importance of idioms in American
politcal discourse. Idioms are a powerful tool for politicians to convey complex
political messages in a concise and persuasive manner. The use of idioms also
serves to create emotional resonance with the audience, reinforce cultural values
and beliefs, and establish a sense of group Identiy. The greater use of idioms by
the president may reflect a greater emphasis on traditional values and beliefs of
soclety.

Conclusions. The study has shed light on the pragmatic functions of
idioms in American political discourse. The findings suggest that Idioms are a
poverful tool for politcians to convey complex political messages and create
emotional resonance with the audience. This study provides a foundarion for
further rescarch on the use of idioms In politcal discourse and emphasizes the
importance of language in shaping political messages.
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