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to someone in spoken or written words”. What this definition suggests is 

that also TELL, like SAY, may be used to perform a variety of actions in 

reporting speech. 

The different forms of TELL occur 2,377 times in the WHoB corpus. 

Despite its being the second most frequent reporting verb in the corpus, its 

frequency is therefore about one-ninth of the total frequency of SAY. The 

absolute frequency of each form in each chronological phase and for 

podium and press is reported in Table 3.13, while the normalized frequency 

of the whole lemma in the whole corpus and in its subsets is reported in 

Table 3.14. What the two tables show is, first of all, that all forms of this 

verb are more frequent in the words of reporters than in those of the 

podium – both in absolute and relative terms. The relative frequency of the 

whole lemma is higher in phase 2, but in none of the other phases it is 

much lower than its average frequency in the whole corpus.  

 

 total podium press phase 1 phase 2 phase 3 phase 4 phase 5 
tell 1380 498 820 187 202 465 83 443 
tells 25 9 13 5 0 8 3 9 
told 742 304 413 96 76 226 33 311 
telling 230 83 144 22 26 87 8 87 
TELL 2377 894 1390 310 304 786 127 850 

Table 3.13 TELL: absolute frequency in the whole corpus, by speaker role and by phase 

 

 total podium press phase 1 phase 2 phase 3 phase 4 phase 5 
TELL 706 409 1350 665 988 714 786 639 

Table 3.14 TELL: Occurrences per million words in the whole corpus, by speaker role 
and by phase 

 

I now move on to analyze the main sources of statements for this verb, by 

following the same procedure adopted with SAY. Due to the transitive 

nature of TELL, an additional step had to be taken: passive forms such as 

we’ve been told had to be removed from the count of co-occurrences of told 
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and president, I, you and we. 

 

 podium press Fleischer McClellan whole corpus 
total 32 58 40 17 40 
phase 1 23 50 24 0 32 
phase 2 39 53 39 --------- 39 
phase 3 44 69 45 24 50 
phase 4 38 80 39 0 49 
phase 5 23 48 58 17 31 

Table 3.15 Occurrences per million words of TELL with president as a collocate to the left 
in different phases and for different speakers and speaker roles 

 

 

Figure 3.15 Occurrences per million words of TELL with president as a collocate to the 
left in different phases and for different speaker roles 

 

Tables 3.15 and Figures 3.15 and 3.16 show the relative frequency of 

occurrences of TELL with president as a collocate to its left. These 

occurrences are almost twice as frequent, in relative terms, in the words of 

reporters as in those of the podium. This is probably also due to the higher 

frequency of TELL in the reporters’ words in the corpus. Occurrences of 

this pattern both in the press’ and podium’s words, however, appear to be 

following quite a similar trend to the one observed when co-occurrences of 
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president and SAY were examined: the resort to the President as an 

authoritative source of statements is more frequent in the phases following 

the 9/11 attacks, and decreases in phase 5, both in the podium’s and press’ 

words, this time. As shown by Figure 3.16, once again it is Ari Fleischer, 

rather than Scott McClellan, who chooses the president as a source of 

statements. This pattern is indeed very rarely found in the discourse of 

Fleischer’s successor. 

 

 

Figure 3.16 Occurrences per million words of TELL with president as a collocate to the 
left in different phases and for different speakers and speaker roles 

 

 podium "I" Fleischer "I" McClellan "I" press "you" 
total 180 206 133 653 
phase 1 163 167 0 534
phase 2 254 254 -------- 1082 
phase 3 197 203 49 604 
phase 4 206 213 0 641 
phase 5 154 239 125 641 

Table 3.16 Occurrences per million words of TELL with I or you as a collocate to the left 
in different phases and for different speakers and speaker roles 
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Figure 3.17 Occurrences per million words of TELL with I and you as collocates to the 
left in different phases and for different speaker roles 

 
 

 
Figure 3.18 Occurrences per million words of TELL with I and you as collocates to the 
left in different phases and for different speakers and speaker roles 

 

As regards co-occurrences of TELL and I in the words of the podium, and 

of TELL and you in those of the press, whose normalized frequency data are 

shown in Table 3.16 and Figures 3.17 and 3.18, you is much more frequent 

in the reporters’ words than I is frequent in the words of the podium. 
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However, in this case it is Ari Fleischer who uses the first person pronoun 

more often than Scott McClellan, thus reversing the trend observed in the 

analysis of I as a collocate of SAY, and also in contrast with what was found 

in paragraph 3.3, where the relative frequency of I was shown to be 

significantly higher in McClellan’s words than in Fleischer’s throughout the 

corpus.  

 

 podium press Fleischer McClellan whole corpus 
total 5 10 7 1 25 
phase 1 13 6 14 0 5 
phase 2 11 32 11 -------- 6 
phase 3 4 12 4 0 9 
phase 4 0 20 0 0 1 
phase 5 1 3 0 1 4 

Table 3.17 Occurrences per million words of TELL with we as a collocate to the left in 
different phases and for different speakers and speaker roles 

 

Finally, occurrences of we as a collocate to the left of TELL were found to 

be quite rare. As Table 3.17 shows, they are relatively more frequent in the 

words of the press than in those of the podium, and are particularly 

frequent in the short phase immediately following the 9/11 attacks. 

However, it is not worth exploring them in more detail, as the low figures 

indicate that this pattern is not typical of any speaker of phase in the 

corpus. 

In sum, it can be seen from this brief analysis how TELL is not 

generally used in the corpus to report statements by people outside the 

context of the briefing. The patterns I + TELL and you + TELL are by far 

more frequent than the other ones in the discourse of the podium and of 

the press respectively. It may thus be observed how this verb is a feature of 

the interaction between the two counterparts in the briefings, where the 

podium often makes reference to his own previous statements, but, 

perhaps more significantly, journalists very often report previous 
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statements by the podium in order to ask for more details or to remind him 

about a position previously taken.   

 

3.6 Discussion and conclusions 

 

I have already pointed out above that frequency data may only be regarded 

as indicative of trends and phenomena that need to be explored in more 

detail. Due to the very large amount of data to be examined, it is beyond 

the scope of this dissertation, which does not merely focus on reported 

discourse, to carry out a detailed qualitative analysis of the way each of 

these verbs is used in the WHoB corpus. 

The analysis carried out here leads to a number of preliminary 

conclusions, which reveal some interesting aspects of this corpus. 

In the first place, the high frequency of the main reporting verbs in 

the corpus, the presence of a wide range of verbs of this type and the fact 

that a few of them are included in the corpus’ keywords suggests that the 

reporting of statements is indeed an important phenomenon throughout 

the corpus. 

In the second place, as shown in Table B.1, in relative terms, reporting 

verbs are used more by reporters than by the podium. The relative 

frequency of the two most frequent reporting verbs in the corpus – SAY 

and TELL – is higher in the words of reporters than in those of the press, 

and the same is true for many of the other frequent reporting verbs in the 

corpus, such as AGREE, REPORT, SUGGEST, MENTION and EXPLAIN. 

Reporters’ questions, thus, are likely to be often based on previous 

statements by the podium, by the president or by members of the 

administration – as well as by other, more varied, sources – which are 

elaborated on in order to ask for clarification, further details on an issue or 
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position, to remind the podium of something the administration seems to 

have forgotten in time, or to report criticism about the administration’s 

actions, asking the podium about the administration’s reaction to it. 

Reported discourse, however, also appears to be an important feature 

of podium discourse. The podium undoubtedly needs to present his 

counterparts with statements characterized by a high truth-value, especially 

when the truthfulness or coherence of something that has been said is 

challenged. He does therefore make reference to statements by 

authoritative sources in order to reinforce what they are saying. The 

President was shown to have been a frequent source of statements reported 

by using SAY and TELL, especially in phases from 2 to 4. After Iraq was 

invaded and problems started to arise, the President’s popularity started 

decreasing, as shown in Figure 1.1, and the podium started looking in other 

directions for authoritative sources whose statements may be reported. In 

particular, I and we became important sources of statements in phase 5, 

when the podium started making reference to his own statements and to 

statements attributed to a wider collective entity which may be identified as 

the whole administration. 

Furthermore, significant differences have been highlighted in the 

discourse strategies adopted by the two press secretaries and, consequently, 

in the identity constructed by each of them in that professional role. While 

the first of the two, Ari Fleischer, tended to present himself mainly as the 

representative of the President, especially in the early days of the Bush era, 

Scott McClellan tended to seek legitimisation by making reference to his 

own previous statements or to statements by other members of the 

administration, rather than merely quoting the President as the authoritative 

source par excellence.  

The two podiums can thus be seen as having tailored different roles 
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for themselves – while Fleischer mainly based his own legitimacy on the 

authoritativeness of the president, whom the press secretary officially 

represents, McClellan – probably also due to George W. Bush’s loss of 

credibility after the invasion of Iraq – chose to present himself as a Press 

Secretary who mainly represents an authority in his own right. 
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4. Strategic use of political communication keywords 

 

4.1 The words of political communication in the briefings 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, most definitions of political communication 

present it as a process taking place in the public sphere, involving three 

main sets of participants (political actors or leaders, the media, and 

citizens), and consisting in the transmission of various sorts of messages 

regarding politics and policy, which are aimed at mutually exerting influence 

on the other participants and, more specifically, on their agendas.  

The White House press briefings can undoubtedly be regarded as one 

of the main stages of today’s political communication in a global 

perspective. They indeed involve three sets of participants, two of which – 

the representatives of the institutional and political world and the reporters 

– attend the briefings, and another one – the public – which cannot directly 

take part, but who may watch them broadcast on TV, see them reported on 

in the media, or read their transcripts on the web. The briefings’ main focus 

is on the transmission of messages, whose purpose is to influence the other 

parties involved and bring about changes in the political, media and public 

agendas. This process is known as “agenda-setting”, and is defined by 

Dearing and Rogers as “an ongoing competition among issue proponents 

to gain the attention of media professionals, the public, and policy elites” 

(1996: 1-2). Agenda-setting is a particularly important aspect of the 

briefings, as Perloff observes, as they “give the president a mechanism to 

provide spin on current events and, hopefully, to set the agenda for the 

day’s news” (1998: 68). 
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Assuming that the process of political communication that takes place 

in the briefings is reflected in the language used by podium and reporters, I 

set out to explore the corpus’ keywords in order to identify, among them, 

words explicitly or implicitly related to such a process. In particular, I 

focused on the keywords list obtained by comparing the WHoB corpus and 

the BNC spoken, since the comparison is more likely to elicit words related 

to political communication. First of all, I divided the first 200 words in the 

list into categories, such as actors (e.g. President, Saddam Hussein), bodies (e.g. 

Congress, administration), activities (e.g. campaign, meeting), geographical nouns 

and adjectives (e.g. American, Afghanistan), function words (e.g. this, are), 

issues (e.g. terrorism, tax), legislation (e.g. law, bill), processes (e.g. working, 

attack), time references (e.g. September, today), briefing routines (e.g. question) 

and collective entities (e.g. coalition, people). A number of the remaining 

keywords can be grouped as referring to the process of political 

communication as defined above. If political 

communication consists in the transmission 

of messages aimed at influencing other 

participants and their agendas, then such 

words as important, clear, message, and importance 

cannot but be related to such a process. The 

aim of the analysis carried out in this chapter 

will be to ascertain whether these words are 

exploited by the podium in relation to specific 

topics and in the perspective of achieving specific political goals. Table 4.1 

shows these words’ rank in the two keywords list, while Table 4.2 shows 

their normalized frequency data for the whole corpus and for different 

speakers and speaker roles. Paragraphs 4.2, 4.3, 4.4 will be focused on the 

analysis of these four words. In particular, 4.2 will deal with message in 

Rank in 
keyword list 

word 

BNC  Cordis 
important 40 148 
clear 93 161 
message 160 264 
importance 166 160 

Table 4.1 Lexical items related 
to political communication: 
rank in the BNC spoken and 
CorDis US keyword lists 
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singular and plural form; 4.3 will focus on important and importance and 4.4 

will explore the use of clear in the corpus. 

 

Table 4.2 Lexical items related to political communication: occurrences per million 
words in the whole corpus and for speaker, speaker role and chronological phases 

 

4.2 White House press briefings as messages to the world 

 

4.2.1. Briefings as messages 

 

A message is defined in the Oxford American Dictionary as “a verbal, 

written, or recorded communication sent to or left for a recipient who 

cannot be contacted directly”. It is further specified that a message may 

come in various guises: it may indeed be “an official or formal 

communication”, “an item of electronic mail”, “an electronic 

communication generated automatically by a computer program and 

displayed on a VDT”, “a significant point or central theme, especially one 

that has political, social, or moral importance”, “a divinely inspired 

communication from a prophet or preacher”, “a television or radio 

commercial”. More specifically, in the context of this study, as Lilleker 

(2006: 122-123) observes, messages “are of central importance to any form 

of political communication”; they are used “to convey information and to 

persuade the receiver to act in a certain way or to believe certain things”. 

Communication between the US and the rest of the world is explicitly 

described in the briefings in terms of messages (of which the briefings 

speaker roles podiums phases word whole 
corpus podium press Fleischer McClellan 1 2 3 4 5 

important 1347 1881 265 1588 2432 995 1034 1223 1348 1646 
clear 780 944 446 540 1656 472 540 604 495 1123 
message 344 323 413 435 129 287 582 417 538 226 
importance 283 407 36 319 570 152 215 273 186 364 
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themselves constitute a fundamental example): 

 

(4.1) JOURNALIST: What are you doing here at the White House to make certain that 

Iran or North Korea or any other countries are not taking advantage of the 

situation while we're so heavily engaged in Iraq? 

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, our nation is a large one and is able to honor its 

commitments globally, even with the action that is taking place in Iraq. The 

message to North Korea, as you well know, has been a diplomatic message, a 

message that is being pursued in a multilateral fashion. […] The United States 

carries out its messages daily, not only to North Korea and to Iran, but to 

other nations, on a host of issues, with whom we have important trade 

obligations. [...]  

(21 March 2003) 

 

It is therefore worth exploring the way the noun message is used in the 

context of the briefings, in order to identify patterns and structures 

pointing to specific strategies. The plural form messages, in spite of its lower 

frequency, was also examined, in order to check whether it shares patterns 

and functions with message. 

 

4.2.2. Frequency 

 

As the keyness data reported in Table 4.1 hint at, the frequency of both 

message and messages in the WHoB corpus (1160 and 98 occurrences 

respectively) is significantly higher than in the two reference corpora used 

in this study. The significantly high frequency of message and messages 

compared to other corpora also emerges from the comparison, shown in 

Table 4.3, of the two items’ normalized frequency data in WHoB, in the 

CorDis US subcorpus, in the whole British National Corpus and in the 

Corpus of Contemporary American English. 
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 WHoB Cordis US BNC COCA 
message 344 205 68 90 
messages 29 15 19 28 

Table 4.3 Normalized (per 1,000,000 words) frequency of message and messages in the 
WHoB corpus and in some reference corpora 

 

As regards the use of message and messages by different speakers and 

speaker roles in the WHoB corpus, 61 and 62 per cent of their occurrences 

respectively are found in the podium’s words. However, normalized data 

reported in Table 4.4 show that the relative frequency of the two items is 

higher in the press’ words, except in phases 2 and 4, corresponding to the 

invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. These are the phases in which, 

moreover, the frequency of these two items is higher. Among the items 

investigated in this chapter, these are the only ones that are used by the 

press more frequently than by the podium. The comparison between the 

use of message and messages in the podium’s and press’ words will be further 

investigated in this paragraph, where the concordances of the two forms 

for podium and press in the WHoB corpus are compared, in order to check 

whether specific patterns recur only in the podium’s words or in those of 

the press, which may well imply that different sets of participants in the 

White House press briefings typically employ different discourse strategies. 

 

 all speakers podium press Fleischer McClellan 
total 344 323 413 435 129 
phase 1 287 246 377 252 0 
phase 2 582 607 583 607 0 
phase 3 417 416 443 429 219 
phase 4 538 647 280 658 456 
phase 5 226 172 375 462 124 

Table 4.4 Normalized frequency of message and messages in different chronological 
phases, for different speakers and speaker roles 

 

4.2.3. Aims 
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Beyond the raw statistics, I will now attempt to ascertain whether variations 

are apparent in the discourse strategy regarding the use of message and 

messages in the briefings at different points in time and, if possible, to 

appraise their significance. In particular, by investigating the role and use of 

these lexical items, I intend to shed some light on the briefings as 

communicative events involving numerous actors on the US domestic and 

international scenes. 

The specific research questions, then, can be set out as follows:  

 

• Who are the participants in this particular communicative situation (i.e. 
senders and receivers of messages)? 

• How are messages characterized? Do different ways of characterizing 
messages correspond to different contexts, including political ones? 

• What is the topic of messages? 
• Is there a link between political strategy, communicative strategy and the 

way message and messages are used? 
 

4.2.4. Collocates of message and messages 

 

In order to provide an answer to these analytical questions, the collocates 

of message and messages were generated in Xaira, and grouped into the 

following five categories, considered relevant in regard to the above 

research questions: 

 

• nouns and names of people; 
• geographical and nationality adjectives and nouns;  
• personal pronouns and possessive adjectives and pronouns; 
• verbs; 
• modal auxiliary verbs; 
• adjectives. 
 

Participant roles in the briefings were outlined by compiling lists of nouns, 
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personal pronouns and possessives, geographical nouns and adjectives that 

collocate with message and messages in the WHoB corpus. Many of these 

words are indeed likely to refer to the participants in this communicative 

situation, either playing the role of senders or of receivers of a message. 

 

collocates of message collocates of messages  word 
all speakers podium press all speakers podium press 

president 345 237 103 9 7 2 
people 53 41 12 6 6 0 
message 34 22 10 1 1 0 
world 33 30 2 3 1 1 
congress 26 21 4 0 0 0 
administration 19 6 13 0 0 0 
nations 18 17 1 2 2 0 
house 17 5 12 1 0 1 
Hussein 16 14 2 1 1 0 
Ari 16 11 5 0 0 0 
Saddam 14 11 3 1 1 0 
secretary 13 7 6 0 0 0 

Table 4.5 Absolute frequency of nouns and names of people collocating with message 
and messages up to the 5th word to the left and to the right 

 

collocates of message collocates of messages  word 
all speakers podium press all speakers podium press 

United 35 29 6 4 3 1 
States 29 22 7 4 2 2 
North 27 20 7 5 4 1 
Korea 21 18 3 4 3 1 
American 18 13 3 2 0 2 
America 15 13 2 0 0 0 
Israel 12 9 3 0 0 0 
Iraq 11 6 5 3 2 1 
Americans 10 5 5 0 0 0 
US 8 1 7 0 0 0 
Syria 8 8 0 1 0 1 
Koreans 6 4 2 0 0 0 
Arab 6 4 1 2 1 1 
Iraqi 5 4 1 3 3 0 

Table 4.6. Absolute frequency of geographical and nationality adjectives and nouns 
collocating with message and messages up to the 5th word to the left and to the right 
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collocates of message collocates of messages  word 
all speakers podium press all speakers podium press 

he 128 68 60 16 10 6 
it 114 79 32 1 0 1 
his 102 59 42 0 0 0 
you 85 27 58 7 3 4 
I 84 49 30 6 4 1 
we 71 48 18 3 2 1 
they 42 29 11 3 2 1 
our 29 26 0 0 0 0 
your 21 1 20 0 0 0 
them 21 10 11 1 0 1 
their 13 11 2 5 5 0 
him 10 3 7 2 0 2 

Table 4.7 Absolute frequency of personal pronouns and possessive adjectives and 
pronouns collocating with message and messages up to the 5th word to the left and to the 
right 

 

collocates of message collocates of messages  lemma 
all 
speakers 

podium press all speakers podium press 

SEND 184 90 90 8 5 3 
THINK 67 44 19 3 3 0 
HEAR 59 49 9 6 5 1 
GET 58 20 34 11 10 1 
GO 32 15 17 2 0 2 
SAY 31 15 16 4 1 3 
RECEIVE 29 29 0 4 2 1 
WANT 29 15 14 0 0 0 
TRY 23 2 19 0 0 0 
GIVE 22 14 7 6 3 3 
CONVEY 21 18 3 0 0 0 
CONTINUE 18 18 0 0 0 0 
TAKE 16 9 7 0 0 0 
MAKE 14 9 3 1 1 0 
HOPE 12 12 0 0 0 0 

Table 4.8. Absolute frequency of lexical verbs17 collocating with message and messages up 
to the 5th word to the left and to the right 

                                                
17 Occurrences of verbs are lemmatized in this table. The same applies to Table 4.9 
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collocates of message collocates of messages  word or 
lemma all 

speakers 
podium press all speakers podium press 

BE 606 349 237 60 35 25 
HAVE 183 116 60 19 10 9 
will 94 74 18 4 3 1 
DO 89 26 59 6 3 3 
would 28 13 15 0 0 0 
can 25 18 7 7 5 2 
could 8 6 2 1 0 1 
should 7 3 4 0 0 0 
might 7 2 5 0 0 0 

Table 4.9 Absolute frequency of auxiliary and modal auxiliary verbs collocating with 
message and messages up to the 5th word to the left and to the right 

 

collocates of message collocates of messages  word 
all 
speakers 

podium press all speakers podium press 

clear 44 35 3 0 0 0 
same 25 24 1 0 0 0 
consistent 17 15 1 1 1 0 
strong 16 14 0 1 0 1 
important 16 14 0 0 0 0 
wrong 13 10 3 1 0 1 
powerful 11 10 1 1 1 0 
right 11 10 1 1 1 0 
mixed 6 0 6 4 0 4 
taped 1 1 0 7 7 0 
special 7 1 6 0 0 0 
central 6 2 4 0 0 0 

Table 4.10 Absolute frequency of adjectives collocating with message and messages up to 
the 5th word to the left and to the right 

 

4.2.5. Senders and receivers of messages 

 

President stands out in Table 4.5 as the noun that most often collocates with 

both message and messages throughout the corpus, as it co-occurs 354 times 

with them, within a collocation span of 5 words to the left and 5 to the 
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right18. The relative frequency of this collocational pattern is highest during 

the second phase of the corpus, which immediately follows the 9/11 

attacks (202 occurrences per 1,000,000 words compared to an average of 

100). President and message co-occur 244 times in the podium’s words and 

105 in those of the press.  

In 229 cases out of 354, that is, 64 per cent of total co-occurrences of 

President and message or messages, the President is explicitly mentioned as the 

sender of the message, in such patterns as: 

 

• the President’s message (131 occurrences);  
• message [adverb] from the President / President Bush (22 occurrences);  
• message [that] the President [verb e.g. SEND/DELIVER/BRING/CONVEY] 

(39 occurrences); 
• the President / President Bush [verb e.g. SEND/GIVE/HAVE] 

[article/adjective] message (24 occurrences); 
• what [kind of] message [(DO) you think] [does] the President / President Bush 

[verb e.g. HAVE/DELIVER/SEND]? (8 occurrences); 
• message of the President / President Bush (5 occurrences). 

 

More specifically, the cluster the President’s message occurs 106 times in the 

podium’s words and 25 times in those of the press. Although, taking into 

account normalized frequency data, the co-occurrence of message and 

president is almost equally significant in the podium’s and press’ words, the 

phrase the President’s message is used by the podium 4 times more often than 

by the press. Furthermore, message is the sixth most frequent word to the 

left of president’s in the whole corpus, preceded only by position, day, focus, view 

and point. 

In contrast, in 26 cases only (less than 7 per cent of the total) is the 

President explicitly identified as the receiver of a message. Patterns include: 

 

                                                
18 The same collocation span will be used throughout this chapter. 
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• message to the President / President Bush (4 occurrences);  

• message for the President / President Bush (2 occurrences); 

• message [that] the President [verb e.g. HEAR/RECEIVE/AGREE WITH] (6 

occurrences); 

• the President HEAR [article/determiner] message (6 occurrences). 

 

In the remaining cases, either President refers to other Presidents, or the 

President is mentioned in the content of the message, or President and 

message or messages are found in different utterances or sentences. In addition 

to this, as Baker (2006: 89-90) suggests,  

 

when carrying out searches on a particular subject (particularly a noun), […] it 

might also be the case that it is referred to numerous times with determiners 

[…] or pronouns […]. […] It is important that these cases of anaphora […] are 

taken into consideration. 

 

Other cases where the sender or the receiver of a message can be identified 

as the President can therefore be looked for in a search for co-occurrences 

of message/messages and he/his. As shown in Table 4.7, these are, respectively, 

the most frequent pronoun and possessive adjective that collocate with 

message and it may be supposed that they refer to President Bush in most 

cases, since much of the briefings’ talk regards Presidential activities and 

policies. Indeed, in 76 out of 81 occurrences of his message or his [adj.] 

message, the possessive actually refers to the President. 70 of these can be 

added to the count of cases where the President is the sender – the 

remaining 6 had already been counted as co-occurrences of message or 

messages and President (e.g. the President in his message). Furthermore, in the 

concordance of message and messages co-occurring with he, 71 more cases can 

be found, excluding those already counted, where this pronoun refers to 
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the President, and where he is either sender (57 times) or receiver (14 

times). Bush also co-occurs with message or messages 13 times in the corpus. 

These occurrences, however, have already been counted above, since in the 

briefings Bush is never mentioned without his title, President. 

In total, then, in the WHoB corpus there are at least 370 distinct cases 

where the President is portrayed as the sender of a message, while in 40 

cases only is he the receiver – a quite significant proportion as it provides 

clues about the direction the communication in the briefings mainly travels: 

obviously from the Administration towards the rest of the world, but with 

a high level of personalization, as about one third of all messages in the 

briefings is presented as coming from the President in person. 

Furthermore, sometimes the President is the implicit sender of the 

message, in such cases as those where the President’s policies are presented 

as actively conveying a message on behalf of the President, as in the 

following excerpt, where the tax plan is sending a message, which actually 

comes, once again, from the President:  

 

(4.2) MR. FLEISCHER: [...] Tomorrow his tax plan appears on its way to passage. […] 

And the President believes that it starts to send the right message to the 

country that he meant what he said when he ran on tax relief. 

(7 March 2001)19 

 

The high level of personalization of communication in the briefings is 

also indicated by the relatively rare co-occurrences of administration and 

message or messages (19 cases, see Table 4.5). In 12 of these cases the 

administration is the sender of a message, only 3 of which in the podium’s 

words – a very low figure compared to the data reported above concerning 

the President as sender. Thus, the podium tends to present the President 
                                                
19 Empasis added in this and following excerpts 
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rather than the whole administration as the pivot of the White House 

policies and communications, probably because the credibility of the 

administration needs to be established in the first place by giving as much 

prominence as possible to the figure of the President. 

At other times, however, it is harder to find out exactly who the 

message actually comes from. This is particularly the case with we, when it 

collocates with message or messages (74 times, see Table 4.7). In 23 cases the 

pronoun refers to the sender of the message and in 18 cases to the receiver 

(respectively 18 and 14 of which in the podium’s words). Moreover, the 2-

word cluster our message occurs 16 times in the corpus, exclusively uttered by 

the podium. 

 
m to convey that message? Well, that 's  our message  , and Secretary Powell just said to him,  
ely with the Kurds. And they understand  our message  . And the message is that the territoria  
at that level, as well, to communicate  our message  , as well. We want to hasten the day whe  
rom the US point of view? I don't think  our message  could be any clearer to the regime in I  
e and those who work in mail rooms. And  our message  has been consistent, it has been very c  
els in Haiti's political system. And so  our message  has been very clear that we are working  
any help from the United States? Again,  our message  is that the future of Iran will be deci  
tervene to protect them in any way? No,  our message  is the voice of support that you have h  
is meeting with parties in the region.  Our message  is very clear to the Palestinian Author  
retary Powell just said to him, this is  our message  . The same thing in public that you 've  
ance, and no more game playing. That is  our message  to Saddam Hussein. Scott, Democrats in  
ax. We have to be vigilant, and that is  our message  to the American public. When it comes t  
to let him say these things? I think --  our message  to the rebels, or the so-called rebels  
erican feelings. So we 've communicated  our message  to them. The reconstruction phase, obvi  
mission? I think that the Chinese heard  our message  very clearly. Again, we will continue t  
elp restore calm in the region. That 's  our message  . We want to get the parties back workin  

Concordance 4.1 Our message 

 

But who we and our refer to is not always clear. This ambiguity strategy 

exploits the intrinsic twofold nature of this pronoun, which can be either 

inclusive or exclusive. Whether the audience or other people are intended 

to be included in or excluded from the communicative act is often left 

unclear in the briefings. The antecedent of we (and our) in this context may 

be the US Administration (exclusive we), but also the American people or 

the US and its allies, or even such abstract groups as ‘the civilized world’ or 
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‘the international community’ (inclusive we). A concordance, such as 4.1 

above, is of little help in disambiguating the reference. Larger portions of 

text need to be analysed to find out whether the reference is ambiguous or 

not. 

In some cases the antecedent of the pronoun clearly emerges from the 

co-text, as in the following excerpt, where the podium, questioned about a 

US official position, replies using the exclusive first person plural pronoun:  

 

(4.3) JOURNALIST: But does the United States approve or disapprove of this action? 

[…] 

MR. FLEISCHER: […] The message that we have given, unequivocally, is that 

we support the choosing of the next leader of Iraq by the people of Iraq, from 

both inside and outside Iraq. 

(28 February 2003) 

 

Sometimes, in contrast, an involvement of the American people or even of 

the so-called ‘international community’ in the Bush Administration’s 

policies and positions is deliberately sought and underlies the podium’s 

statements, as in the following example: 

 

(4.4) JOURNALIST: Scott, you said this morning that terrorists shouldn't be allowed to 

think that they can influence elections or policy. Do you think that that was the 

case in Spain?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: […] Terrorists want to intimidate. They want to shake the will 

of the civilized world. And as you heard from the President earlier, they cannot. 

The United States remains strong in our resolve and in our determination. 

The civilized world remains strong in its determination and its resolve. We 

will continue to pursue this war on terrorism and bring those terrorists to justice 

before they can carry out their attacks. […] I think it is the wrong message to 

send to make those suggestions. It is a terrible message to send. We must 

send a message of unity, of strength, and of resolve in the war on terrorism. 
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Terrorists want to break our will and resolve. They want us to cut and run. There 

is no negotiating with terrorists.  

(16 March 2004) 

 

Excerpt 4.4 is part of a long discussion about the then recent victory of the 

Spanish Socialist Worker’s Party (PSOE) in the general election in Spain, 

and Zapatero’s intention to withdraw Spanish troops from Iraq. The 

Madrid bombings, which had occurred on 11 March 2004, were said to 

have influenced the election results. By looking at the whole exchange, two 

possible antecedents for the first person plural pronoun used by the 

podium to identify the sender of a message of unity, strength and resolve 

can be found: the United States and the civilized world, which are the 

subjects of two parallel and almost identical sentences, both containing a 

noun (resolve) and an adjective (strong) which are subsequently mentioned to 

characterize the message that must be sent. Both the US and the civilized 

world, thus, might be the antecedent of we, in this case. The selection of 

words here could be construed as presenting the unspecified ‘civilized 

world’ as having the duty, indicated by must, to share with the US the 

message of unity, of strength, and of resolve against terrorism. 

In general, a certain degree of vagueness is present when the sender of 

a message is expressed by the first person plural pronoun. Only in some 

cases does the co-text help in identifying the antecedent of the pronoun, 

which is usually the US Administration. When, in contrast, the antecedent 

cannot be identified, this pronoun could be construed to mean that the 

message is shared by the American people as a whole, or by even vaguer 

collective entities such as the aforementioned ‘international community’ 

and ‘civilized world’. 

Interesting observations can also be made about messages sent or 

received by the US, America or the American people. America co-occurs 
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with message 15 times, while it never co-occurs with messages. While only 

twice is America the receiver of a message (America’s men and women in one 

case), both times sent by the President, America is presented as the sender 

of a message 7 times, the cluster America’s message occurring 6 times. The 

content of America’s messages is usually left unspecified: it is perhaps taken 

for granted that these messages are intended to communicate American 

values around the world. Such values are explicitly mentioned in 2 cases, 

where America’s message is specified to be one of hope and opportunity or of 

idealism and hope. Also the receivers of these messages are only vaguely 

defined, and generally referred to as the world or other nations. America’s 

message, thus, appears to be used as a rhetorical device rather than being a 

real communicative act, since the US Administration chooses to present its 

policies as based on a set of values that the world needs to share. 

Most co-occurrences of American people and message or messages, in 

contrast, see the American people as receiver (9 cases out of 13). The 

sender here is usually the President, who speaks to his people mainly in the 

role of Commander in Chief, as in the following excerpt, dating back to 

two days before the attack to Afghanistan began: 

 

(4.5) JOURNALIST: I'm just saying, does the President not have a responsibility to sit 

down and tell the American people it's very likely we're going to be attacked when 

we begin hostilities? 

MR. FLEISCHER: John, the American people have heard that message from 

the President, that threats remain. 

(5 October 2001) 

 

Only twice is the American people the sender of a message, but in one 

of these it is the President who is carrying the American people’s message 

to the Congress, while in the other, reported below, the message comes 
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both from the American people and the American government:  

 

(4.6) MR. FLEISCHER: The President also today signed an executive order to create 

the White House Office of Global Communications, which is a reflection of the 

importance the President attaches in this modern era to communicating 

worldwide the message of the American people and the American 

government, particularly as we face a war involving terrorism and other great 

issues involving diplomacy and the importance of communicating America's 

message of idealism and hope around the world.  

(21 January 2003) 

 

Significantly enough, in this announcement message appears once again to be 

the podium’s favourite word to indicate the way the US communicates with 

the world in a strategic way, in particular on the international scene, and in 

the context of the war on terrorism. 

As far as the United States is concerned, this cluster co-occurs with 

message and messages 30 times, while in 8 cases the acronym US is found. In 

22 cases the United States or the US (18 and 4 cases respectively) is sending 

a message, while in just 5 cases are they receiving it. When the United 

States is the sender of a message, the receiver is usually either unspecified 

people around the world or any US opponent (Syria, North Korea, the 

Taliban, Iran, that armed opposition). It is also significant that the relative 

frequency of occurrences of the United States as the sender of a message is 

significantly higher in phases 2 and 4, that is, during the initial phases of the 

invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Different ways of referring to the people or nation that George W. 

Bush represents as the President, i.e. the American people, America, the United 

States, thus correspond to different patterns in sending and receiving 

messages. While the American people is generally presented as receiving 



 18 

messages from the President rather than sending them to anyone, America 

as a nation is shown as addressing the world by communicating its values 

and ideals. The United States, in contrast, is presented as the sender of 

messages usually directed to its opponents. The existence in the briefings of 

two types of message that partly overlap – a set of diplomatic messages 

conveyed by the United States as a state, and a set of messages about values 

and ideals, conveyed by America as a nation – points to a mechanism 

illustrated by George Lakoff (1991: online version), who defined it as the 

State-As-Person System: 

 

A state is conceptualized as a person, engaging in social relations within a world 

community. Its land-mass is its home. It lives in a neighborhood, and has 

neighbors, friends and enemies. States are seen as having inherent dispositions: 

they can be peaceful or aggressive, responsible or irresponsible, industrious or 

lazy. 

 

It is clear from this case that the construction of participant roles in 

such an event as the communication of messages is not left to chance: it is 

taken for granted that the people of America not only support the 

administration in conveying its messages, but the whole nation is construed 

as participant in this communicative act. 

The following example illustrates how a characteristic discourse 

pattern underlies the presentation of America and the United States as 

senders of messages in the briefings: 

 

(4.7) JOURNALIST: Were you able to follow-up on the New York Times story that you 

have a new disinformation campaign going on, or being planned against the allies? 

MR. FLEISCHER: I've looked into this, and let me say to you there is widespread 

recognition throughout the administration that the United States has an 

important role in the world in better communicating America's message of 
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hope and opportunity. It is important that it is a message that is shared 

throughout the world, in friendly nations and other places, as well. 

(16 December 2002) 

 

Here, indeed, it is the United States that communicates America's message. 

The administration thus seems to be arrogating to itself the role of 

presenting to the world the message the people intends to send. The 

mention of abstract concepts and values such as hope and opportunity, 

however, rather than merely expressing the American people’s 

communicative needs, is a typical feature of American political discourse, 

generally used to avoid discussing a specific issue or problem. 

There are also cases where a US message is conveyed through another 

State, person or institution acting as an intermediary.  

 

(4.8) JOURNALIST: There's a new GAO report that is critical of public diplomacy 

efforts by the United States. How is that effort going in Iraq, the effort to inform 

the Iraqi people? Is the U.S. message getting across? 

Mr. McClellan: Well, I think that it's always important to make sure that we are 

communicating the steps that we are taking in Iraq to improve the infrastructure, 

improve stability and security in the country, and transfer responsibility to the 

Iraqi people. I think the Iraqi Governing Council is playing more and more 

of a role in getting that message across.  

(16 September 2003) 

 

The Iraqi Governing Council, being the provisional government of Iraq 

consisting of Iraqi political, religious, and tribal leaders appointed to 

manage the transition of Iraq to elections, was at least formally not 

supposed to be speaking on behalf of the US and conveying their messages. 

Other instances of people or groups functioning as senders of messages, 

who either officially represent the United States or actually send a message 
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on behalf of the US Administration, are: government experts and officials, the US 

troops in Iraq, the President of the National Association of Letter Carriers. 

Another frequent collocate of message and messages in the briefings is 

world, which co-occurs with the two items 36 times in total. This pattern of 

co-occurrence is almost exclusively found in the podium’s words (31 

times), never before the 9/11 attacks and mainly (23 times) during the 

prelude to the invasion of Iraq – that is, at a time when communication 

between the US and the world, expressed in terms of messages, was a 

particularly important business: the Bush Administration and its allies were 

striving to obtain support from the UN for military intervention in Iraq. 

Thus, in the perspective of launching a unilateral attack, it was vital to give 

the audience the impression that the US-led war on terrorism, far from 

being unilateral, was supported by peoples and nations throughout the 

world. As shown by Concordance 4.2, numerous citations refer to 

messages sent to the world or to people around the world by the President 

or by the United States (the cluster around the world co-occurs with message 

and messages 13 times). At times, however, the world is presented as the 

sender of a message. Highly ambiguous are cases where the receiver is 

Saddam Hussein and the US purports to be speaking on behalf of the 

whole world (or world community). In particular, the use of world as the 

sender of a message can only be justified when it is backed by a stance 

taken by the UN, by a multilateral treaty ratified by most nations in the 

world or by a mandate given to the US or to a coalition by countries all 

over the world to try to settle a controversy. Nonetheless, in the same way 

as the use of the phrase international community is becoming more and 

more widespread in the discourse of international relations in the twenty-

first century (Fairclough 2005), and is frequent also in the WHoB corpus, so 

the world, in the discourse of the White House, turns into an active 
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participant on the scene, in this case in the transmission and reception of 

messages. 

 
ut people in the Arab world to hear the  message  about who the United States is and what  
This President has a stated, consistent  message  around the world, and that includes the  
er for democracies to communicate their  message  around the world, particularly in the f  
n that we have work to do to bring that  message  around the world. And so this office wi  
President thinks that sends a powerful  message  around the world. Can I follow and ask  
placed a focus on getting out America's  message  around the world. It 's something that  
ract that today? Well, the President 's  message  around the world is consistent about th  
lso speak and will send a very powerful  message  around the world that the Congress agre  
tions. And I don't think that 's a hard  message  for anybody around the world to either  
the President 's signature, I received  messages  from all over the world -- from Africa,  
ily mean phone calls -- is he receiving  messages  from leaders around the world on the oc  
sed yesterday by President to the world  message  / Greece, of course, is an ally of the U  
ican people, that, of course, will be a  message  heard around the world. Ari, another qu  
rd way of knowing. But the President 's  message  is clear to the world: Wherever there a  
world in better communicating America's  message  of hope and opportunity. It is importan  
n the Islamic world who subvert Islam's  message  of peace and instead use the name of Go  
for people around the world to hear the  message  of the United States. And I think this  
h Korea that has turned its back on the  messages  of the world, on the obligations that N  
value, the resolutions count? Or is the  message  of the world to allow Saddam Hussein to  
cracy; it 's always a challenge for the  message  of the world to be received by people a  
rywhere in the world will listen to the  message  of these Arab Americans and these Iraqi  
tions of the world are not passing this  message  on to the United States; the message ha  
de to strengthen our efforts to get the  message  out to the Muslim world. But there is n  
part in the Arab world to help send the  message  that if you 're in the line of terroris  
ieves strongly in. And he hopes it 's a  message  that spreads around the world. Given fo  
hopefully, Saddam Hussein will get the  message  that the world community, through the U  
ent has repeatedly sent, as well as the  message  that the world community has sent to Ir  
more. And this resolution sends a clear  message  that the world does have a responsibili  
upport in Iraq even more, and sends the  message  that the world does have a stake in hel  
roliferation are useless. That is not a  message  the world can afford. But we have to fa  
, even in all regions of the world, the  message  they 're going to remember today is the  
ere? The President has had a consistent  message  throughout the world about terror. And  
ill similarly send a powerful deterrent  message  to terrorists around the world that the  
rd for NATO members & The President 's  message  to the world is that the world needs to  
one more question. Is the President 's  message  to the world leaders this week generall  
ional reinforcement of the President 's  message  yesterday that the world, broadly speak  

Concordance 4.2 Message with world as context word up to the 5th word to the left 

 

The following excerpts date back to a time when it was not clear yet 

whether a UN resolution would explicitly authorize the use of force in Iraq: 

 

(4.9) MR. FLEISCHER: I think the President has been very serious. And hopefully, 

Saddam Hussein will get the message that the world community, through the 

United Nations, has called on Saddam Hussein to disarm, and as the President 
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said, he will either disarm or the United States will lead a coalition to disarm him. 

That's a serious message. It's not a bluff. And perhaps as a result of it being 

such a serious message, Saddam Hussein will indeed get that message and 

disarm peacefully. 

(6 January 2003) 

 

(4.10) JOURNALIST: Ari, the President, in the days leading up to the adoption of that 

resolution, spoke in very clear language. He said that this was Saddam 

Hussein's final chance [...]. Unless you see a complete change of heart before that 

January 27th deadline, is the President prepared to tell his representatives at the 

United Nations to say, game over? 

MR. FLEISCHER: [...] I think Saddam Hussein needs to get the very clear 

understanding and message from the United States and from the world that 

he needs to disarm, that this is indeed serious. 

(17 January 2003) 

 

Again, the wording here is meaningful since, as noted previously, US 

diplomatic effort was reaching its peak at that time, in the attempt to obtain 

support from the UN for the invasion of Iraq. Thus, in the first excerpt the 

United Nations are portrayed as an intermediary (indicated by through) 

between the world community and Saddam Hussein, while in the second 

the United States and the world appear to be speaking with one voice. 

An extreme case of vagueness is one in which the world is the sender 

and people around the world are the receivers: 

 

(4.11) MR. FLEISCHER: [...] The message of democracy is often stopped as a result of 

nations that don't have a free press or an open press, nations that don't welcome 

ideas. And that's always a challenge for democracy; it's always a challenge for 

the message of the world to be received by people around the world. Not 

everybody is as tolerant, as open as the United States.  

(16 December 2002) 
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In this ambiguous utterance, the message is actually a product of the US 

administration, but it is presented as being sent by the world and received 

by the world itself, so that it suggests that the whole world agrees with the 

US and endorses its policies. 

The first part of excerpt 4.11 also shows that it is often events or even 

abstract concepts and values that function as senders of a message in the 

briefings. In these cases the communicative situation is entirely 

metaphorical. The degree of literalness in the use of message in the corpus 

ranges from Osama bin Laden's pre-taped messages, to messages of 

condolences America received from world leaders after 9/11, to the less 

literal meaning described until now (e.g. the President's message about the creation 

of a Palestinian state), up to the just mentioned fully metaphorical meaning. 

Abstract nouns and events presented as sending messages in the briefings 

include, among others: democracy (as a set of values); the use of force against Iraq; 

actions by the US and its allies; today’s event. In the briefings events are thus 

assigned an interpretation functional to the US Administration’s worldview, 

and turn into active participants in international relations, endowed with 

awareness of the consequences of their occurrence. This mechanism is 

illustrated by the following excerpt: 

 

(4.12) MR. FLEISCHER: All of these actions by the United States and our allies – 

and we have worked every step of the way with our allies – have, I believe, sent 

an unmistakable message to regimes that are seeking or that possess weapons 

of mass destruction: these weapons do not bring the benefits of security, as the 

President stated; they bring isolation and unwelcome consequences.  

(19 December 2003) 

 

Coming back to Tables 4.5 and 4.6, a number of other nouns and 
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names of people as well as of geographical and nationality adjectives and 

nouns that collocate with message and messages can be supposed to indicate 

other participants – either senders or receivers – in the communicative 

situation. They can be grouped into two categories. 

First of all, there are words referring to countries, peoples, 

international organizations, leaders and other protagonists on the 

international political scene, besides the already mentioned ones: Korea (25 

occurrences)/Koreans (6), Saddam (15) Hussein (17), Iraq (14), Osama (9) bin 

(11) Laden (10), Israel (12), state (11), country (11), leaders (9), Syria (9), Arab 

(8), Iraqi (8), Sharon (8), terrorists (7), Taliban (7), Iran (5), Afghanistan (5), 

Muslim (5), Arafat (5), Chinese (5). Many of these words refer to nations and 

people that are classified as rogue states or accused of being unsupportive 

of the US-led war on terrorism. 

Other nouns refer to American institutions, parties, politicians: 

Congress (26 occurrences), White (13) House (18), Democrats (8), Senator (8), 

Senate (7), Republicans (6). 

When the receiver of a message is explicitly mentioned, it generally 

immediately follows message or messages and is preceded by to. Therefore, the 

concordance of message to and messages to, sorted to the right, will show some 

of the most frequent receivers of messages. In this way, messages appear to 

be frequently directed to countries and people that the US considers as 

rogue states, selected dictators and terrorists: North Korea, Saddam 

Hussein, Iraq, Syria, terrorists. Interestingly, however, sometimes the White 

House sends messages to people, countries and institutions that are not US 

antagonists, such as the UN, the Perm Five (permanent members of the 

UN Security Council), the UN inspectors in Iraq, European governments 

opposing the invasion of Iraq. Features of messages sent to US antagonists 

and to apparently friendly nations, people and organizations will now be 
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compared in order to explore possible analogies in the way these two sets 

of participants are addressed in the briefings. 

 

4.2.6. Recurring patterns and recurring strategies 

 

Coming back to the collocate lists for message and messages, a number of the 

lexical verbs that collocate with the two items (see Table 4.8) belong to the 

semantic fields of transmission (SEND: 192 occurrences; GET: 69; RECEIVE: 

33; GIVE: 28; CONVEY: 21; CARRY: 11; DELIVER: 8) and perception (HEAR: 

65) – quite predictable associations indeed, as a message needs of course to 

be transmitted from a sender to a receiver. What is noteworthy, however, is 

that, as shown in Table 4.8, some of these verbs – namely HEAR, RECEIVE 

and CONVEY – almost exclusively co-occur with message and messages in the 

podium’s words. Of these, HEAR was used almost exclusively prior to the 

invasion of Iraq (85 per cent of occurrences), while the relative frequency 

of RECEIVE is higher in phases 2 and 4, that is, during the invasions of 

Afghanistan and Iraq.  

 
to promote human rights. And that 's a  message  that we will continue to emphasize acro  
rsal right of all people. And that 's a  message  he will continue to talk about. He will  
and he 's going to continue taking his  message  across the country. This is one of the  
he Northern Alliance. The United States  message  will continue to be consistent with all  
was because of the President 's strong  message  , which he continues to repeat, about th  
mportant to continue talking about that  message  as we move forward, and as we see some  
that North Korea continue to hear that  message  . We are moving forward on that multilat  
d I think you 'll continue to hear that  message  from the President, and I 'm not going  
nd he wants to continue to impress that  message  on Israel. It 's important for Israel t  
sident is going to continue to say that  message  at all events that he attends, because  
ants. And we will continue to send that  message  as they work in Conference Committee. Ho 
way. And we will continue sending that  message  and we hope that they will agree to a n  
ield. And we will continue to take that  message  to those governments. Would you support  
ists. And we will continue to work that  message  to the Iranians through multiple channe  
mon challenges. And that 's exactly the  message  that he will continue to reiterate to l  
Iranian people. We continue to get the  message  across about the importance of Iran act  
rtant that they continue to receive the  message  that they have been receiving in regard  
important that we continue to send the  message  that we have from the international com  

Concordance 4.3. Message with CONTINUE as context word up to the 5th word to the 
left 
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It is also worth mentioning another lexical verb that collocates with 

message and messages: CONTINUE. This pattern of co-occurrence, shown in 

Concordance 4.3, is exclusively found in the podium’s words, mostly 

during the Iraq invasion and the post-invasion phase. Before the attack, 

thus, the podium insisted on the conveyance of messages and on the need 

for receivers to hear them, while after the invasion, and especially during 

the Presidential re-election campaign, he emphasized continuity in the 

communication strategies. Interesting patterns are also related to the use of 

HOPE as a collocate of message (12 occurrences, all of which in the podium’s 

words). In all of these cases the subject is the President and the verb 

indicates his hope that the transmission of the message will be successful, 

as in following case: 

 

(4.13) JOURNALIST: Does the meeting today with the Iraqi Americans reflect a concern 

on the part of the administration that it needs to do a better job of countering the 

negative public relations backlash that's evident now across the Middle East and 

much of the Muslim world?  

MR. FLEISCHER: The answer is unequivocally no. But, certainly, the President 

hopes that people everywhere in the world will listen to the message of 

these Arab Americans and these Iraqis who saw firsthand what a brutal 

dictatorship Saddam Hussein has led, the torture that he has used to stay in 

power. And I think you're going to hear a very welcoming message about 

why it's so important for the United States and the coalition to be successful at 

ousting Saddam Hussein. I think it's a powerful message, and it's a message 

the President hopes will be heard. 

(4 April 2003) 

 

What is mainly emphasized is thus the receiver’s responsibility to actually 

receive and correctly interpret the message, while the sender is relieved 
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from any responsibility having done their best in the communicative act. 

Collocate lists and concordances are of little use, however, when it 

comes to identifying the topic of messages in the briefings and any 

linguistic pattern related with such topics; wider portions of co-text need to 

be analysed for this purpose. A large number of topics is found in this way 

to relate more or less directly to terrorism, dictatorship and weapons of 

mass destruction. Most excerpts from briefings reported in this paragraph, 

indeed, are examples of this kind of message. Such messages are mainly 

directed to non-democratic governments or to those suspected of 

supporting terrorist organizations or of possessing chemical, biological, 

nuclear weapons.  

The content of these messages is often expressed through various 

recurring patterns. In particular, the lexical items important and importance are 

found in this context, in patterns that include message that it's important for 

[receiver] to [action to be taken] (e.g. all parties to adhere to the cease-fire) and 

message about the importance of [receiver + action to be taken] (e.g. Iran acting as 

a nation that assumes its proper place in the world). 

In another recurring structure in this context, NEED TO is followed by 

a verb phrase such as the following: 

 

• comply with their international obligations; 
• do their part to create peace; 
• end the nuclear weapons program; 
• examine their ties to terrorists; 
• speak out and counter terrorism. 

 

Using such a wording implies that those addressed have to change 

behaviour, not because the United States is threatening them with negative 

consequences unless they do so, but because of an absolute moral need for 

them to disarm or stop supporting terrorist networks. Thus, the US justifies 
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its imposition – at times, but not always, backed by the United Nations – in 

moral terms, as though they had been assigned the task to bring justice to 

the world. 

NEED TO, in particular, is not only frequently found in the company of 

message and messages in the briefings. This verb phrase is actually quite 

frequent in the whole corpus, and significantly more frequent than MUST, a 

modal that shares shades of meaning with it, and that never co-occurs with 

message and messages, as shown by Table 4.9. While must, when it is used 

deontically, refers to an obligation imposed by the speaker (the wording 

Saddam Hussein must disarm would imply that someone is forcing him to do 

so), need to reflects a moral need imposed by the circumstances, 

independent of the speaker's will (the Iraqis need to disarm for the sake of peace). 

Indeed, the subjects of need to in the briefings are usually rogue states, 

terrorists, opponents of the US, which confirms that the high frequency of 

this verb in the corpus can be ascribed to its presence in specific contexts, 

aimed at imposing US policies by showing them as the best possible option 

in an absolute sense, for the world's sake.  

Coming back to the recurring patterns mentioned before, in the 

following excerpt the different wordings chosen by press and podium stand 

out: 

 

(4.14) JOURNALIST: Ari, Secretary of State Powell warns Pakistan of consequences if 

it continues to help North Korea with its nuclear program. What consequences – 

if they are continuing? 

MR. FLEISCHER: And I think if you take a look what the Secretary said, he also 

made clear that it is not continuing. And he did not define what that would be. 

We will continue to work, press that message with Pakistan, as well as other 

nations around the world about the importance of making certain they do 

not take any steps that could destabilize that region. 

(26 November 2002) 
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While the journalist talks explicitly in terms of warnings and consequences 

for Pakistan unless they stop supporting North Korea's nuclear program, 

the Press Secretary uses the phrase message about the importance of making certain 

that, to express in a milder way what is actually a threat. In the following 

excerpt, in contrast, the content of the message is expressed more 

explicitly: 

 

(4.15) JOURNALIST: […] Does the administration believe that the IRA is a terrorist 

group, or the new IRA, or the Real IRA?  

MR. FLEISCHER: Certainly, the Real IRA is listed on the official list of terrorist 

groups. But I think the President said what he said for a reason. He is sending a 

message and he's rallying a coalition, that those who engage in terrorism and 

those who harbor terrorists need to be worried about the actions that our 

government will take. 

(19 September 2001) 

 

However, even here, no clear reference is made to the nature of the 

actions which the US might take.  

What emerges here is that the underlying message expressed in the 

briefings looks more like a threat than an innocent, neutral communicative 

act. Concordancing the WHoB corpus for threat shows, indeed, that this 

lexical item is never chosen by the podium to refer to actions performed by 

the US, although the administration does often threaten people, states and 

organizations with negative consequences in briefings, as shown above. As 

a matter of fact, no one in the world has more adequate military and 

economic means than the world’s first superpower to represent a threat to 

someone else. The lexical item threat is actually found in the briefings to 

refer to threats other people or groups (e.g. Saddam Hussein or terrorist 
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organizations) pose to the world. This, however, is quite predictable, as 

threat generally refers to an external situation, and threaten is not a 

performative verb (Bayley, Bevitori and Zoni 2004). The communicative 

function of expressing a threat, in contrast, is generally expressed through 

euphemisms, and the greater will be the power of those expressing the 

threat, the more the threat will be understated. Talking in terms of 

messages in the briefings is actually a way of expressing threats in an 

understated way. In addition to this, message is often accompanied by 

phrases that shift responsibility away from the White House for what was 

just stated, either because emphasis is placed on the receiver's responsibility 

to understand the message and take necessary measures, or because the 

message is expressed as if it were descending from an unknown superior 

moral entity. 

The next paragraph will shed further light on the ways messages are 

characterized in the briefings, in particular through adjectival choices whose 

recurrence reinforces the hypothesis that message here is a sort of 

euphemism for a threat. 

 

4.2.7. Ways of characterizing messages 

 

The adjectives that most frequently collocate with message and messages in the 

WHoB corpus are shown in Table 4.10 and can be grouped into two 

categories: 

1. adjectives expressing positive evaluation, associated with the 

semantic fields of strength (strong: 17 occurrences; powerful: 12), 

correctness (right: 11), salience (important: 16; serious: 5) and 

unambiguousness (clear: 44; consistent: 18; unmistakable: 4), all of which 

are typical of the podium’s discourse; 
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2. adjectives expressing negative evaluation, and belonging to the 

semantic field of inconsistency (wrong: 14 occurrences; mixed: 10). 

The ways these two sets of adjectives are used by podium and press to 

characterize different messages in communicative situations involving 

different participants in the briefings will be now examined. 

 

to get the very clear understanding and  message  from the United States and from the wor  
ecific benefits. There has been a clear  message  , and the President reinforced that toda  
e government to send a simple and clear  message  : Don't do drugs. Doing drugs will kill  
go to make that stand and send a clear  message  , especially since you say President Bus  
the North Koreans are receiving a clear  message  from these nations, including the Unite  
y talks. North Korea is hearing a clear  message  from those countries. We had a recent r  
believes that the election sent a clear  message  that the American people want to see le  
And the President has sent a very clear  message  that the United States will continue to  
more. And this resolution sends a clear  message  that the world does have a responsibili  
ing terrorists. So that 's a very clear  message  that we 've sent. If I could just follo  
es to the United States sending a clear  message  that we will -- we have the ability to  
it be a strong message and a very clear  message  . The federal government -- and, I might  
the resolution that would send a clear  message  to Iraq that their decade of defiance h  
tries in the region are sending a clear  message  to North Korea, and they 're all saying  
n the region engaged in sending a clear  message  to North Korea that it needs to end its  
the United States has sent a very clear  message  to people in this conference, as well a  
our allies in Iraq, and to send a clear  message  to the enemy that we will prevail, they  
ve five nations sending that very clear  message  to the North Koreans. China has also se  
. We are sending a clear and consistent  message  to the terrorists by the actions that w  
y seek. And that 's a clear, consistent  message  universally. The administration argued  
and that unless he get a clear and firm  message  from the United States that this would  
f communication. The President made his  message  clear in a way that was unequivocal. He  
on Congress would help him do that. His  message  on that was very clear. One of the thin  
e on any timetable, but he did make his  message  very clear. In preparing the Israeli pe  
can expect. The President will make his  message  very plain and clear. And just to follo  
in Haiti's political system. And so our  message  has been very clear that we are working  
meeting with parties in the region. Our  message  is very clear to the Palestinian Author  
in that threat? Well, the President 's  message  is clear. This can be the year that pat  
conclusion or not. But the President 's  message  is clear to Saddam Hussein, that he nee  
rd way of knowing. But the President 's  message  is clear to the world: Wherever there a  
remarks? Well, I think the President 's  message  is very clear. We continue to call on t  
think they 're hearing the President 's  message  loud and clear. And the President wante  
cross-border? I think the President 's  message  to terrorists is clear: that those who  
story of North Korea. The United States  message  is clear and it 's a message that is ec  
to send a clear, consistent and strong  message  to Iran. I think that Dr ElBaradei has  
The head of the FBI yesterday made that  message  clear, and this government will not tol  
sized another message, and I think that  message  is very clear in the Libyan case: leade  
ar statements to Iraq? We have made the  message  clear to Iran. But let me state somethi  
state and federal law enforcement. The  message  is clear: anyone who participates in or  
so far been unwilling to do? Well, the  message  is clear that the program needs to be r  
t brought them neither. And I think the  message  is very clear from what they 've done t  
send an effective, clear, unmistakable  message  to Saddam Hussein so he knows that this  

Concordance 4.4. Message with clear as context word 
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Clear is the adjective that most frequently collocates with message in the 

WHoB corpus, though it never co-occurs with messages, and this co-

occurrence is mostly a feature of the discourse of the podium (35 cases out 

of 44), and its relative frequency is higher during the phases in which 

Afghanistan and Iraq were invaded. The concordance of message with clear as 

context word (4.4) allows the identification of recurring patterns such as 

the following: 

 

• • a clear and firm message; 
• • the President made his message clear; 
• • the very clear understanding and message; 
• • a simple and clear message; 
• • our message is very clear; 
• • the message he's sending loud and clear; 
• • a clear, consistent message universally; 
• • an effective, clear, unmistakable message. 
 

Thus, clear associated with message collocates in turn with other adjectives 

with similar meaning, and is often reinforced by very. Clear appears to be 

mainly used to characterize messages sent by the US or the President to 

either North Korea, Iraq (and Saddam Hussein) or Iran – the ‘regimes that 

sponsor terror’, termed the ‘axis of evil’ in Bush’s 2002 State of the Union 

address20 – or to other US antagonists. Near-synonyms of clear that also 

collocate with message, sometimes also together with clear, are used in similar 

ways. Both unmistakable (found in the WHoB corpus only together with 

message, and also paraphrased once in let there be no mistake about it; let it be a 

strong message and a very clear message) and unequivocal (and the corresponding 

adverb unequivocally) in the same way as clear, imply that the sender has done 

everything possible to make the message as clear as it can be. Thus, the 

                                                
20 http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html (accessed 12 
October 2008) 
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receiver is presented as the only participant responsible for the success of 

the communicative act. In the same way, plain and simple are also used, 

alone or combined with clear, as well as such phrases as make sure they 

understand/receive/hear it; in the context of this communicative event, these 

and similar phrases share the same function as clear, unmistakable, unequivocal. 

Messages in the briefings are also characterized as powerful or strong, 

two adjectives that co-occur with message or messages in 12 and 17 cases 

respectively, the vast majority of which in the podium’s words. The 

strength of a message refers to the effect it has on its receiver. These 

adjectives here express the US attitude on the scene of international 

relations: the attitude of the world’s only superpower, which can afford to 

display maximum strength when addressing other actors. In a briefing 

dating back to the day before Bush's final ultimatum to Saddam Hussein 

expired, powerful is also found in combination with deterrent, which reinforces 

the function of such a message: 

 

(4.16) MR. FLEISCHER: And the President also believes that the use of force against 

Iraq will similarly send a powerful deterrent message to terrorists around the 

world that the United States will do what it takes to prevent terrorist attacks 

against our country. 

(19 March 2003) 

 

Other adjectives such as important and serious repeatedly highlight the 

importance of the messages sent in the briefings, as already mentioned in 

paragraph 4.6.2. Also important and serious are typical collocates of message 

and messages in the podium’s discourse (14 occurrences out of 16 and 4 out 

of 4 respectively), and characterize messages sent by the US or the 

President, an adjectival choice which emphasizes that the message should 

be taken seriously and dealt with immediately. This is explicitly stated in a 
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briefing already reported above (excerpt 4.9). While US aircraft carriers 

were travelling to the Persian Gulf, the White House insisted that 

everything possible was being done to avoid war in Iraq. Thus, when asked 

about the seriousness of such statements, the podium pointed out that the 

US messages were not a bluff. 

Messages sent by the US are also described in the briefings in terms of 

their consistency: the co-occurrence of the adjective consistent (18 times) 

with message and messages – also combined with other adjectives – of the 

verbs CONTINUE and REMAIN and of the adjective same (e.g. the President's 

message remains the same; we will continue to send that message) emphasizes the idea 

of the US Administration insisting on certain messages as time goes by: 

 

(4.17) MR. FLEISCHER: I think we've continued to send a consistent series of 

messages to North Korea that North Korea has chosen to ignore.  

(13 January 2003) 

 

The US unilateral approach to international relations implies, indeed, that a 

stance taken will remain the same in time although circumstances may have 

changed. 

Interestingly, the two antonyms right and wrong also collocate with 

message (wrong co-occurs once also with messages), and, once again, both of 

them mainly in the podium’s words (13 out of 14 times and 10 out of 14 

respectively). The opposition between the right message and the wrong message in 

the briefings corresponds to an opposition between different senders, 

receivers and topic of the messages.  

So, just as the other adjectives expressing positive evaluation, right also 

characterizes messages sent by the White House, especially regarding 

domestic issues, as shown by the concordance of the right message (4.5). 

Thus, such a phrase may be used to express the superiority of the Bush 
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Administration’s policies compared to those of the Democrats, and to 

outline successes achieved by this administration.  

 
be victorious because he has  the right message  , he has the right ground orga  
s of working to teach -- send  the right message  to our children. Let me ask y  
t are proven to work and send  the right message  to our children. And so that  
f parents and coaches to send  the right message  to our children. Drug use als  
lieves that it starts to send  the right message  to the country that he meant  
It 's important that we send  the right message  with this legislation and tha  
y plan because that will send  the right message  to our markets that we are se  
y plan because that will send  the right message  to our energy markets who rig  
so of the White House sending  the right message  from the bully pulpit of the  
round for terrorists. Is that  the right message  to be sending? It 's exactly  

Concordance 4.5. The right message 

 

Again, as the right message emphasizes the rectitude of the current 

administration’s policies, the White House chooses the phrase the wrong 

message to indicate the dangerous consequences that may arise if the 

administration’s opponents’ policies (European governments opposing the 

Iraq war as well as anti-intervention Democrats) were adopted in fighting 

terrorism. A wrong message is, for example, the withdrawal of Spanish troops 

from Iraq after the 2004 Madrid bombings, a decision the podium regards 

as an encouragement for terrorists: 

 

(4.18) MR. MCCLELLAN: Terrorists cannot think that they can influence elections or 

influence policy. That is the wrong message to send. That's why we must 

redouble our efforts and take the fight to the terrorists. […] 

JOURNALIST: But I wonder, and I think we're all kind of wondering about the 

message that is being sent from the Spanish elections. You say it would be a 

terrible message if the terrorists were to assume that they had influenced the 

Spanish elections. Well, that's not a message, is it? It's a fact. The terrorists 

influenced the Spanish elections. 

MR. MCCLELLAN: [...] I'm not the one who does the analysis of elections. But I 

will point out the facts. And it is the wrong message to let terrorists think that 

they can influence policy. 
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 (16 March 2004) 

 

The case of wrong illustrates how contexts where adjectives expressing 

negative evaluation, including also mixed and inconsistent, are found in the 

briefings differ radically from those where adjectives expressing positive 

evaluation are found. Adjectives expressing negative evaluation characterize 

messages sent by opponents of the Bush administration or of the US, and 

such an adjectival choice can be accounted for in strategic terms as 

presenting these states and people and their policies as completely 

unreliable. Otherwise, these adjectives are found in questions, when 

journalists challenge stances taken by the White House by highlighting 

ambiguity or negative aspects in them. 

When the sender is a US enemy, the impossibility for the world to 

share the message they sent is often emphasized:  

 

(4.19)  JOURNALIST: [...] Yesterday, you told us that Baghdad imams called for holy war 

violence, the drowning of Bush and Blair was opposed by one unidentified 

imam in Kuwait. And my question is, have there been any other imams or 

mosques who have publicly disagreed with these calls for holy war and drowning 

of Bush and Blair? [...] 

MR. FLEISCHER: I think you can rest assured, Lester, that the message that you 

expressed from Baghdad is not a message shared by Muslim leaders around 

the world. 

(19 March 2003) 

 

Similarly, when the UN is the sender of a message in the briefings, this 

generally happens in a negative context: the UN's failure to support US 

foreign policy is presented in terms of the dangerous consequences of such 

behaviour; the UN is presented as sending rogue states messages of 

tolerance, instead of warning them: 
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(4.20)  MR. FLEISCHER: If the UN does not enforce the resolution, the message to 

Iraq will be one of laissez-faire, that it is okay to have the weapons you have. 

(11 March 2003) 

 

The same happens with those European governments that refused to 

support the war in Iraq. For example, the podium chooses the interrogative 

form (What message are these three countries in Europe sending to the people of 

Turkey?) to express his disagreement with the message expressed by 

Belgium, France and Germany, who blocked the NATO decision to place 

defences against Iraq in Turkey. 

But also when the UN, European governments opposing the war, 

other seemingly friendly states, people and organizations such as the Perm 

Five and the UN inspectors in Iraq are the receivers, rather than the 

senders, of messages interesting patterns can be observed. Despite the 

difference in status between them and the people and states that are more 

generally found to be the receivers of messages coming from the White 

House – rogue states, terrorists, unfriendly regimes – similar messages are 

sent to both sets of receivers. This may be seen as evidence that the UN 

and anyone else practically opposing the US strategy, or causing the pace 

towards war to slow down, are implicitly described in the briefings as 

though they were on the wrong side in the war on terrorism. In a briefing 

dating back to a few weeks before Iraq was invaded, the podium harshly 

criticized the lack of support the US received from the UN Security 

Council. 

 

(4.21) JOURNALIST: This morning the President said, again, that he doesn't think he 

needs this resolution. Is that message intended -- what is that intended to do? 

Because it could be the signal to other countries that you're -- either get on board 
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or the train is leaving; less a message about what he thinks is important, as a 

signal to them, that now is your last opportunity. 

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, the President's message is this is a chance for the 

United Nations to be relevant. There is no question about it. After all, if the 

United Nations passes a resolution that says, Iraq must disarm immediately, and 

then the United Nations says, immediately really means 12 years, what kind of 

signal are they sending to the next proliferator? What message are they sending 

about the ability of the international system to maintain the peace and fight 

proliferation? And this is why the President has changed the equation in New 

York, and he has said it is important for the United Nations to have value and to 

have meaning for resolutions to be backed up. Otherwise, it's a paper society. It's 

not a meaningful society to keep the peace. That's what's at stake here.  

(25 February 2003) 

 

In this as well as in another briefing, the adjective relevant is used to describe 

how the Bush Administration thinks the UN should be; however, the mere 

fact that a single member of the UN has the power to make such a 

statement indicates that this organization is anything but relevant in the 

eyes of the US, and has such limited power in the context of the Bush 

doctrine of unilateralism as to be defined a paper society.  

 

4.2.8. Conclusions 

 

The use of message and of messages in the George W. Bush administration’s 

press briefings has been shown to respond to specific discourse strategies 

linked with the Bush doctrine of foreign relations. 

Sender/receiver patterns have been identified by examining briefings 

as communicative events in which messages are sent and received. The 

most common pattern has been found to include the President, the US 

administration and a usually unspecified we as the sender of messages, while 

the receivers are frequently opponents of the United States. In particular, 
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the podium characterizes messages in different ways depending on the 

sender and the receiver as well as on the context in which the 

communicative event takes place. 

By analysing both the ways messages sent by the US to their 

opponents (Iraq, North Korea, terrorist organizations, etc.) are 

characterized and the topic of such messages, it has been shown that this 

word is used in this context as a euphemism to express a threat. The use of 

message and messages in this sense was particularly frequent in the briefings in 

the phase that preceded the attack against Iraq. In this period especially, the 

UN and the European governments not supporting the Iraq war were 

addressed using the same lexico-grammatical patterns as when addressing 

opponents. 

 

4.3 Setting priorities on the agenda 

 

4.3.1 Agenda-setting words 

 

As mentioned in paragraph 4.1, such words as important and importance may 

be hypothesized to be related to a key concept in political communication: 

agenda-setting. Since setting the agenda for politics, the media and the 

public is one of the main purposes of the discussion going on in the 

briefings, it is not surprising to find that words referring to the salience of 

issues are significantly frequent in the WHoB corpus. 

 

 WHoB Cordis US BNC COCA 
important 1347 960 387 362 
importance 283 124 96 63 

Table 4.11 Occurrences per million words of important and importance in the WHoB 
corpus and in some reference corpora 

 

Table 4.11 shows that important and importance are significantly more 
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frequent in the WHoB corpus than in reference corpora, although the 

difference is more striking when this corpus and general British and 

American English corpora such as the BNC and the COCA are compared. 

In CorDis US, in contrast, the frequency of these two words is higher than 

in general English corpora, but lower than their frequency in the briefings 

corpus. This might indicate that these words are specific of media and 

political discourse in general and of press briefings in particular, and it 

might be worth exploring their function in this context in more detail.  

 

4.3.2 Important 

 

It might be worth starting from the adjective important, as it is by far the 

most frequent among the words examined in this paragraph: its absolute 

frequency amounts to 4537 occurrences. According to the OAD, this 

adjective has four main meanings: (a) “significant”, (b) “main”, (c) “of 

value” and (d) “powerful”. The first of these is the one that appears to be 

more closely related to the agenda-setting process.  

In analysing the role played by the adjective important in the WHoB 

corpus, my aim will first of all be to attempt to discover whether the 

agenda-setting related meaning is actually the most frequent meaning of 

important in this corpus. Secondly, I will attempt to identify differences 

between the use of important in predicative and attributive position in the 

briefings. 

Table 4.12 shows the distribution of important in the different 

chronological phases of the corpus and for different speakers and speaker 

roles. What emerges is, first of all, that important is by far a feature of 

podium discourse, while its relative frequency in the reporters’ words is 

even lower than in BNC, COCA and CorDis US. Furthermore, its relative 
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frequency increases steadily during the first term of the George W. Bush 

administration, and it is almost doubled in phase 5 compared to phase 1. 

 

 all speakers podium press Fleischer McClellan 
total 1347 1881 265 1588 2432 
phase 1 995 1414 239 1412 1372 
phase 2 1034 1489 170 1489 ------- 
phase 3 1223 1665 319 1621 2409 
phase 4 1348 1885 260 1915 912 
phase 5 1646 2304 251 1699 2447 

Table 4.12 Occurrences of important per million words in different chronological 
phases, for different speakers and speaker roles 

 

Due to the large size of the concordance of important, it was necessary 

to start from the identification of recurring clusters containing this 

adjective, which may shed light on phraseology typical of the use of this 

word in the briefings. The most frequent patterns identified can be divided 

into two categories: those in which important is in predicative position and 

those in which it is in attributive position. Patterns falling into the first 

category include: 

 

• it BE [adverb/intensifier] important: 1663 occurrences 
• what BE [adverb/intensifier] important: 198 occurrences 
• what remains important: 2 occurrences 
• what [noun/pronoun] THINK/BELIEVE is important: 6 occurrences 
• this is [adverb/intensifier] important: 46 occurrences 
• that BE [adverb/intensifier] important: 122 occurrences 
• how important it is/is it: 32 occurrences 
• how important that is/is that: 7 occurrences 
• are very important: 20 occurrences 
• it remains [adverb/intensifier] important: 9 occurrences 

 

If the above clusters are summed up, a total of 2120 occurrences of 

important in attributive position can be identified. Furthermore, 913 

occurrences of important are immediately followed by to, 417 are followed by 
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that and 420 by for.  

As regards occurrences of important in 

attributive position, in 1869 cases the 

adjective is immediately followed by a 

noun or by another adjective and a noun. 

The most frequent clusters of this type are 

listed in Table 4.13. 

Concordances of the most frequent 

patterns containing important in both 

predicative and attributive position will be 

now examined. 

First of all, occurrences of it is/’s/was 

[adverb] important were analyzed. Of these, 

the overwhelming majority is found in the 

podium’s words, while only 4.53 per cent 

of these occurrences are uttered by 

reporters. Three main syntactic structures 

were identified: it is/’s/was [adverb] 

important to; it is/’s/was [adverb] important 

that; it is/’s/was [adverb] important for. 

These patterns will be examined in more 

detail below. 

In 596 cases, this pattern is immediately followed by to and a verb or 

verb phrase – a pattern which is significantly more frequent in the post-Iraq 

invasion phase, although it is found throughout the corpus. 

Among the verbs and verb phrases found to be following this pattern, 

listed in Table 4.14, have is the most frequent (42 occurrences). Most 

phrases following the it is/’s/was [adverb] important to pattern appear to 

cluster Freq. 
important issue 100 
important priorities 91 
important role 90 
important part 82 
important priority 82 
important progress 77 
important step 72 
important issues 52 
important work 48 
important cause 36 
important thing 29 
important matter 24 
important responsibility 18 
important mission 17 
important piece 17 
important principle 16 
important steps 16 
important way 16 
important legislation 15 
important question 15 
important moment 14 
important things 14 
important debate 13 
important meeting 13 
important topic 13 
important date 12 
important day 12 
important initiative 12 
important vote 12 

Table 4.13. Absolute 
frequency of clusters 
containing important followed 
by a noun  
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carry a positive semantic load, e.g. a welfare 

system that protects people, as broad a consensus as 

possible, a common understanding of the problem, 

some show of unity, stability. Moreover, there are 

5 occurrences of dialogue (which may be 

national dialogue or may take place between the 

US and other nations) occurring immediately 

after this pattern. 

The second most frequent veb following 

the it is/’s/was [adverb] important to pattern is 

keep (34 occurrences), which is found 14 times 

in the phrase it’s important to keep in mind and 9 

times in the phrase it’s important to keep 

Congress/the American people informed, both used 

by Scott McClellan only. The first phrase is 

mainly used to point out that efforts made by 

the US Administration, either domestically or 

in the “war on terror”, should not be 

disregarded (e.g. it is important to keep in mind 

what we are working to achieve in Iraq). In some 

cases, however, the same phrase is used to 

remind media and citizens about the 

brutalities committed by the regime of 

Saddam Hussein (e.g. it’s important to keep in 

mind that Iraq was a threat), when reporters, 

after the Iraq invasion, question the reasons 

behind the urgency for the US to remove him from power. Similar patterns 

are found when remind and remember follow the it is/’s/was [adverb] important 

verb occurrences 
have 42 
keep 34 
continue 28 
look 24 
make 24 
get 22 
let 20 
move 18 
note 17 
do 13 
listen 12 
work 12 
be 12 
allow 11 
protect 10 
remind 9 
remember 9 
point 9 
take 9 
pass 8 
talk 8 
see 8 
go 8 
confront 7 
help 7 
learn 6 
recognize 6 
share 6 
treat 5 
reach 5 
set 5 
provide 5 
focus 5 
give 5 

Table 4.14. Absolute 
frequency of verbs 
immediately following the it 
is/’s/was [adverb] important to 
pattern 
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to pattern (9 occurrences each, mostly dating back to phase 5), e.g. it is 

important to remember that this was a regime that had mass graves. The second 

phrase (it’s important to keep Congress/the American people informed) is usually 

referred to the importance of providing information about risks, threats 

and responsibilities that the US face, and about the US efforts in Iraq. 

Excerpt 4.22 below shows how the importance of keeping the American 

people informed about an increased risk of terrorist attacks is contrasted to 

the journalist’s allegation that the President may be manipulating 

information for political purposes. 

 

(4.22)  JOURNALIST: […] I mean, it would be a pretty serious allegation to say a 

President of the United States is manipulating such information for 

political gain. I was wondering what would you say to those Democrats who 

are saying --  

MR. MCCLELLAN: I haven't seen specifically who said what. But what I would 

say is that we have an obligation, regardless of the time of year or what year we 

are in, to protect the American people and keep them informed about what we 

are doing to provide for their safety and security. And when we receive credible 

information like we have regarding the increased risk we face, we believe it's 

important to keep the American people informed. This isn't the first time 

that we've talked to the American people about this issue. But this is an update 

to the American people. And it is also important to update them on the 

protective measures that we have put in place and the ramped up security 

measures that we have put in place in certain areas of the country where 

terrorists might want to strike. 

(8 July 2004) 

 

Continue is the third most frequent verb following the it is/’s/was [adverb] 

important to pattern. It is found mainly in phases 2 and 5 and is almost 

exclusively used by the podium. In 6 cases it is found in such phrases as it’s 

important to continue moving forward/to move forward, referred both to actions in 
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Iraq and to policies and legislation to be approved. Similar phrases such as 

it’s important to continue that progress and it’s important to continue our economy 

moving forward are also found. Other recurring phrases include it’s important to 

continue to work with, where the need for cooperation is emphasized. 

Other frequent verbs found to be following the it is/’s/was [adverb] 

important to pattern are: look (24 occurrences; mostly used to emphasize the 

importance of assessing an issue by taking a specific perspective on it), 

make (24 occurrences, 15 of which are instances of the make certain/sure 

pattern), get (22 occurrences; compared to other verbs in this pattern, it is 

more frequent in the first phases of the corpus and it is also used by the 

press; in phase 5 it is used 4 times by Scott McClellan to say the President 

believes it’s important to get outside (of) Washington, DC and talk to the American 

people), let (20 occurrences, only used by the podium but rather evenly 

distributed in the corpus), move (18 occurrences, used by the podium only, 

mostly in phase 5; in 15 cases it is followed by forward, in turn often 

followed by quickly, timetable and priorities), note (17), do (13), listen (12), work 

(12), be (12), allow (11), protect (10). 

The second of the three patterns mentioned earlier is it is/’s/was 

[adverb] important that, followed by a pronoun or noun phrase and a verb. 

This pattern occurs 352 times, and it is by far more frequent in the last 

phase of the corpus (279 occurrences are found in phase 5). Only 9 times is 

it used by reporters. Almost a half of the occurrences of this pattern are 

followed by we, but this almost exclusively occurs in phase 5 (155 

occurrences out of 161). Patterns here are very similar to the ones 

mentioned above: the verb that most frequently follows it is/’s/was [adverb] 

important that we is continue (37 occurrences), which is again found in such 

phrases as it’s important that we continue to move forward / to move ahead / moving 

forward (6, 1 and 3 occurrences respectively, all of which in phase 5, and all 
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but one in the words of Scott McClellan) and it’s important that we continue to 

stay the course / stay on the offensive (6 and 2 occurrences respectively, again all 

of which in phase 5, and uttered by Scott McClellan only). These phrases 

are mostly referred to the efforts in Iraq and to the dangers of terrorism. 

Excerpt 4.23 shows how the use of important and continue is related to the 

US determination not to leave Iraq even after a growing number of attacks 

against them had started taking place. 

 

(4.23) JOURNALIST: Is the President surprised at the sophistication of this particular 

attack? And, specifically, did they have access to these shoulder-fired missiles?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: Well, again, I think there is still a lot being investigated about 

the specific attack from yesterday and I think you need to talk to our military 

leaders in the region -- get some specifics about the attack, and they are 

continuing to –  

JOURNALIST: What did the President think –  

MR. MCCLELLAN: -- they continue to investigate. But, again, the stakes are high 

in Iraq. This is the central front in the war on terrorism. A peaceful and free and 

democratic Iraq will serve as an example to the rest of the Middle East, which has 

been a volatile region and a breeding ground for terrorism. It's important that 

we continue to stay the course. It's important that our military leaders have 

the tactical flexibility to adjust to the enemy, and that's what they're doing.  

(3 November 2003) 

  

Other verbs that follow the it is/’s/was [adverb] important that we pattern are, 

again, move, make, have (9 occurrences each), do (8), keep (6). 

The it is/’s/was [adverb] important that pattern may also be followed by 

they (37 occurrences). This is a pattern that is mainly found in Scott 

McClellan’s words. In 14 cases, it is followed by (move forward (as quickly as 

possible) to) complete their work. In all these cases, they refers to committees 

appointed to shed light on controversial issues: the 9/11 Commission and 

the Iraq Survey Group. In particular, in the case of the latter, the use of this 
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phrase emphasizes the White House will that the committee go on with its 

survey so as to attempt to find missing evidence for the existence of a 

WMD development program in Iraq. Excerpt 4.24 shows an example of 

this. 

 

(4.24)  JOURNALIST: Any evidence that some of the WMD is hidden in Syria or in 

other countries?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: I don't have anything to report on that, Connie. But there are 

a lot of different theories out there. The work of the Iraq Survey Group 

continues. It's important that they complete their work. But make no mistake 

about it, Saddam Hussein's regime was a danger before the war, and everything 

that we've learned since the war only reconfirms that he was a danger. And the 

world is safer and better because of the action that we took.  

(2 March 2004) 

 

As regards patterns in which it is/’s/was [adverb] important that is followed 

by a noun, the most frequent are Congress and Senate (13 occurrences in 

total). During different phases of the corpus, the two podiums use this 

pattern to say that these two bodies should carry out, often quickly, 

something they are supposed to do, as shown in concordance 4.6 below. 

 
nd of care that they deserve. And it 's  important  that Congress -- that the Senate move f  
State of the Union address that it was  important  that Congress act on this initiative. S  
important oversight role to play. It 's  important  that Congress be kept informed of these  
ber 11th. The President thinks it is so  important  that Congress create this commission, t  
rtheast and parts of the Midwest. It 's  important  that Congress move forward as quickly a  
ion here in the United States. So it 's  important  that Congress move forward on that plan  
g committee and floor action. And it 's  important  that Congress move forward on those nom  
ove our national security. And so it 's  important  that Congress move forward to pass a co  
tional Intelligence Director, and it 's  important  that the Congress move forward quickly  
lly, that 's another reminder why it 's  important  that the Congress pass the President 's  
Dodd. And so the President thinks it 's  important  that the Senate actually follow through  
n the Senate to be confirmed. And it 's  important  that the Senate finish its business, be  
Senate? The President does think it 's  important  that the Senate take action on the nomi  

Concordance 4.6. it is/’s/was [adverb] important that (the) Congress/Senate 
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The third recurring pattern mentioned above was it is/’s/was [adverb] 

important for, which is found 297 times in the corpus and quite evenly 

distributed – even though its relative frequency reaches top level during the 

initial invasion of Iraq and is lower in the first phase of the corpus. Only 6 

per cent of its total occurrences are found in the words of the press. In 

most cases, this pattern is followed by a noun or pronoun and by an 

infinitive with to. Thus, it is used to say that “it’s important for someone to 

do something”. 

Again, in 37 cases the noun following this pattern is Congress, and the 

verbs of which Congress is the subject are similar to the ones shown in the 

concordance of Congress and Senate above: act (7 occurrences), take action (6), 

pass (6), get (3: get moving, get together or get something done). Thus, it is used in 

order to put pressure on Congress so that they enact the policies proposed 

by the administration, which, as mentioned in Chapter 1, is not obvious. 

Excerpt 4.25 below shows an example of the way this structure is used by 

the podium to put pressure on Congress. 

 

(4.25) JOURNALIST: In addition to the pork, what does the administration see as the 

main stumbling blocks to the passage of the emergency supplemental? And if it 

isn't passed by the end of the week, would the President consider going directly to 

the public and appealing for them to pressure Congress to pass one?  

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, I'm not going to speculate on anything that may or may 

not happen in terms of how to help Congress take action. But the President 

doesn't -- he hopes it's not necessary for that to happen. The President thinks it's 

important for Congress to act, and act now, given the fact that this is an 

emergency and given the fact that the year, fiscal year, is almost at an end. 

(10 July 2002) 

 

Senate also occurs 13 times in the same pattern and is followed by similar 

verbs. 
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In 19 cases, this pattern is followed by the American people or by (all) 

Americans, mostly in contexts where the emphasis is on the need for the 

Americans to know something, possibly in a complete way: to hear the full 

story, to have the full picture, to have all the facts. These patterns often occur when 

the situation in Iraq after the invasion, the events leading to the 9/11 

attacks, or the search for weapons of mass destruction are concerned. The 

following excerpt clearly shows the context in which this pattern is 

frequently used: 

 

(4.26)  JOURNALIST: Scott, the President, it seems by referring to the national press 

corps as the filter and talking about a need to talk over our heads, seems to be 

borrowing a page from his father who, during his reelection campaign asserted 

that you should "blame the media." If the President believes that there's so much 

progress on the ground in Iraq, then why does he feel the need to hop-scotch 

over the national press corps and speak to local and regional outlets who don't 

cover these issues every day and don't seem to follow up -- 

MR. MCCLELLAN: I think he speaks to all media. He speaks to the media at the 

national level, he speaks to media at the local level. And those are all -- it's all 

important for the President to get his message directly to the American 

people. And that's what he'll continue to do. […] The President believes it's 

important for the American people to hear the full story about the progress 

we are making in Iraq. We are making a tremendous amount of progress to move 

toward a free, sovereign, democratic Iraq. And there is a lot of important progress 

being made on the ground. 

 (14 October 2003) 

 

Here, message also comes back as one way in which presidential 

communication is referred to, and the disagreement between podium and 

reporter is about the way the administration chooses to deliver that 

message. In order to justify their choice to address local press to 

circumvent the less favourable White House press corps – which is the task 
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of the White House Office of Communications – the podium emphasizes 

the importance of providing all the people with all the information. 

Another frequent noun phrase following the it is/’s/was [adverb] 

important for pattern is (all) (the) parties, which occurs 17 times and mostly 

refers to the parties involved in the Middle East crisis. This phrase is mostly 

the subject of such verb phrases as (continue to) work together, continue talking, 

lay down the arms, adhere to the ceasefire. In this way, again, the podium puts 

pressure on these parties to follow a given path in the peace process. 

In 12 cases, the noun following this pattern is the United Nations or the 

UN. These citations, shown in Concordance 4.7, are found only in Ari 

Fleischer’s words, mostly date back to phase 3, when the US was striving to 

obtain authorization from the UN to remove Saddam Hussein from power. 

 
e judgment and the decision that it was  important  for the UN that an American President g  
tions. The world is watching, and it 's  important  for the UN to fulfill its mission so th  
Just as the President said that it 's  important  for the United Nations Security Council  
s that he believes that it remains very  important  for the United Nations Security Council  
ar? The President thinks that 's it 's  important  for the United Nations Security Council  
President has made it clear that it is  important  for the United Nations to act, through  
rk through the United Nations and it 's  important  for the United Nations to act. After al  
l as the other leaders said, that it 's  important  for the United Nations to have a role I  
ions because the President thinks it 's  important  for the United Nations to have a role I  
for world bodies to be effective. It 's  important  for the United Nations to have the supp  
tion in New York, and he has said it is  important  for the United Nations to have value an  
f days and weeks, and not months. It 's  important  for the United Nations to move quickly  

Concordance 4.7. it ‘s/is/remains/was important for the UN/United Nations 

 

Similarly to what happened with Congress and Senate, the emphasis here is 

on the need for the UN to take action (act, move quickly on this). But in other 

cases this need is stressed in a more subtle way: the podium says it’s 

important for the United Nations to have value and to have meaning or to have/play a 

(meaningful) role or to be an effective organization. What is implied by this kind of 

statements is that if the UN does not make the right decision regarding 

Iraq, from the point of view of the US administration, it will become a 
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useless organization. This pattern is similar to the one found to be used by 

the podium when referring to messages sent to the UN. 

Other noun phrases following the it is/’s/was [adverb] important for 

pattern are the Palestinian people/institution/Authority (6 occurrences), Syria (3 

occurrences), Saddam Hussein (3 occurrences). In most of these cases, what 

is indicated as important is to disarm, to comply with Resolution 1441, to crack 

down on terrorists, not to harbor Iraqi leaders. In these cases, thus, the US 

administration is telling these governments and peoples that they should act 

in a certain way in order to avoid being considered opponents of the US. 

What emerged from the analysis of these patterns is that, when 

important is used in predicative position, its function is not that of 

emphasizing the importance of an issue compared to others on the agenda. 

Rather, it is used by the podium to point out that someone – the 

administration itself, a US institution, an international organization or a 

foreign government – needs to do something. As discussed in paragraph 

4.2, also here the imposition of a given path to be followed is not expressed 

by using explicit markers of deontic modality, but presented as though what 

the US administration is saying is to be done on moral grounds. 

The patterns what’s/is/was/remains [adverb] important and what [noun or 

pronoun] THINK/BELIEVE is important occur 209 times, almost equally 

distributed throughout the corpus, except for phase 2 where their relative 

frequency is significantly lower. Only 3 times are the two patterns found in 

the reporters’ words. To the right of these patterns, is + that-clause, is + 

infinitive with to, for + noun phrase + infinitive with to, is + noun phrase, is 

+ present participle are found 65, 26, 25, 20 and 2 times respectively. By 

choosing such structures, the speaker emphasizes an idea or an issue more 

strongly than he would have done by saying it is important. 

Nouns and noun phrases following the what’s/is/was/remains [adverb] 
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important and what [noun or pronoun] THINK/BELIEVE is important patterns 

include: the return of our servicemen and women, the dismantlement of organizations 

that engage in terror, the substance of the tax cut, the safety of women, transparency. 

These issues are emphasized by the podium in order to avoid discussing 

other aspects of the same topic, about which a question has been asked, as 

shown in the exchange reported in excerpt 4.27. 

 

(4.27) JOURNALIST: Ari, have U.S.-Chinese relations been damaged at this point?  

MR FLEISCHER:  Keith, the President made it clear yesterday that he hopes that 

this accident will not turn into an international incident, and in his meeting with 

the Deputy Premier of China, they discussed the fruitful aspects of our 

relationship with China and our hopes to grow those aspects.  The President 

said yesterday that if the event that our servicemen and women are not returned, 

that it could damage U.S.-China relations.  And that is another reason why it's 

important for our servicemen and women to be allowed to come home.  

JOURNALIST: So it could damage U.S.-China relations; it has not so far?  

MR FLEISCHER:  Again, what's important is the return of our servicemen 

and women.  That's where the President's focus is.  

JOURNALIST: Okay, but they've held these servicemen and women, I assume 

against their will, and they want to come home for three days now.  That has not 

damaged U.S.-Chinese relations?  

MR FLEISCHER: Again, I think we are still at that sensitive point in this 

accident, where the President repeats his call, it's time for our men and women 

to come home.  

(4 April 2001) 

 

When the what’s/is/was/remains [adverb] important and what [noun or 

pronoun] THINK/BELIEVE is important patterns are followed by a that-clause, 

an infinitive with to – also preceded by for+noun phrase – or a present 

participle, the importance of an action to be carried out or of a process to 

take place is emphasized. In particular, what is shown by Concordance 4.8 
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is a list of priorities for the US administration at different points in time. 

This concordance presents the administration as proactive, as it emphasizes 

its efforts through a list of verb phrases carrying a positive semantic load 

(enact, be active, be available, continue to make progress, protect the country, protect the 

economy, provide the maximum safety, help). 

 
nt said today in the Rose Garden,what's  important  is not to have a focus on an arbitrary  
tigma of homosexuality? I think what's  important  is to allow the office to develop and t  
is saying. The President thinks what is  important  is to be accurate, not political, and h  
e on that. What the President thinks is  important  is to be available to answer reporters  
he President in the Middle East. What's  important  is to continue to make progress, as the  
bombings and martyrdom? Because what's  important  is to diminish, if not eliminate, the i  
trigger, President Bush believes what's  important  is to enact the tax cut. We need to get  
where numbers are bandied about. What's  important  is to find the facts. And that 's why t  
tinue to stand by that. But what's most  important  is to focus on what we 're doing to win  
tients' bill of rights, and what's most  important  is to get an agreement so it can get si  
an address the deficit. But what's most  important  is to get the economy growing even stro  
el. This is part of the process. What's  important  is to get to the process so these issue  
t we support, and what we think is most  important  , is to have mandatory reliability stand  
that. So the President believes what's  important  is to hold both parties accountable for  
straightforward about this. What's most  important  is to look at the case, and the case wa  
r so 50 votes can be arrived at. What's  important  is to protect the country and to pass h  
d be appropriate? I think what is most  important  is to protect the economy. There are ce  
, the President 's view is that what is  important  is to provide the maximum safety for pa  
hat statement. And he prevailed. What's  important  now is to bring the parties together so  
d the President believes that what's so  important  now is to focus on the future. And the  
ead to agreements on the ground. What's  important  now is to get back to that point. Ari,  
o fight terror in all its forms. What's  important  now is to have a real crackdown on terr  
map has three phases to it. And what's  important  now is to help the Israelis and to help  
get to that one, will we? Well, what's  important  now is to move to the implementation ph  

Concordance 4.8. What’s/is/was/remains [adverb] important or what [noun or pronoun] 
THINK/BELIEVE is important followed by is + infinitive with to 

 

Similarly, the concordance of what’s/is/was/remains [adverb] important 

followed by is that we (12 occurrences) provides a list of priorities for the US 

administration which carry a positive semantic load (e.g. what’s most important 

is that we create the greatest number of jobs; what’s most important is that we succeed in 

Iraq) and of the administration’s achievements (e.g. what’s important is that we 

have made significant strides in winning the war on terrorism; what’s most important is 

that we are now insisting on results). 

Occurrences of what’s/is/was/remains [adverb] important [adverb] is that, 
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when this pattern is not followed by we, and of what’s/is/was/remains 

[adverb] important [adverb] is for followed by pronoun or noun phrase + 

infinitive with to (the latter is shown in Concordance 4.9) confirm what was 

observed earlier with regard to occurrences of it is/’s/was [adverb] important 

that/for not followed by we. They occur exclusively in the podium’s words 

and both the noun phrase following for and the subject of the that-clause are 

often institutions or foreign governments that are told by the US 

government what they should do. Examples include: what’s (most) important is 

that Congress enact it/Iran fully comply/the terrorist be stopped/100 per cent effort be 

made by the Palestinian Authority/they dismantle the program/both parties take the 

actions to reduce the tensions/they both share the outcome of the document.  

 
ident 's point of view, what's foremost  important  for Congress to remember is that under  
is a red line. But, obviously, what is  important  here is for North Korea to recognize th  
sy? Jean, what the President thinks is  important  is for a process to be in place that al  
are playing a helpful role, and what's  important  is for all to cooperate. Terrorism does  
Hamas to stop being terrorists. What's  important  is for everybody in the region to work  
ariance with what I said. I said what's  important  is for Iraq to dismantle. North Korea.  
le. North Korea. I 'm sorry, what was  important  , is for North Korea to dismantle its n 
ons to? On your first question, what's  important  is for North Korea to understand that t  
progression of events. I think what's  important  is for Saddam Hussein to show the world  

at 's why the President believes what's  important  is for the American people to be steady  
fronted that threat. But, again, what's  important  is for the commission to have full acce  
e. In the President 's judgment, what's  important  is for the Palestinian Authority to bri  
big a step would that be? Well, what's  important  is for the Palestinian Authority to mov  
prisoners? Well, I think that what's  important  is for the parties to continue talking  

he President approaches it. What's most  important  is for the power of the President 's id  
, so that won't be the case. But what's  important  is for the Senate to act. If the Senate  
resident say in the Rose Garden, what's  important  is for the Senate to get moving and for  
the process moving. And that 's what is  important  now, is for the Senate -- as Senator Da  
evelopment. The President thinks what's  important  now is for all parties to focus on thei  
er than the one that was passed. What's  important  now is for the House and Senate to get  
ening; the attacks continue. And what's  important  now is for the Palestinian Authority to  
that the Senate can pass a bill. What's  important  now is for the Senate to compromise. Th  
tunately, and hence the problem. What's  important  now is for the United Nations to make s  
uation has built itself up. What's very  important  now is for the world to join together a  

Concordance 4.9. What’s/is [adverb] important [adverb] is for followed by pronoun or 
noun phrase + infinitive with to 

 

Examples including the for + noun phrase or pronoun + infinitive with to 

pattern are reported in Concordance 4.9, which shows how this pattern is 
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often used by the podium to invite governments opposing the US (e.g. 

what’s /what was important is for North Korea /Iraq to dismantle), but also the US 

Senate and the whole Congress, to comply with the American 

government’s requests. 

I now move on to examine occurrences of important in attributive 

position. As mentioned above, important pre-modifies a number of nouns 

and noun phrases, the most frequent of which are listed in Table 4.13. 

The most frequent noun pre-modified by important is issue (100 co-

occurrences). If also co-occurrences of important and issues are counted, 169 

citations of this type are found. In terms of relative frequency, they are 

quite evenly distributed in the first four phases of the corpus, and less 

frequent in phase 5. By observing the concordance of important with issue 

and issues as context words up to the third word to the right, it emerges that 

this pattern is used by the podium either to state that an issue is a priority 

for the administration, thus placing it high up on their agenda, or to 

confirm that a certain issue is still a priority for them, despite journalists’ 

questions about changes in the agenda. 

 
President identified. Energy remains an  important  issue. Certainly with the important act  
e world; terrorism insurance remains an  important  issue, education, technology innovation  
ntrols of our border, but it remains an  important  and vexing issue about how to be an ope  
? Well, again, proliferation remains an  important  issue around the world -- to counter ef  
 on spending. Welfare reform remains an  important  issue that is still mired in the Senate  
timulus or not. But no, that remains an  important  issue for many Democrats and Republican  
ertain regards. And so, this remains an  important  issue to be negotiated and to be discus  
nt? Well, we shall see. This remains an  important  issue for the future, it 's one of the  
e soon? Unquestionably. This remains an  important  issue. The President would still like t  
point of view, it 's simply remains too  important  an issue for Congress not to get the jo  
is? You bet. Health care remains a very  important  issue to the American people, and the P  
will continue because it remains a very  important  issue. It will not go away. About the c  
atility of energy prices remains a very  important  issue that the American people and the  
ecurity. Social Security remains a very  important  issue to the President, saving and pres  
is war against terrorism remains a very  important  issue, regardless of Osama bin Laden's  
 the availability of energy remain very  important  issues for both the President and the C  

Concordance 4.10. Remain(s) (a/an) (very) important issue(s) 
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The second pattern is indicated by the presence of remain(s) (16 

occurrences, frequent in phase 3: see Concordance 4.10) or always (9 

occurrences, frequent in phase 1). To the left of remain(s) or always there is a 

list of issues the podium maintains the White House is not disregarding: 

energy, terrorism insurance, health care, welfare reform, proliferation, social security, war 

against terrorism, tax reform, treatment of journalists, food safety, etc. Excerpt 4.28 

below shows the podium’s strategic use of this pattern in the context of a 

discussion about the administration’s agenda. 

 

(4.28) JOURNALIST: Ari, is it fair to say that this is the President's number one 

priority right now? There's a lot of other stuff on the table in the House, and 

the recess --  

MR. FLEISCHER: There are three important priorities the President established 

in a speech he gave approximately a month ago, where he urged Congress to take 

action, and that is education reform. The second is patients' bill of rights, and the 

third is his faith-based initiative.  

JOURNALIST: Energy and trade can wait then? The fast track can wait?  

MR. FLEISCHER: That doesn't mean anything else is exclusive of those priorities, 

but those are the three the President identified. Energy remains an important 

issue. Certainly with the important actions that OPEC is considering taking, it's 

another reminder for why it's important for Congress to act on the President's 

energy initiative, so that way we don't have to be dependent on decisions made by 

foreign nations that affect America's energy supplies and America's energy 

dependence. Trade is also a very important issue to the President […]. 

(25 July 2001) 

 

Similar patterns are found when the concordance of important with priority 

or priorities as context word up to the third word to the left is examined. 

These 186 citations are much more frequent in phase 5 than in previous 

ones. It might then be the case that, while in the first phases of the George 

W. Bush administration the podium referred to an important issue when he 
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wanted to identify a priority, in the last phase the word priority replaced issue 

(in singular and plural form) and the podium more explicitly expressed 

himself in terms of priorities on the agenda. This lexical change might be 

hypothesized to be related to the election campaign taking place during that 

phase, when Bush was running for his second term as president. In a 

campaign, things to be done and issues to be dealt with become priorities 

for a second presidential term. 

Another noun that is frequently pre-modified by important in the 

briefings is role, which co-occurs with important 95 times in this corpus. The 

relative frequency of the occurrences of this pattern is definitely higher 

during the invasion of Iraq than in other phases, even though after the 

invasion it remains high. The most frequently recurring pattern in this 

context is Congress/United Nations has an important role to play (14 

occurrences), which is similar to the pattern it’s important for Congress/Senate 

/United Nations to, which had been identified earlier.  

Part occurs 90 times as a collocate of important up to the third word to 

its right. In many cases, this pattern is used by the podium to justify an 

action or decision – a controversial one, at times – in terms of their being a 

part of a wider policy or strategy. At times, however, the phrase an important 

part of is used to state that a specific issue is still significant for the 

administration, but seen in the framework of a more comprehensive plan. 

While patterns of co-occurrence of important and priority, priorities, issue, 

issues, part are in different ways related to the agenda-setting process, a 

number of other nouns that are pre-modified by important appear to serve 

quite a different function. These nouns, including progress (81 occurrences), 

step (84), steps (17) as well as other less frequent ones, co-occur with 

important mostly in the last phase of Bush’s first term (75, 62 and 12 times 

respectively). The podium exploits the phrase important progress mainly to 
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refer to the situation in Iraq and, in particular, to emphasize improvements 

in the conflict, despite the increasing number of bad news coming from the 

Middle East. Steps is used in the same way, but with reference to the 

Palestinian issue as well as to Iraq, while step refers not only to progress in 

Iraq (“an important step in the process toward a democratic, free and 

peaceful Iraq”), but also to the administration’s achievements on the 

domestic scene (“an important step toward building a culture of life in 

America”). This, again, may be accounted for with reference to the election 

race taking place during the last phase of Bush’s first term as president. 

In conclusion, occurrences of important in predicative and attributive 

position are almost equally divided in the corpus, and both are by far more 

frequent in the podium’s words than in those of the press. When found in 

attributive position, important either premodifies such nouns as priority, 

priorities, issue(s), part, which mostly refer to the salience of issues on the 

agenda, or nouns emphasizing the achievements of this presidency, such as 

step(s), progress, successes, accomplishment, improvements. While the first type of 

pattern is more evenly distributed throughout the corpus, the second type 

is concentrated in the post-Iraq invasion phase. When found in predicative 

position, important is found in two types of patterns: one is “it is important 

to do something/that we do something” and is used by the podium to 

emphasize the US government’s current priorities, expressed by referring to 

positive actions to be carried out by the administration. The second pattern 

is “it is important for somebody to do something” or “it is important that 

somebody do something”; in this case, the underlying meaning is more 

similar to the one identified in the case of message: a euphemism for a threat. 

The US administration, rather than using explicit markers of deontic 

modality to express the obligation for someone to do something, 

emphasizes the importance of an action to be taken, thus purporting to be 
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taking an impartial stance with regard to a given issue. 

This analysis has thus shown that the high frequency of important in 

the corpus is not merely to be accounted for by the important role played 

by the debate on priorities on the agenda in the briefings. A significant 

share of the occurrences of important occurs indeed in a context where the 

US administration is emphasizing the importance of an action from 

someone else’s point of view, and in so doing is indirectly threatening them 

with negative consequences if they do not act as suggested. 

 

4.3.3 Importance 

 

As shown in the previous paragraph, important has two main functions in 

the briefings’ corpus: it is used by the podium to outline administration 

priorities and to put pressure on other actors so that they take action in the 

direction wanted by the administration. In this paragraph, I will attempt to 

find out whether the use of importance in the podium’s words follows 

patterns and serves functions similar to those identified throughout the 

analysis of the corresponding adjective. 

 

 all speakers podium press Fleischer McClellan 
total 283 407 35 319 570 
phase 1 152 220 31 221 152 
phase 2 215 331 11 331 ------- 
phase 3 273 375 46 369 487 
phase 4 186 244 80 251 0 
phase 5 364 535 26 313 581 

Table 4.15 Occurrences per million words of importance in different chronological 
phases, for different speakers and speaker roles. 

 

First of all, the examination of normalized frequency data for importance, 

reported in Table 4.15, reveals that this word, which according to the OAD 

means “the state or fact of being of great significance or value”, is almost 
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exclusively a feature of podium discourse: here, the ratio between 

occurrences in the words of the podium and in those of reporters is even 

higher than that of important. Furthermore, the relative frequency of 

importance significantly increases in phase 5, compared to previous ones. 

In order to identify the most significant patterns in which importance 

occurs in the corpus, the same procedure adopted with important was 

followed: 2-word to 8-word clusters containing the search term were 

obtained by using WordSmith’s Concord tool; they represented a starting 

point for the examination of recurring patterns of usage of this noun in the 

briefings. Over 90 per cent of the occurrences of importance (865 out of 952) 

were found in the pattern the importance of, followed by a noun phrase, by a 

present participle or by a nominal relative clause introduced by what. I will 

now examine the most frequent phrases that follow the pattern the 

importance of. 

The most frequent pattern in which importance of is followed by a verb 

or verb phrase is the importance of working, which occurs 30 times, all of which 

in the podium’s words. The occurrences of this pattern are relatively more 

frequent in phases 1, 3 and 5, and rarer while the invasions of Afghanistan 

and Iraq were taking place. Here, the emphasis is on cooperation: 18 

occurrences of this pattern are followed by together, 6 by with, one by 

cooperatively and one by shoulder to shoulder. Out of these, 20 occur when the 

podium is talking about US diplomacy and the president’s meeting or 

phone calls with foreign leaders. The remaining 6 are found in contexts in 

which cooperation between administration and Congress or bipartisan 

cooperation within Congress is emphasized. 

The second most frequent pattern of this type is moving forward, which 

occurs 29 times in the corpus, almost exclusively in phase 5 (27 

occurrences) and in the podium’s words only. As shown in Concordance 
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4.11, 17 out of 29 occurrences of this pattern – highlighted in bold below – 

refer to the transition process that followed the removal of Saddam 

Hussein from power in Iraq. Thus, the podium often chooses a repeated 

wording to refer to the specific issue of transition in Iraq, and the repetition 

reinforces the notion that this issue is a priority for the administration. 

 

so expect they will talk about the  importance of moving  forward as quickly as possible to  
esident continues to emphasize the  importance of moving  forward on a constitutional amendm  
xpect that they 'll talk about the  importance of moving  forward on a free and peaceful fut  
ople. And he also talked about the  importance of moving  forward on a United Nations Securi  
he President also talked about the  importance of moving  forward on a United Nations Securi  
he issues they did discuss was the  importance of moving  forward on building a free and pea  
Angola. And they talked about the  importance of moving  forward on elections, that the Pre  
forward on the elections, and the  importance of moving  forward on elections to helping th  
Minister Erdogan talked about the  importance of moving  forward on Iraqi elections in Janu  
the President will talk about the  importance of moving  forward on reforms in the Middle E  
essional leaders to talk about the  importance of moving  forward on strengthening Social Se  
uch with leaders in Iraq about the  importance of moving  forward on the date that was set b  
update, and then talked about the  importance of moving  forward on the domestic agenda, pa  
ce, the President talked about the  importance of moving  forward on the elections, and Prim  
and the President talked about the  importance of moving  forward on the elections. The Pres  
ek. The President talked about the  importance of moving  forward on the peace process, and  
phone call, they talked about the  importance of moving  forward on the timetable that was  
on track. And he talked about the  importance of moving  forward on these elections. I thin  
n & and we were talking about the  importance of moving  forward on this priority. This Pre  
erence. He stated very clearly the  importance of moving  forward on this temporary worker p  
ade reaffirming the commitment and  importance of moving  forward on those elections. What o  
rs will, shortly here, discuss the  importance of moving  forward on trade and moving forwar  
we 're making. He talked about the  importance of moving  forward on transferring sovereignt  
the past, we all agree now on the  importance of moving  forward to build a free and peacef  
ut right up there with that is the  importance of moving  forward to make America more prosp  
I think everybody recognizes the  importance of moving  forward to transfer sovereignty to  
national community understands the  importance of moving  forward with the Iraqi people on t  
inst terrorism. They discussed the  importance of moving  forward with the peace process in  
members of Congress recognize the  importance of moving  forward with this request quickly.  

Concordance 4.11. Importance of moving forward 

 

The third most frequent pattern of this type is importance of making 

sure/certain, which occurs 21 times in the corpus. The former variant (with 

sure) occurs 18 times and is only used by Scott McClellan in phase 5. The 

latter (with certain) occurs less often – just 3 times – and is used only by Ari 

Fleischer in phases 2 and 3. Importance of making sure is used by McClellan to 

emphasize an objective the administration strongly intends to achieve. In 
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this case, the focus is more on US economy and welfare than on foreign 

affairs: in 11 out of 18 cases, references are, e.g., to the importance of making 

sure that everyone who is looking for work can find a job / we have an educated 

workforce / that workers […] are trained to fill the high-paying, high-growth jobs / that 

young Americans have the skills needed to fill these high-paying, high-growth jobs of the 

future / that people can choose the kind of health care that best fits their individual 

needs. Other citations refer to the importance of domestic communication 

regarding the war on terrorism and the conflict in Iraq (e.g. the importance of 

making sure the American people have the full story about the progress that we are 

making in Iraq / that the executive branch and Congress are getting the best possible 

intelligence). Fleischer, in contrast, uses the phrase importance of making certain, 

followed in 2 out of 3 cases by a that-clause containing a negation, and 

expressing the US position about something that other actors should not 

do: the importance of making certain that the United Nations doesn’t make the same 

mistake twice / they do not take any steps that could destabilize the region. Thus, not 

only do the two podiums use slightly different phrases, but they use them 

in different co-texts. 

The next most frequent pattern is the importance of passing, which is 

found 24 times in the corpus, once again uttered by the podium only. Here, 

as shown in Concordance 4.12, reference is mainly made to presidential 

speeches and remarks putting pressure on Congress to pass laws, reforms, 

packages, which appear in the right-hand side of the concordance below. In 

a few cases, these pieces of legislation are explicitly presented in a positive 

way: such adjectives as robust, strong, large and such nouns as growth, protection, 

stimulus convey an impression that these laws or reforms will positively 

affect citizens. In 6 more cases, besides, the pattern the importance of Congress 

passing is found. The recurrence of this pattern shows how the 

administration, having no direct control on Congress, as explained in 
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Chapter 1, exploits the briefings, and public communication in general, as a 

primary means to push reforms and legislation and achieve its political 

objectives. 

 
ant note to the Congress about the  importance of passing  a robust jobs and growth package.  
Convention. He will talk about the  importance of passing  a strong patient protection law. T  
rrow on a similar topic, about the  importance of passing  an economic stimulus package. The  
e and you will soon hear about the  importance of passing  as large a tax cut as possible, at  
e end of his remarks, touch on the  importance of passing  comprehensive energy legislation,  
dent talk just last week about the  importance of passing  energy legislation, about the impo  
the case to the Congress about the  importance of passing  legislation to create the Departme  
the members of Congress about the  importance of passing  legislation to provide for a Depar  
ients and then make remarks on the  importance of passing  medical liability reform, before h  
sident will make remarks about the  importance of passing  medical liability reform to help a  
the Senate clearly understands the  importance of passing  out the President 's nominees. Ar  
leaders of those nations about the  importance of passing  the Andean trade preference act. A  
essage has been received about the  importance of passing  the border security and 245(i) mea  
President is going to focus on the  importance of passing  the domestic agenda, passing the b  
of remarks this morning about the  importance of passing  the economic plan, and we 'll keep  
talk to different people about the  importance of passing  the package. It 's part of how the  
the case to the Congress about the  importance of passing  the President 's economic stimulus  
he discussed with the leaders the  importance of passing  the stimulus package to help the e  
he will remind the Congress of the  importance of passing  the vital domestic agenda that we  
eld is currently talking about the  importance of passing  this legislation and we hope that  
purpose of going up to discuss the  importance of passing  this legislation with members on t  
ing about the supplemental and the  importance of passing  this quickly. And we 'll continue  
sing energy legislation, about the  importance of passing  tort reforms. So the President wil  
members of Congress to discuss the  importance of passing  trade promotion authority this fal  

Concordance 4.12. Importance of passing 

 

Patterns in which the phrase the importance of getting is found (19 occurrences) 

are more varied than those discussed above. The phrase is found 18 times 

in the podium’s words and once in a reporter’s question. However, the 

main meaning of getting in this concordance (4.13) appears to be “to 

succeed in attaining, achieving, or experiencing; to obtain” (OAD): there 

are 4 occurrences of getting it/this/reforms done/enacted, 3 cases in which getting 

(protection, an agreement) means “obtaining” and 2 where the pattern “getting 

somebody to do something” is found. Here, again, the podium is 

emphasizing administration objectives and priorities and the need to 

achieve them. 
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ult of the attacks, as well as the  importance of getting  a bipartisan agreement on the budg  
others in the region recognize the  importance of getting  a unified security team in place f  
ss will focus on education and the  importance of getting  an agreement with the Congress on  
d the Palestinian Authority of the  importance of getting  back to the road map. Israel says  
The President has talked about the  importance of getting  Democrats and Republicans to work  
eeds of the Afghani people and the  importance of getting  food to the people of Afghanistan.  
President will also talk about the  importance of getting  generic drugs to seniors. He will  
rnational community recognizes the  importance of getting  Iran to stop its pursuit of nuclea  
sident made his case, stressed the  importance of getting  it done. They also talked about ap  
eniors. He 'll also talk about the  importance of getting  medical liability reforms enacted  
 reminder to all parties about the importance of getting  on track on the road map. What do  
deficits. He also talked about the  importance of getting  pension protection for America's w  
h and tax plan to create jobs, the  importance of getting  prescription drugs to senior citiz  
e President believes deeply in the  importance of getting  prescription drugs to seniors, to  
e does he rank in postwar Iraq the  importance of getting  rid of the Saddam Hussein family?  
 creates surpluses. So that 's the importance of getting  the economy growing. And at the sa  
Iraq. And they also discussed the  importance of getting  the homeland security department l  
resident today will talk about the  importance of getting  this done. You know, I think when  
hers are. But he has indicated the  importance of getting  this done and sending a signal to  
nt will continue to talk about the  importance of getting  this down now. Congress has made a  

Concordance 4.13. Importance of getting 

 

A very similar meaning appears to be attached to most of the 15 

occurrences of importance of having in the corpus, which are followed by such 

phrases as strong enforcement action / an educated workforce / a denuclearized Korean 

Peninsula / a non-nuclear Peninsula / sustainable policies / it done / that in place. 

The pattern the importance of continuing occurs 19 times, 15 of which in 

phase 5, and in 7 cases is followed by phrases already retrieved in the 

concordances discussed above: see for example the importance of continuing to 

work together (3 occurrences) or the importance of continuing to move forward (2 

occurrences). 

Another frequent pattern which is worth mentioning is importance of 

advancing, which occurs 13 times, in the podium’s words only, and is shown 

in Concordance 4.14 below. 3 of these occurrences date back to the period 

preceding the invasion of Iraq and, while the remaining 10 date back to the 

post-invasion phase. In the former phase, 2 of the 3 citations are found in 

the phrase “and both leaders agreed on the historic and strategic 

importance of advancing Turkey’s evolution toward the European Union”, 
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which is repeated twice, with no variation at all, in two different briefings 

during the same week in November 2002. As regards phase 5, all the 

occurrences of this pattern dating back to that period, except one, are 

found in the phrase the importance of advancing freedom (9 occurrences), which 

is extended as the importance of advancing freedom and democracy 3 times, and as 

the importance of advancing freedom to achieve/achieving peace twice. What emerges 

from the examination of the way this pattern is used by the podium is, once 

again, that each specific pattern is chosen to express a very specific notion 

or to deal with a topic in particular.  
  

security in the region and the  importance of advancing  economic development through ec  
will continue to talk about the  importance of advancing  freedom, because advancing free  
n, the President recognizes the  importance of advancing  freedom. Freedom and security g  
e importance of freedom and the  importance of advancing  freedom. I don't want to -- a w  
I expect he will talk about the  importance of advancing  freedom and democracy, and the  
speech he gave last week on the  importance of advancing  freedom and democracy. And the  
Iraq. He speaks often about the  importance of advancing  freedom and democracy in a vola  
ow's remarks, talking about the  importance of advancing  freedom and the power of freedo  
. And so he will talk about the  importance of advancing  freedom to achieve peace abroad  
sident & he 'll talk about the  importance of advancing  freedom to achieving peace. And  
le. Both leaders also noted the  importance of advancing  the Middle East peace process.  
d on the historic and strategic  importance of advancing  Turkey's evolution toward the E  
d on the historic and strategic  importance of advancing  Turkey's evolution toward the E  

Concordance 4.14. Importance of advancing 

 
y, by and large, recognizes the  importance of confronting  and defeating these terrorists.  
e. September 11th taught us the  importance of confronting  the dangerous new threats that  
September 11th taught us of the  importance of confronting  the new dangerous threats that  
e clear in a very vivid way the  importance of confronting  the new threats we face. And th  
s briefing by talking about the  importance of confronting  the spread of weapons of mass d  
rd the President talk about the  importance of confronting  the threat from the spread of w  
i Arabia recognizes that -- the  importance of confronting  the threats posed by al Qaeda.  
will continue to talk about the  importance of confronting  the threats we face, and acting  
ia and Pakistan recognizing the  importance of confronting  these threats. Saudi Arabia is  
th vividly brought to light the  importance of confronting  these threats and confronting t  
ed Nations and talked about the  importance of confronting  this threat in the post-Septemb  
r 11th world that taught us the  importance of confronting  threats before it is too late.  
s. September 11th taught us the  importance of confronting  threats before they reach our s  

Concordance 4.15. Importance of confronting 

 

Concordance 4.15 shows another pattern that occurs 13 times, and which is 

found in a very specific co-text: the importance of confronting, which is used 
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only by Scott McClellan in phase 5. As the concordance clearly shows, 

what, according to McClellan, is important to confront is the threat(s) (11 

occurrences to the immediate right of this pattern) posed by terrorists and 

WMDs. Patterns to the right of importance of confronting contain, in 6 cases, a 

reference to the 9/11 attacks, whose occurrence is presented as a lesson 

about the need for the administration to focus on terrorism and WMDs.  

The pattern the importance of addressing occurs 12 times, is used by Scott 

McClellan only and exclusively in phase 5, and is used in co-texts similar, to 

the ones in which the importance of confronting is found, though more varied. 

What is stressed is the need to address problems such as threats (4 

occurrences), deficits (2 occurrences), challenges, concerns, costs, the security 

situation. However, references to the 9/11 attacks are not found in the 

proximity of this pattern. 

Other frequent patterns of this type, all of which are only found in the 

podium’s words, are the importance of taking (11 occurrences, found 6 times in 

the phrase the importance of taking action, once in the importance of taking steps 

and twice in the importance of taking responsibility), the importance of acting (10 

occurrences, all found in phase 5 and in Scott McClellan’s words) and the 

importance of supporting (10 occurrences; in 5 cases support is expressed in 

favour of a category or group such as small business, our troops, the Iraqi people 

and community colleges; in the remaining 5 it is expressed in favour of ideas 

and actions, e.g. the ideas of liberty, democracy and freedom; democratic reforms; free 

trade). 

As mentioned earlier, not only present participle verb forms, but also 

nouns and noun phrases are sometimes found to the immediate right of the 

importance of in the WHoB corpus. Among these, the most frequent are noun 

phrases containing trade: importance of free trade occurs 7 times, importance of 

trade 6 times, importance of trade promotion authority 3 times, and importance of a 
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trade agreement, importance of trade initiatives, importance of the trade embargo each 

occur once. Other nouns recurring to the right of importance of include: 

(religious) freedom (7 occurrences); the United Nations/UN; democracy; passage (5 

occurrences each); education; faith; the mission (4 occurrences each); a non-

nuclear/nuclear-free peninsula; a free media/press; a free and peaceful/free, democratic 

and prosperous Iraq; this issue; intelligence reform; our relationship (3 occurrences 

each). This type of pattern is used to emphasize the significance to the 

administration of a topic, of a value, of an action, of an objective or of an 

institution. It is, however, much more infrequent than the pattern in which 

importance of is followed by a present participle verb form. 

The analysis reported above has shown that patterns containing the 

noun importance recur in the podium’s words as a way to give prominence 

specific issues or to actions to be taken, and that different patterns of this 

type occur when different topics are discussed. However, it is important to 

check whether the source of these evaluations about the importance of 

issues and actions is the podium himself or someone on whose behalf the 

podium is speaking. In order to do check whether importance occurs in 

reported clauses in the briefings, I will briefly explore the co-text to the 

immediate left of the search term. 

The analysis of collocates up to 5 words to the left of importance shows 

that a number of communication and speech act verbs occur in that 

position. TALK is the most frequent of these, as its various forms occur 262 

times in total, 202 of which in phase 5. The subject of TALK is he in 82 

cases, in 79 of which the pronoun refers to the President; in 61 more cases, 

the subject of TALK is President. Thus, in 140 cases, such patterns as the 

President/he talked/talks/is talking/will talk about the importance are found, such 

as in the following excerpt, where, as in numerous other cases, podium and 

reporters are discussing the topics highlighted by the President in a speech: 
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(4.29) JOURNALIST: On another topic, will the President make any reference to Iraq in 

his speech tomorrow, in his war update?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: I'm going to let him address that tomorrow. As I noted 

earlier, stay tuned for his speech, but he will talk about the new threats of the 

21st century; and he will talk about the importance of defending freedom, 

preserving freedom, and defending peace and extending the peace. And 

so we'll let his remarks happen tomorrow morning. I don't want to get ahead 

of the President.  

(31 May 2002) 

 

In 22 instances, the subject of TALK is they, which refers to the President 

and another leader, such as a foreign president or prime minister, in 17 

cases, and to the President and members of Congress in 6 cases. In 11 cases 

the subject of TALK is we, while only in 4 cases, found in the reporters’ 

words, the subject of TALK is you, referred to the podium or the 

administration. Finally, only in 2 cases, found in Scott McClellan’s words, 

the subject is I. 

The second most frequent verb that collocates with importance up to 5 

words to the left is RECOGNIZE (47 occurrences). UNDERSTAND, which 

carries a similar meaning, also occurs 31 occurrences in the same position. 

In 7 cases, the subject of these two verbs is the President. In these cases the 

podium appears to be acknowledging, on behalf of the President, the 

importance of something reporters are accusing him to be disregarding, as 

shown in excerpt 4.30 below. 

 

(4.30)  JOURNALIST: I'm interested in the assertion of executive power that the legal 

counsel is making, that the President needs no further authorization to make war 

on a sovereign nation and change its government, with a substantial number of 
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U.S. troops involved. What other President has ever claimed that ability? Would 

that be LBJ in the Vietnam War?  

MR. FLEISCHER: Let me just -- again, I want to assert to you that the 

President understands that when it comes to protecting the American people 

and people around the world from threats to peace, including Saddam Hussein's 

threat to peace, the President knows full-well the importance of public 

opinion in a democracy, the importance of having a country support any 

such endeavor. He understands the importance of congressional opinion; 

he understands the importance of world opinion. All of these are vital 

factors to the functioning of democracies. The President fundamentally 

understands that. 

(3 September 2002) 

 

Much more often, however, the subject of RECOGNIZE and UNDERSTAND is 

a third party: foreign countries or leaders (39 occurrences), such as North 

Korea or Prime Minister Allawi and the Iraqi people; individuals or groups in 

Congress or Senate (8 occurrences); the American people and our troops/our men 

and women in uniform/in the military (5 occurrences each). In the case of 

foreign leaders or countries or of members of Congress or Senate, what is 

presented as important is an administration priority or objective, such as 

winning this war against terrorism, disarming Saddam Hussein, or passing the 

President’s nominees, and such a pattern is used to exert pressure on these 

parties to act in the direction wanted by the administration, as in the 

following excerpt: 

 

(4.31) JOURNALIST: If North Korea is not listening or not agree any dialogue with 

the United States, does the United States assert any aggressive pressure on 

North Korea?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: We need to continue. We are -- continue to work to keep 

maximum pressure on North Korea with our friends and others in the region. 

That's what's going on right now. North Korea needs to understand the 
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importance of dismantling its nuclear weapons program, and we're working 

through diplomatic channels to achieve a peaceful resolution.  

(14 November 2002) 

 

Another verb that frequently collocates with importance up to 5 words to its 

left is DISCUSS, which occurs 46 times. Here, the most frequent subject is 

they, which occurs 11 times, and refers to the President and a foreign leader 

in 9 cases, and to the President and members of Congress in the 2 

remaining citations. The subject is he, referred to the President, in 8 cases, 

and President in 5 cases. Rather than being used to talk about the content of 

a Presidential speech, such a pattern as discuss(ed) the importance is mostly 

found when the President is attending a bilateral meeting. The importance 

of an issue or of an action, in these cases, is not merely stated by the 

President in a speech, but has to be negotiated with other leaders at a 

summit, during a state visit or a phone call. The two strategies are 

compared in the following excerpt: 

 

(4.32) JOURNALIST: Ari, on the Free Trade Area of the Americas, […] there is also an 

accusation by the President of AFL-CIO saying since the President took the 

office, he has been calling him, and the President never called him back.  And he 

says, if the President is ready to discuss labor issues of the Free Trade Area of 

the Americas, why he isn't taking care of the labor organizations and –  

MR. FLEISCHER: […] The Congress, of course, is in recess, and the President 

looks forward to continuing discussions. He indicated today in his remarks 

about the importance of trade promotion authority, securing that authority 

from the United States Congress. And upon his return from the summit in 

Quebec, where he will again discuss the importance of trade promotion 

authority, he looks forward to developing an aggressive strategy with the 

Congress, so we can pass it. It's always a difficult fight.  It will be difficult this 

year as well.  But the President is determined to make the case and to succeed 

[…]. 
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(17 April 2001)  

 

Other verbs that frequently occur to the left of importance are EMPHASIZE 

(26 occurrences, 17 of which with the President as subject), AGREE (17 

occurrences, 16 of which with such phrases as the two, both, they, referred to 

two or more leaders, generally including the US President, as subject; it is 

used by the podium when outlining the outcome of a bilateral meeting), 

STRESS (17 occurrences, 11 of which with the President as subject; in the 

remaining cases, the subjects are foreign leaders or nations), FOCUS (15 

occurrences, 9 of which with the President as subject), BELIEVE (11 

occurrences, all of which with the podium as subject) and HIGHLIGHT (7 

occurrences, 6 of which with the President as subject). 

Importance has thus been found to be often used by the podium as the 

direct object of speech act and communication verbs, the vast majority of 

which have the President as subject. The assessment of the importance of 

an issue or of an action to be taken, thus, is often attributed by the podium 

to other actors such as the President and foreign leaders. When the 

statement about the importance of something comes from the President, 

the podium presents him as the guarantee of the salience of an issue.  

Furthermore, as shown in this paragraph, the use of importance appears to 

represent one way for the administration to put pressure on third parties to 

comply with the administration’s requests: to state the importance of an 

action to be taken, through the authoritative mouth of the President, 

inevitably means to put pressure on counterparts, either on the domestic or 

on the international scene. On the other hand, when foreign leaders and 

governments, the international community or Congressmen and Senators 

are represented as stating the importance of something, the verbs used are 

generally such ones as AGREE, UNDERSTAND and RECOGNIZE. The use of 

these verbs presupposes that someone else – namely, the Bush 
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administration – is stating that something is important, and the 

administration’s counterparts are simply acknowledging that assessment 

and acting in consequence. Thus, in both cases the use of the noun 

importance appears to be aimed at persuading the administration’s 

counterparts at acting in a specific way. 

The use of both importance and important by the podium in the briefings 

appears to be in the first place related to the negotiation of the position of 

issues on the agenda. A deeper-level investigation has shown, however, that 

these words serve a more complex purpose: that of putting pressure on 

allies and opponents at home or abroad to follow the agenda set by the US 

administration and act in consequence. 

 

4.4 The clarity of words 

 

As mentioned in paragraph 1.2, for political communication to be effective, 

messages must be tailored in such a way as to reach their targets and affect 

their views and positions. It is of utmost importance, then, for messages to 

be communicated in as clear a way as possible. The presence of the 

adjective clear in the WHoB corpus’ keyword list may thus be hypothesized 

to be related with this need for effective communication on the part of the 

Bush administration. According to the OAD, the main meanings of clear are 

(1) “easy to perceive, understand, or interpret”; (2) “free of anything that 

marks or darkens something”; (3) “free of any obstructions or unwanted 

objects”. The first of these meanings is the one that is related to the idea of 

communicating something easy for targets to receive and decode.  

In this paragraph, I will attempt to ascertain whether the high 

frequency of clear in this corpus, also indicated by the comparison with 

reference corpora reported in Table 4.16, is mainly related to such a 
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process. In order to do so, I will examine the concordances for the main 

groups of clusters in which clear occurs. Before moving to this part of the 

analysis, however, I will examine the dispersion of the occurrences of clear 

in the WHoB corpus, which is shown in Table 4.17. 

 

 WHoB Cordis US BNC COCA 
clear 780 496 250 195 

Table 4.16 Occurrences per million words of clear in the WHoB corpus and in some 
reference corpora 

 

 all speakers podium press Fleischer McClellan 
total 780 944 446 540 1656 
phase 1 472 539 339 541 457 
phase 2 540 596 244 596 ------- 
phase 3 604 673 478 590 2092 
phase 4 495 403 681 358 456 
phase 5 1123 1449 480 330 1646 

Table 4.17 Occurrences per million words of clear in different chronological phases, for 
different speakers and speaker roles. 

 

Data reported in the table above show that the relative frequency of clear, 

which occurs 2626 times in the WHoB corpus and, together with important, 

is one of the most frequent adjectives in the corpus, is twice as high in the 

podium’s words than in those of the press. Furthermore, the recurrent use 

of clear is more a feature of Scott McClellan’s discourse than of Ari 

Fleischer’s, and the relative frequency of this adjective significantly 

increases in time. 

What immediately emerges from the observation of the list of clusters 

containing clear is that more than one third of its occurrences are pre-

modified by very – there are 933 occurrences of very clear in the corpus – or 

by other intensifying adverbs, such as pretty (42 occurrences), abundantly 

(25), quite (17), more (16), perfectly (11), increasingly (8), repeatedly (8), 

Furthermore, 27 occurrences of the phrase crystal(-)clear occur in the corpus. 



 74 

Clear is indeed the adjective most frequently premodified by very in the 

WHoB corpus. 

 

4.4.1 Clear in predicative position 

 

By examining the list of 2-word to 8-word clusters containing clear, it can be 

observed that, out of 2626 total occurrences, this adjective is used 2075 

times (77 per cent) in predicative position in the WHoB corpus. Of these, 

1316 (63 per cent) are occurrences of the pattern MAKE [something] 

[adverb] clear and 723 (35 per cent) of the pattern BE [adverb] clear. I will 

now analyze each of these two patterns individually. 

Patterns where clear is preceded by MAKE represent about a half of the 

total occurrences of clear in the WHoB corpus, and their relative frequency 

is about twice as high in phase 5, compared to previous phases. In 333 

cases MAKE immediately precedes clear (make clear occurs 52 times, makes 

clear 17 times, made clear 249 times, making clear 15 times). In the remaining 

cases, an object, such as a noun phrase or a pronoun, and/or an adverb are 

found in between. The most frequent pattern of the second type is made it 

very clear, which occurs 343 times, followed by made it clear, which occurs 206 

times. 

The most frequent subject of MAKE when followed, immediately or 

not, by clear, is president, which is found 462 times in this position. The 

relative frequency of this pattern is highest in phase 2, after the 9/11 

attacks, but it is also high in phase 5. Only 15 occurrences (3 per cent of the 

total) are uttered by reporters. Table 4.18 shows the most frequent clusters 

of this type. The first two (the President has made it very clear; the president made it 

very clear) are used almost exclusively by Scott McClellan, and, except one 

occurrence in the words of a reporter, are uttered by the podium only. 
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cluster occurrences 
the president has made it very clear 82 
the president made it very clear 62 
the president has made it clear 60 
the president has made clear 58 
the president made clear 35 
the president made very clear 25 
the president made it clear 24 
the president made that very clear 19 
the president has made it abundantly clear 10 
the president has made his views very clear 8 

Table 1.18. Most frequent clusters of the type president MAKE [object] [adverb] clear 

 

Nearly all occurrences of this pattern are either followed by a reported 

clause – with or without that – or include a direct object, such as a noun 

phrase, pronoun or determiner (e.g. it, that, but also his views and his position). 

In practice, thus, all these cases, clear is found in a phrase used to report the 

president’s statements, such as the ones discussed in Chapter 3. I examined 

the wider co-text of a random sample (20 per cent) of these concordance 

lines, in order to see what topics are dealt with in the reported clauses. In 

general, this pattern appears to be used by the podium to report the 

President’s firm and resolute position on issues referred to in reporters’ 

questions. The topics, of course, vary as priorities on the agenda gain or 

lose importance.  

In phase 1, statements are less focused on foreign policy (e.g. he is not 

in favor of increasing payroll taxes), while in phase 2 the focus moves to 

protecting of the US from terrorism and dismantling terrorism, as excerpts 

4.33 and 4.34 show. 

 

(4.33) JOURNALIST: In limiting this battle against terrorism to groups which threaten 

the United States, what incentive is there for the international coalition the 
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President is trying to assemble to join in? And in particular, with Britain, which 

has its own issues with fighting the IRA?  

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, when I say that, the President has made it clear to his 

allies on the phone that these attacks were aimed at Western civilization; 

they were aimed at those who cherish liberty. And that does include nations 

outside the United States.  

(18 September 2001) 

 

(4.34) JOURNALIST: Ari, Iran has soundly rejected any overtures that the U.S. might or 

might not be making in terms of building an international coalition; in fact, calling 

the U.S. effort "disgusting." Any reaction? 

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, again, the President has made it clear that this is a 

time for nations to choose about whether they are with the United States and 

the free world in the war against terrorism or they are not. And I will leave it at 

that. 

(26 September 2001) 

 

Here, the tone becomes harsher and more resolute and the President, 

through the podium, is directly or indirectly addressing other countries’ 

governments and stating a strong position about the reaction to the 9/11 

attacks – a position about which the addressees cannot but take a stance.  

In phase 3, besides statements about the war on terrorism (e.g. the 

President has made very clear his goal of defeating terrorism around the world), many 

others specifically regard the build-up to the Iraq war and the related 

ultimatums issued to the United Nations Security Council on the one hand, 

and to Saddam Hussein on the other, as shown by excerpts 4.35 and 4.36 

below. In excerpt 4.35, the pattern “it’s important that somebody do 

something”, discussed in the previous paragraph, is also found, in one of its 

rare occurrences in the reporters’ words. 
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(4.35) JOURNALIST: Ari, you've repeatedly talked about why it's important that 

Saddam Hussein follow exactly what the Security Council has mandated in 

the 17 resolutions. Should you be defeated in the Security Council on this new 

resolution that you're introducing today, would the President consider it to be a 

violation of the Security Council's will to go forward with a military action in any 

case? 

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, the President has always made clear that he hopes 

the Security Council will enforce its resolutions to disarm Saddam Hussein. 

But if they do not, the coalition of the willing will do so.  

(24 February 2003) 

 

(4.36) JOURNALIST: Any reaction to Blix's comments that he regards the January 27th 

report as simply another interim report, and that it will take him well into March 

to finish the inspections or to proceed to a point where he can make a so-called 

comprehensive report? Does this delay the timetable?  

MR. FLEISCHER: From the beginning, the President has made very clear 

that the burden is on Saddam Hussein to comply and to disarm. Nothing 

has changed that. The burden remains with Saddam Hussein. The issue is not 

how long the inspections will last; the issue is whether Saddam Hussein this time 

is finally willing to disarm. He's been given a final chance to disarm. And, 

regrettably, we've seen no evidence that he has made the strategic choice to 

disarm and to come into compliance with the United Nations. We first saw this is 

in the Iraqi declaration, which the world agreed was inadequate, and Saddam has 

not complied and, therefore, time is running out.  

(14 January 2003) 

 

In phases 2 and 3, thus, the podium appears to be using this pattern to 

induce other actors on the domestic and international scene to take action 

as a consequence of considering the president’s position, so strongly stated 

in these exchanges. The use of this pattern in such contexts is similar to the 

use of message as a euphemism for a threat, signalled in paragraph 4.2.  

The tone, however, changed again in phase 4, when the attack on Iraq 
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had begun and efforts at persuading the world of the need to remove 

Saddam Hussein from power were over. Statements reported by using this 

pattern in this phase are relatively less resolute than the ones found in 

previous phases, as in the following excerpt: 

 

(4.37) JOURNALIST: Ari, if I may ask you a related question -- at what point will the 

regime of Saddam Hussein be disarmed? That is, what do you mean by disarmed 

in the sense that you've been using it in this room for seven months?  

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, the President always made clear that disarmament 

applied to weapons of mass destruction -- biological weapons, chemical 

weapons, and any infrastructure for the development of nuclear weapons. That's 

what the President has always referred to as disarmament. That's his focus, and 

that's what he refers to.  

(24 April 2003) 

 

In phase 5, statements reported through this pattern are more varied 

as far as their topics are concerned. The podium here used this pattern to 

report the President’s position on such issues as the intelligence reform bill, 

the extension of the 9/11 Commission, the White House’s cooperation in 

the Plame affair inquiry, treatment of Guantanamo prisoners. 

The second most frequent subject of MAKE [object] [adverb] clear is we, 

which occurs 186 times in the corpus with this function. In agreement with 

what was noted in Chapter 3 regarding the use of we in the whole corpus 

and as the subject of reporting verbs, the first person plural pronoun is 

practically absent from occurrences of this pattern in phases 1 and 2 (two 

and one occurrence respectively) and mostly found in phase 5 (155 

occurrences). Only 3 of these occurrences are found in the words of 

reporters. Table 4.19 shows the most frequent clusters in which this pattern 

is found. 
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cluster occurrences 
we've made it very clear 37 
we've made that very clear 22 
we've made it clear 10 
we've made our views very clear 10 
we've made clear 8 

Table 4.19. Most frequent clusters of the type we MAKE [object] [adverb] clear 

 

The 18 occurrences of this pattern found in phase 3 are similar to those 

found in the same phase with president as subject: here, again, the podium 

reports resolute statements where US opponents such as Iraq, Iran and 

North Korea, as shown in Concordance 4.16, are presented as being given 

the last chance by the US administration or by the international community 

– we, as shown in paragraph 4.2.5, may refer to more than one group or 

entity, and its antecedent is not always explicit – to act in such a way as to 

comply with the US requests. 

 
laying, and we 've made that abundantly  clear  . And it is his choice; he needs to foll  
-deal issue? We have made it abundantly  clear  from the very beginning that this is no  
ut disarmament. And we 've made it very  clear  he has a final opportunity to comply. A  
y and disarm, and we 've made that very  clear  . He has defied, over 11 years, 16 resol  
existing settlements. We 've made that  clear  in the past. In his conversation this m  
going to be to that? We have long made  clear  our concerns about Iran's pursuit of nu  

emocratic way. And that as we have made  clear  repeatedly for 20 years into this hemis  
arch the 8th of this year, "We 've made  clear  that actions like targeted killings nee  
at the podium. But we have made it very  clear  that if there is information that needs  
t 's a good question. We have made that  clear  , that Iraq does possess chemical and bi  
tting into "ifs" here -- but we made it  clear  that they need to follow that and not c  

would be required, we have made crystal-  clear  that this is about disarmament as well  
al opportunity. But we 've made it very  clear  that we approach this with a zero-toler  
from their immediate duties. We made it  clear  that we support an investigation so lon  
-- Like I said, I just said we made it  clear  the Iraqi regime needs to abide by its  

s clear to North Korea, we have made it  clear  to North Korea, that this is not busine  
e attacks. And that 's what we 've made  clear  to the American people, as well, that t  
he does not comply, we 've made it very  clear  what we are prepared to do. What are yo  
g. But we have made our position pretty  clear  when it comes to Chechnya. -- any suppo  

Concordance 4.16. We MAKE [adverb][object] clear in phase 3 

 

In phase 4, the same pattern occurs 10 times, of which 9 are found in the 

podium’s words, and is found in exchanges regarding Syria, Iran and North 
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Korea. Examples include: we made clear to the North Koreans our policy; we have 

made clear what Syria needs to do; we have made clear to Iran that we would oppose any 

outside organization’s interference in Iraq. Through this pattern, thus, the US 

administration once again strongly states its position and firm intentions 

with regard to issues involving their opponents. 

In phase 5, statements reported by the podium using the we MAKE 

[object] [adverb] clear pattern, which occurs 155 times in this phase, are 

more varied. In 13 cases, such as the one reported in excerpt 4.38 below, 

the statement contains the verb NEED TO and in 2 cases it contains MUST 

and expresses the firm US administration position that someone has to 

comply with their requests. Most of these statements, including the one in 

excerpt 4.38, are addressed to nations opposing the US, such as those 

found in phase 4. 

 

(4.38) JOURNALIST: Can you clarify the status of negotiations with Iran to curtail their 

nuclear energy program? 

MR. MCCLELLAN: Yes, there's -- as far as I know at this point, I'm not aware of 

any formal agreement that has been reached. We will see what happens. Those 

discussions I think are ongoing between our European friends and Iran. What we 

have made clear is that Iran needs to fully comply with its international 

commitments. They made commitments and they need to fully comply. If they 

do not comply, we think that is a matter that needs to be taken up at the next 

meeting of the International Atomic Energy Agency later this month and referred 

to the Security Council. 

(9 November 2004) 

 

Not all occurrences of this pattern in this phase, however, are used to 

report such strong statements; others, such as the one in excerpt 4.39, 

which regards the Abu Ghraib torture scandal, are more similar to 

admissions than to threats: 
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(4.39) JOURNALIST: […] The President had two interviews today the White House set 

up for Arabic TV networks. In neither did the President apologize. Why was that?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: Well, we've already said that we're sorry for what 

occurred, and we're deeply sorry to the families and what they must be feeling and 

going through, as well. The President is sorry for what occurred and the pain 

that it has caused. It does not represent what America stands for. America stands 

for much better than what happened.  

JOURNALIST: He didn't think that was necessary to say in his own voice, with his 

own words?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: Well, again, he was -- he was addressing the questions that 

were asked, but we've made it very clear that we are deeply sorry for what 

occurred. […] 

 

In sum, however, no significant differences were detected in the type of 

statement reported using MAKE clear as a reporting verb, with President or we 

as subjects. The significant difference is the same that was detected in 

Chapter 3 with regard to the distribution of sources: we as the source of 

statements is mostly a feature of podium discourse in phase 5, while the 

President’s statements are more evenly distributed throughout the corpus. 

The third most frequent subject of the MAKE [object] [adverb] clear 

pattern is I, which is found 102 times in this position, 94 of which in the 

podium’s words. The majority of these occurrences (64) are found in phase 

5, where, as shown in Chapter 3, the relative frequency of the first person 

singular pronoun is significantly higher than in previous phases. When the 

podium uses this pattern, he does so in order to emphasize a statement that 

he has already made in the same or in a previous briefing, such as in the 

following excerpt, in which Scott McClellan reiterates his defense of the 

White House management of the Plame affair: 
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(4.40) JOURNALIST: Scott, has there ever been an attempt or effort on the part of 

anyone here at the White House to discredit the reputations or reporting of 

former Ambassador Joe Wilson, his wife, or ABC correspondent Jeffrey Kofman? 

MR. MCCLELLAN: John, I think I answered that yesterday. That is not the 

way that this White House operates. That's not the way the President 

operates. And certainly, I first became aware of those news reports when we 

were contacted by reporters and the questions were raised. It's the first I had 

heard of those. No one would be authorized to do that within this White House. 

That is simply not the way we operate, and that's simply not the way the 

President operates.  

JOURNALIST: In all of those cases?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: Well, go down -- which two?  

JOURNALIST: Joe Wilson and his wife?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: No.  

JOURNALIST: And Jeffrey Kofman from ABC.  

MR. MCCLELLAN: First of all, if there's any truth to it, it's totally inappropriate. 

Second of all, I just made very clear, that's simply not the way we operate.  

 (23 July 2003) 

 

The fact that this pattern is often used by the podium to reiterate and 

confirm a previous statement is indicated, among other things, by its co-

occurrence with time adverbials: just co-occurs with this pattern 15 times 

(e.g. I just made very clear what our view is), yesterday 5 times, today, before, 

previously, last week and last night twice respectively, and on a number of occasions, 

repeatedly and earlier once each. 

Half of the occurrences of clear in the WHoB corpus have thus been 

shown to be used mostly by the podium to report statements by the 

President or by the administration as a whole – and, more rarely, by the 

podium himself – whose main feature has to be the clarity of 

communication. The White House points out in this way that what they 

communicate may not be misunderstood by their counterparts, who are 
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therefore entirely responsible for taking action in the way requested by the 

administration. This pattern’s function is therefore very similar to the one 

identified as the main function of message in the corpus (see paragraph 4.2). 

As mentioned above, most of the remaining occurrences of clear in 

predicative position are found in the BE [adverb or negation] clear pattern, 

which occurs 723 times in the WHoB corpus. Table 4.20 shows the most 

frequent clusters in which this pattern is found. 

 

cluster occurrences 
be clear 97 
is clear 70 
is very clear 63 
are very clear 56 
been very clear 53 
it's clear 53 
are clear 47 
was very clear 39 
was clear 28 
be very clear 26 
it's not clear 24 
been clear 14 
it's very clear 14 
it's pretty clear 10 
that's clear 9 
i'm not clear 8 
wasn't clear 8 
were very clear 8 

Table 4.20. Most frequent clusters of the type BE [adverb or negation] clear 

 

The occurrences of BE [adverb or negation] clear are more evenly 

distributed between podium and reporters than those of MAKE [object] 

[adverb] clear, which were almost exclusively found in the podium’s words. 

I will now examine the most frequent patterns among the ones listed above 

and check whether they are a feature of the podium’s or of the reporters’ 

discourse. 

The pattern [noun phrase/pronoun/determiner] is [adverb] clear 
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occurs 157 times in the corpus, 24 of which (15 per cent) in the words of 

reporters. Among the noun phrases found in this pattern, the most 

frequent is by far position, which occurs 28 times, all of which, except one, 

in phases 1, 3 and 5, and almost all, except two, in the podium’s words. In 

these cases, as shown in Concordance 4.17, the position which is referred 

to is that of the President or of the administration (our position, the United 

States government’s position, the US position). This is thus another way for the 

podium to express the administration’s strong stance in favour (e.g. that we 

support Prime Minister Allawi) or against something or someone (e.g. he opposes 

federal funds for research). By stating that the administration’s position is (very, 

abundantly) clear, the podium is implying that what they are saying cannot 

and will not be changed. 

 
The President 's position is abundantly  clear  on that. As you know, he said that Isra  
eterminations. The American position is  clear  . The American position is that Israel s  
said, the President-elect's position is  clear  ; he opposes federal funds for research  
United States government's position is  clear  about that. And we have said that previ  
nuclear ambitions. And our position is  clear  , which is that North Korea must complet  

our position is, and so our position is  clear  . Does the President think that Israel  
. And the administration 's position is  clear  . The United States government is not go  
l, I think the President 's position is  clear  and the President supports the reauthor  
erday. And the President 's position is  clear  that as an assistant to the President,  
ways." But the President 's position is  clear  , and that is that the burden remains sq  
N resolution, if I may. the position is  clear  on tough rules for new inspections, sin  
icultural subsidies, the US position is  clear  : We think that agricultural subsidies o  
to speak out. And his position is very  clear  . Congress also has responsibilities to  

f other states. So his position is very  clear  in support of that. This may be a bit  
ons in Hong Kong? Our position is very  clear  , that it 's important to adhere to the  
t, and that 's & Our position is very  clear  : he needs to leave the country. And tha  
ers can be there? Our position is very  clear  ; that we will stay in Iraq for as long  

sions. But, again, our position is very  clear  . The position of the international comm  
ific question. But our position is very  clear  . The regime of Saddam Hussein is gone;  
pdate on that, but our position is very  clear  on that, as well. Scott, will the Pres  
go from there. But our position is very  clear  , and our position is also one of zero t  
ack to & I think our position is very  clear  , that we support Prime Minister Allawi  
them. But I think our position is very  clear  . That it 's -- that Hong Kong should b  
ia? Well, I think our position is very  clear  on that issue. The purpose of the call  
No, the President 's position is very  clear  . I think you heard him talk to this iss  

. But the President 's position is very  clear  , and it remains unchanged when it comes  
s. So the President 's position is very  clear  , and the President hopes that progress  
, but the President 's position is very  clear  , and this is exactly what he promised t  

Concordance 4.17. Position is [adverb] clear  
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With its 11 occurrences, the second most frequent noun in this 

position is message. The co-occurrence of message and clear has already been 

discussed in paragraph 4.2, where it has been pointed out that the emphasis 

in this case is on the need for the addressee of the message to correctly 

interpret it. The third most frequent noun in this position is policy, which 

occurs 8 times, all of which in phase 5, and in Scott McClellan’s words. The 

policy referred to here, is, again, a US administration policy: our […] policy 

occurs 5 times, while the United States policy and the President’s policy occur 

once each in this concordance. View also occurs 7 times in this position, 

only in Scott McClellan’s words. In 5 cases, the phrase our view is very clear is 

found while, in the other two cases, the phrase the President’s view is very clear 

is found. Both in the case of policy and of view, the context in which these 

patterns are found and the function they play are similar to those present in 

the concordance of position is […] clear, as illustrated by excerpt 4.41. 

 

(4.41) JOURNALIST: In other words, zero tolerance suggests that the very first inkling of 

any omission or untruth on Iraq's part is adequate to use force. But a pattern of 

behavior suggests that you're looking for a few violations that add up to –  

MR. MCCLELLAN: Without commenting directly on some comments I have not 

seen, we have been very clear in stating that our view is zero tolerance, that 

Saddam Hussein does not need to be playing games at this point. No cat and 

mouse. It is time for him to comply and cooperate and disarm. This is about 

disarmament. And for too long, for 16 resolutions, for 11 years, Saddam Hussein 

has defied these resolutions. And it is now time for him to come into compliance 

once -- one final opportunity. That's what this is. And the President's view is 

very clear: zero tolerance when it comes to the resolution.  

(18 November 2002) 

 

While patterns in which a noun is followed by is [adverb] clear are 

mostly a feature of podium discourse, the 120 occurrences of the pattern it 
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is / it’s [adverb] clear are more evenly distributed: 36 of them (30 per cent) 

are found in the reporters’ words. In these cases, not only the podium, but 

also reporters, are stating facts unhesitatingly, and asking questions as a 

consequence of those facts being stated, such as in the following excerpt: 

 

(4.42) JOURNALIST: Can I please try once more? It is clear that more troops are 

needed in Iraq. It is clear that India and Pakistan, among others, have 

declined to send more troops unless the U.N. has a greater degree of control. 

Is it not correct to say that you are doing this in order to persuade India, 

Pakistan, Turkey to send more troops and, therefore, must give up some 

additional control to the United Nations?  

MR. MCCLELLAN: I think what -- I think the way I would address that is to say 

that we are working to address some of the concerns that those countries you 

mentioned expressed, such as India. […] 

(3 March 2003) 

 

Excerpt 4.43, where it’s very clear occurs in the podium’s words, shows that 

the language he uses to tell Iran that they have to stop their nuclear 

activities includes, besides clear, a number of features discussed in the 

previous paragraphs: it is important that, whose function was discussed in 

paragraph 4.3.2, and need to, which was focused on in paragraph 4.2.6 with 

regard to its use in the content of messages. What emerges is thus that all 

these structures, including it’s very clear, but also we’ve been very clear, are used 

in a similar context, where the podium is clearly stating that the 

administration’s counterparts must take action as requested by the US 

government. 

 

(4.43) JOURNALIST: My question is on Iran. In the last few days, Canadian government - 

Canadian Ambassador to the U.N., had some kind of resolution on Iran that there 

is a concern about human rights situation in Iran. And now we are dealing about 
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these nuclear weapons, or Iran can make a nuclear bomb in a year and all that. 

Where do we stand on this resolution and all the – 

MR. MCCLELLAN: On the nuclear issue? 

JOURNALIST: Nuclear and human rights issue. 

MR. MCCLELLAN: Well, we have a number of concerns that we've expressed 

over time regarding Iran. You mentioned two of them. And certainly their 

support for terrorism has been a concern, as well. And in terms of the nuclear 

issue, we have supported and continue to support the efforts of our European 

friends. There has been a positive step, but it is only a first step. There are other 

steps that need to be taken to reach our shared objective when it comes to Iran. 

And it is important that Iran now move forward on implementation of the 

agreement. […] It's very clear what they need to do. Iran needs to fully 

comply with the IAEA. They need to adhere -- ratify and adhere to the 

additional protocol. And they need to suspend all enrichment-related and 

reprocessing activities. We've been very clear in that regard. 

(16 November 2004) 

 

A similar share – that is, about one third – of the 32 occurrences of it’s /it is 

not [adverb] clear occur in the reporters’ words. Reporters exploit this 

pattern when asking for clarification or further explanation regarding an 

issue already dealt with in the current or in previous briefings, such as in 

the question reported in the following excerpt: 

 

(4.44) JOURNALIST: When you keep saying he's troubled and you say he wants to 

defend it, it's not quite clear at what point the President thinks his 

intervention is necessary. What combination of events requires his intervention?  

(18 February 2008) 

 

When, on the other hand, it is the podium who uses the pattern it’s /it is not 

[adverb] clear, he does so when he is unable to provide information 

requested by reporters, such as in the following excerpt: 
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(4.45) JOURNALIST: Has the President been briefed on any part of what's going on in 

Florida?  

MR. FLEISCHER: Well, I can just tell you this, we're reviewing this. I don't 

know if it's risen to the President's level or not yet. We're reviewing it and, right 

now, it's just -- it's not clear if there is or is not any connection to anything 

broader. So it's under review. Federal authorities are on the ground in Florida 

working with state and local authorities. But at this point, there's just nothing to 

report. 

(13 September 2002) 

 

Another frequent cluster of the BE [adverb or negation] clear type is just to be 

clear, which occurs 30 times in the reporters’ words and only 4 times in 

those of the podium, and whose relative frequency is higher in phases 4 

and 5. Patterns in the right-hand side of Concordance 4.18 show how this 

phrase is used by reporters to ask the podium to clarify meaning and 

implications of his previous statements, as indicated by the recurrence of 

you’re saying and similar phrases. 

 
balance between supply and demand.  Just to be clear  , your "big no" means that he is no  
s so people's lights don't go out.  Just to be clear  , so you 're saying that public sen  
es, we can return to that subject.  Just to be clear  , the poison pills which you are id  
s and Republicans alike. But so --  just to be clear  -- hold on, Ari, let me follow up  
s ready for a week ahead? Quickly,  just to be clear  , neither Mrs Bush, nor the daughte  
nd they speak for themselves. Ari,  just to be clear  on this, did President Bush ask ei  
ed forward to hearing the results.  Just to be clear  , by saying ongoing -- there are re  
nd we do not speculate about that.  Just to be clear  , you 're saying, certainly the Pre  
he men and women of our Air Force.  Just to be clear  , the briefings today, are they --  
t didn't get everything he wanted.  Just to be clear  , in his initial proposal, the $726  
ously to reform those programs. So  just to be clear  , the Treasury Department did not c  
ng to ask on that very same point.  Just to be clear  , to quote, as reported by Ha'aretz  
ities in the Middle East, as well.  Just to be clear  , even though since you stated all  
ing people all across the country.  Just to be clear  , he 'd rather wait for the '04 bud  
om for political prisoners. Scott,  just to be clear  , has the administration made the d  
ou say, "I reject the comparison,"  just to be clear  , you 're -- Well, you were talking  
involved in that kind of activity.  Just to be clear  , whether Rove condoned it or not,  
dy asked that, and I said, no. But  just to be clear  , if you can say declaratively -- I  
nged its application in this case.  Just to be clear  on this, are you saying that the W  
on about US sanctions. And, sorry,  just to be clear  , just so I understand your point a  
confronted before it 's too late.  Just to be clear  I understand what you 're saying h  
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years under the President 's plan.  Just to be clear  , in other words, his reaction was  
o back and look at those, as well.  Just to be clear  , what he 's saying today is that h  
re getting funds. The new rules &  just to be clear  , the new rules you 're talking abo  
n what Dr Rice said last night. So  just to be clear  , it 's not that anyone's recollect  
rtain information publicly. Scott,  just to be clear  , the new stream of intelligence th  
curity remains a high priority. So  just to be clear  , your expectation is that election  
erification process in place. But,  just to be clear  , until there is movement one way o  
to strengthening Social Security.  Just to be clear  : that would leave open the two oth  
re control over their own savings.  Just to be clear  , you 're saying the President has  

Concordance 4.18. Just to be clear in the reporters’ words 

 

Thus, when reporters use clear in the briefings, they also emphasize the 

importance of effective, clear 

communication on the part of the White 

House. 

 

4.4.2 Clear in attributive position 

 

I now move on to analyze the 

occurrences of clear in attributive 

position, which are much rarer in the 

WHoB corpus than those of the same 

adjective in predicative position. They 

indeed make up 23 per cent of the total 

occurrences of clear. A list of clusters 

where clear is in attributive position, 

followed by a noun or noun phrase, is 

reported in Table 4.21.  

First of all, this list includes a 

number of nouns which can roughly be 

classified as referring to policy, decision-

making and plans for the future: choice(s), 

principles, strategy, priorities, vision, guidelines, 

cluster occurren ces 
clear choices 38 
clear differences 36 
clear skies 19 
clear message 17 
clear principles 17 
clear understanding 16 
clear choice 15 
clear signal 12 
clear strategy 11 
clear priorities 10 
clear violation 10 
clear indication 9 
clear sign 6 
clear vision 6 
clear guidelines 4 
clear mission 4 
clear reminder 4 
clear results 4 
clear sense 4 
clear shot 4 
clear agenda 3 
clear case 3 
clear conclusion 3 
clear contrasts 3 
clear difference 3 
clear line 3 
clear objectives 3 
clear plan 3 
clear victor 3 

Table 4.21. Clear in attributive 
position: list of clusters 
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agenda, objectives, plan.  
going on in this nation, and there 's a  clear  choice. Some people & some people want  
t in his State of the Union, there is a  clear  choice. We are at historic period in ou  
rences, the American people have a very  clear  choice before them. They can't win when  
ice between the two candidates, it is a  clear  choice between the President and Senato  
onduct the war on terrorism. There is a  clear  choice between the two candidates, it i  
he presidency? John, this election is a  clear  choice between two different visions wh  
al regime of Saddam Hussein. There is a  clear  choice facing the Iraqi people, facing  
take the fight to the enemy. There 's a  clear  choice for Americans in how we confront  
lk about that in his remarks. We face a  clear  choice going forward. We can work to bu  
s of all these issues. There was a very  clear  choice in this election, and the Americ  
l these debates is that there is a very  clear  choice in this election. There are big  
e worked in the first term. There was a  clear  choice in this election for the candida  
erican people recognize that there is a  clear  choice on the issues facing our country  
ferences on this issue. There is a very  clear  choice on this highest of priorities fo  
the campaign. You know, there is a very  clear  choice when it comes to how to lead to  
er of steps that we can take. There are  clear  choices, but the policies that we have  
mean, he 'll continue to talk about the  clear  choices. I 'm just saying that this spe  
is a time when Americans are faced with  clear  choices about serious challenges this n  
the United States Senate. So there are  clear  choices and clear differences here. But  

what elections are about. And there are  clear  choices and clear philosophical differe  
nomy. The President will talk about the  clear  choices and real differences facing the  
ould be a close election. And there are  clear  choices and real differences on our &  
differences on those issues. There are  clear  choices and there are clear philosophic  

bout his vision for the economy and the  clear  choices facing our nation as we continu  
he economy, health care. There are very  clear  choices facing the American people. Thi  
mes him to the race. And there are some  clear  choices going forward. So let me see if  
e talking about more broadly, there are  clear  choices going forward. First of all, th  
s that we face going forward. There are  clear  choices in the war on terrorism. The Pr  
e last few years. There are, obviously,  clear  choices in the war on terrorism and how  
ee this as policy & Suzanne, there are  clear  choices in this election, and the Presi  
is going to hamper him or & There are  clear  choices in this election. And this deba  

that voters look at, as well. There are  clear  choices in this election. This election  
This is a time for choosing. There are  clear  choices in this race. And so I think th  

what this President is doing. There are  clear  choices in this race on this issue. And  
inue to talk about it and there 's some  clear  choices on this issue, I think, in this  
r America. The President touched on the  clear  choices that our nation faces during th  
ending his record and talking about the  clear  choices that the American people face.  
nd his agenda, and he 's focused on the  clear  choices that the American people face.  
g around the country, talking about the  clear  choices that the American people face.  
esident will continue to talk about the  clear  choices that the American people face.  
e will certainly tonight talk about the  clear  choices that the American people face g  
this ought to be about. There are some  clear  choices that the voters face for the fu  

're going to continue to talk about the  clear  choices that we face. But we are waging  
een now and election day. But There are  clear  choices that we face as we move forward  
it 's an opportunity to talk about the  clear  choices that we face for the future. Th  

ity for the President to talk about the  clear  choices that we face going forward. The  
about his agenda for the future and the  clear  choices that we face in this election.  
emarks, he was simply talking about the  clear  choices the American people face, and t  
o talk to the American people about the  clear  choices they face on how we lead in the  
talking about, he was talking about the  clear  choices we face. There are differences  
ons. The President has talked about the  clear  choices we face on the important priori  
ay, in addition to focusing on the five  clear  choices when it comes to families, I ex  
g today in Iowa and Missouri. There are  clear  choices when it comes to the war on ter  

Concordance 4.19 Clear choice(s) 
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Among these nouns, choices is the most frequent and, together with its 

singular form choice, occurs to the immediate right of clear 53 times, all of 

which in phase 5, and in Scott McClellan’s words. The concordance of clear 

choice(s) (4.19) shows that this cluster is used by the podium to talk about 

the future of America, and about the important choices both government 

and people have to make. The co-occurrence of this cluster with election, race 

and candidates shows how these choices are referred to the 2004 presidential 

race and to the decision the Americans must make on whether to vote for 

Bush or for Kerry. Also difference(s), which occurs to the immediate right of 

clear 39 times in total, is almost exclusively (38 times) found in the words of 

Scott McClellan and in phase 5. In the case of clear difference(s), as well, the 

topic of the exchanges in which this cluster is found is the election 

campaign. Here, the podium is making a distinction between Bush’s 

positions and those of Kerry on a host of issues. 

Another set of nouns found in the collocate list includes 

communication-related words: message, understanding, signal, indication. 

Occurrences of clear message have been already discussed both in paragraph 

4.2 and in this one. The emphasis in these cases is on the effective success 

of the communicative act, and on the need for the addressee to decode the 

message. These data suggest that the use of clear in attributive position, with 

reference to a communicative act is less frequent than its use in the 

description of a political plan or position. 

 

4.5 Conclusions 

 

The analysis conducted in this chapter was mainly aimed at finding out 

whether some corpus keywords, whose high frequency in the briefings had 

been hypothesized to be related to their being connected to specific aspects 
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of political communication. More specifically, message was hypothesized to 

refer to the communicative acts taking place in the briefings between the 

White House and its counterparts, reaching out to the whole world. 

Important and importance were hypothesized to be related to the agenda-

setting process, through which the White House and the media negotiate 

the relevance of issues on the agenda. Clear was hypothesized to be referred 

to successful communication, in which messages manage to reach their 

target and to be decoded as appropriate. 

What emerged from the analysis, however, is that in the majority of 

cases these four keywords carry with themselves ‘non-obvious meanings’, 

such as the ones CADS research aims at detecting. 

Rather than referring to a neutral communicative act, message is indeed 

used by the podium as a euphemism for a threat addressed to US 

opponents or to governments, people and bodies who are refusing to 

comply with requests coming from the US government. 

Important and importance do in fact in a minority of cases refer to the 

agenda-setting process and to the administration’s priorities. More 

frequently, however, they are used to replace explicit markers of deontic 

modality, through patterns that emphasize the need for their counterparts 

to act in a specific way, not because of an imposition from the US 

government, but for the sake of the international community or of the US 

citizens. 

A similar role is played by clear in the majority of its occurrences: the 

pattern MAKE clear, in which this adjective is found in over 50 per cent of 

cases, is indeed used by the podium to replace an explicit marker of deontic 

modality. The request that someone act in a specific way is not expressed 

explicitly, but it is reinforced in this case by the emphasis on the clarity of 

the communicative act, which may not be misunderstood by the receiver. 
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In sum, the analysis of these four words based on the CADS 

approach has shown that recurring patterns and structures in the briefings 

are assigned by the podium specific functions, often in relation to specific 

topics. As shown in results reported above, it is often the case that the US 

administration conveys strong messages to its counterparts by using 

euphemisms. As mentioned earlier, indeed, the communicative function of 

expressing a threat is generally realized through euphemisms, and the 

greater will be the power of those expressing the threat, the more the threat 

will be understated (Bayley, Bevitori and Zoni 2004). The presence of the 

US on the international scene as the only remaining superpower may 

account for such a strategy on the part of the two podiums. 
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Conclusions 

 

In the present dissertation, I have attempted at applying the CADS 

theoretical framework to a specific discourse type, in order to try to identify 

recurring strategies enacted by participants in these texts. One fundamental 

tool for the application of the CADS approach has been the use of XML 

mark-up, which has allowed me to easily discriminate between different 

patterns exploited by podium and reporters, and by the same speakers in 

different chronological phases, and to compare them throughout the 

corpus. 

Through the analysis of data I have shown how, as far as the linguistic 

features examined in this dissertation are concerned, there are clear and 

significant differences between the linguistic strategies adopted by the 

podium at different points in time, and that these differences may be 

related to the state of US domestic and foreign affairs in different periods. 

I have also shown how different podiums adopt different linguistic 

strategies, both as regards the construction of their identity as the White 

House press secretary and the patterns they choose to exploit to convey 

similar meanings. 

Finally, I have shown how podium and press adopt different tactics 

and different strategies in the briefings. Some of the words analyzed were 

remarkably more frequent in the podium’s words than in those of the press, 

and vice versa. Patterns of usage of these words differ substantially in the 

discourse of the podium and in the one of reporters. Thus, I hope I have 

been able to demonstrate that the White House press briefings are a hybrid 

discourse type, in which institutional, political and media discourse 

intertwine, in the words of speakers playing different roles in the briefings. 
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Appendix A. Keyword tables 

 

 word keyness/BNC 
rank in CorDis 
keyword list 

most 
frequent: 
phase 

most 
frequent: 
speaker role 

most 
frequent: 
podium 

1 president 114219 1 1 podium Fleischer 
2 the 35709 26 4 podium Fleischer 
3 that 18310 4 5 podium McClellan 
4 Iraq 16739 - 4 press McClellan 
5 United 15393 - 3 podium Fleischer 
6 will 13852 20 4 podium Fleischer 
7 has 13386 34 2 podium Fleischer 
8 states 13375 - 2-3 podium Fleischer 
9 Ari 12629 5 1 press McClellan 
10 to 12606 116 1-2-3-5 podium McClellan 
11 security 11736 - 3 podium McClellan 
12 congress 10136 103 1 podium Fleischer 
13 administration 10135 - 1 press Fleischer 
14 nations 8993 - 3 podium Fleischer 
15 continue 8558 28 5 podium McClellan 
16 senate 8129 16 3 podium Fleischer 
17 American 7773 - 2 podium McClellan 
18 terrorism 7185 - 2 podium McClellan 
19 white 6865 14 1 press Fleischer 
20 Saddam 6698 - 4 podium Fleischer 
21 Iraqi 6601 - 4 podium McClellan 
22 question 6452 13 1 press Fleischer 
23 Hussein 5973 - 3-4 podium Fleischer 
24 weapons 5743 - 4 press Fleischer 
25 war 5583 - 4 press McClellan 
26 militare 5423 - 4 even even 
27 Bush 5288 - 1 press Fleischer 
28 secretary 5166 56 4 podium Fleischer 
29 senator 4926 21 1 press even 
30 forward 4799 39 5 podium McClellan 
31 house 4715 108 1 press Fleischer 
32 leaders 4649 183 3-4 podium McClellan 
33 economy 4553 70 1 podium McClellan 
34 believes 4512 23 1 podium Fleischer 
35 he 4325 3 1 press McClellan 
36 of 4306 - 4 podium Fleischer 
37 Scott 4277 66 5 press Fleischer 
38 intelligence 4174 - 5 even McClellan 
39 important 4169 148 5 podium McClellan 
40 issue 4080 69 1-3 even McClellan 
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41 issues 4011 41 5 podium McClellan 
42 information 3846 38 2 podium McClellan 
43 Korea 3760 339 3 press Fleischer 
44 his 3712 101 1 press McClellan 
45 efforts 3700 - 5 podium McClellan 
46 tax 3642 292 1 press Fleischer 
47 are 3624 - 5 podium McClellan 
48 defense 3543 - 1 even Fleischer 
49 nation 3470 - 2 podium Fleischer 
50 this 3459 - 5 press McClellan 

Table A.1 The 50 most salient items in the keyword list obtained comparing the WHoB 
corpus with the spoken section of BNC. 

 

 word keyness/CorDis 

rank in 
BNC 
keyword 
list 

most 
frequent: 
phase 

most 
frequent: 
speaker role 

most frequent: 
podium 

1 president 14801 1 1 podium Fleischer 
2 you 11505 - 1 press McClellan 
3 he 5112 36 1 press McClellan 
4 that 4914 3 5 podium McClellan 
5 Ari 3388 9 1 press McClellan 
6 what 2169 - 4 podium McClellan 
7 think 2085 - 5 podium McClellan 
8 well 1997 - 5 podium McClellan 
9 there 1778 - 2-4-5 press McClellan 
10 about 1701 74 5 press McClellan 
11 any 1388 184 2 press Fleischer 
12 does 1297 86 1 press Fleischer 
13 question 1292 23 1 press Fleischer 
14 white 1290 20 1 press Fleischer 
15 it 1183 - 4 podium Fleischer 
16 senate 1135 16 3 podium Fleischer 
17 on 1058 144 1 press McClellan 
18 going 1008 297 1 press McClellan 
19 meeting 933 71 2 podium Fleischer 
20 will 898 6 4 podium Fleischer 
21 senator 870 30 1 press even 
22 morning 830 - 2 press Fleischer 
23 believes 829 35 1 podium Fleischer 
24 so 805 - 2 podium Fleischer 
25 indicated 801 57 1-2 podium Fleischer 
26 the 801 2 4 podium Fleischer 
27 anything 668 - 2-3-4 press Fleischer 
28 continue 667 15 5 podium McClellan 
29 follow 597 84 2 press Fleischer 
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30 cannot 569 - 3 podium Fleischer 
31 why 565 - 3-5 press even 
32 mean 557 - 1-5 press McClellan 
33 thinks 544 246 1-3 podium Fleischer 
34 has 536 7 2 podium Fleischer 
35 specific 526 105 5 even McClellan 
36 talk 525 90 5 podium McClellan 
37 hill 523 280 1 press Fleischer 
38 information 521 43 2 podium McClellan 
39 forward 503 31 5 podium McClellan 
40 I 461 - 5 podium McClellan 
41 issues 454 42 5 podium McClellan 
42 Arafat 453 126 3 press Fleischer 
43 something 451 - 3-4 press Fleischer 
44 know 439 - 4 press Fleischer 
45 briefing 438 103 4 podium Fleischer 
46 parties 434 133 1 podium Fleischer 
47 get 432 - 1 podium McClellan 
48 governor 426 142 2 press Fleischer 
49 afternoon 424 - 2 podium Fleischer 
50 made 423 83 5 podium McClellan 

Table A.2 The 50 most salient items in the keyword list obtained comparing the WHoB 
corpus with the US sub-corpus of the CorDis corpus 
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Appendix B. Reporting verbs 

 

lemma total podium press phase 1 phase 2 phase 3 phase 4 phase 5 
SAY 5560 4344 8565 4825 5565 5971 6062 5415 
TELL 706 409 1350 665 988 714 786 639 
INDICATE 573 750 261 959 1017 791 278 189 
AGREE 366 322 476 401 273 426 402 321 
ANNOUNCE 347 394 252 532 442 329 130 303 
REPORT 342 205 362 272 371 389 470 307 
ANSWER 280 319 149 229 348 287 340 268 
SUGGEST 274 183 505 324 276 284 278 248 
MENTION 264 204 385 178 260 240 241 317 
INFORM 167 191 139 133 231 160 136 173 
REMIND 164 237 22 202 273 137 204 144 
STATE 134 112 157 58 94 96 68 209 
ANTICIPATE 124 143 94 178 114 140 254 78 
NOTE 119 139 50 152 150 144 148 76 
EXPLAIN 114 80 203 133 127 116 99 104 
RECALL 112 130 92 118 94 132 93 101 
COMMENT 106 96 120 142 120 132 56 76 
ADD 104 97 115 167 137 91 99 85 
WRITE 81 62 89 101 81 97 93 59 
DENY 76 47 97 122 62 89 43 56 
ASSURE 64 65 59 36 59 83 118 52 
REPEAT 59 70 58 47 65 74 43 50 
PROMISE 55 52 64 86 59 72 31 32 
PREDICT 53 68 28 17 36 88 136 29 
THREATEN 45 36 70 45 85 59 37 25 
WISH 43 10 49 30 39 48 43 44 
CLAIM 41 19 110 30 39 45 19 46 
CONVINCE 40 18 52 43 42 54 37 28 
ACKNOWLEDGE 37 30 54 34 23 34 19 46 
ARGUE 29 14 65 30 7 35 6 32 
NOTIFY 26 20 33 24 55 23 12 25 
WARN 25 14 36 21 36 27 31 20 
DISPUTE 23 24 19 19 26 29 25 18 
REVEAL 22 16 38 6 62 24 25 17 
IMPLY 22 10 51 30 29 21 31 17 
PLEDGE 21 31 64 13 42 25 25 16 
ADMIT 19 9 38 15 13 28 0 17 
GUARANTEE 19 23 14 13 13 21 19 21 
INSIST 19 12 36 9 3 25 25 20 
ALLEGE 19 8 44 6 26 14 25 25 
TEACH 17 32 18 4 3 1 6 39 
OBJECT 16 6 21 21 16 23 31 7 
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PERSUADE 9 6 24 15 7 10 6 8 
ASSERT 8 5 15 0 0 7 12 13 
COMPLAIN 7 2 18 9 13 8 0 5 
MAINTAIN 6 5 9 9 7 5 6 6 
CONTEND 4 0 14 2 7 7 0 2 
REASSURE 4 0 12 2 10 5 0 3 
REPLY 3 0 10 4 0 2 0 5 
VOW 3 1 6 0 0 3 6 5 
OBSERVE 1 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 
REMARK 1 0 1 0 3 1 0 0 
SWEAR 1 2 0 0 3 3 0 0 
BE RUMOURED <1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 
BOAST <1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 
PRAY <1 0 1 0 3 0 0 0 

Table B.1 Lemmatized occurrences per million words of verbs used to report what 
people say, in the whole corpus and in individual chronological phases 

 




