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Abstract 

The American president’s serving period always begin with an iconic inaugural address. 

It is a function wherein the president can unify the audience, ratify the ceremony, and 

present his political and administrative direction for his term. Promises are a vital 

rhetorical tool and strategy at the president’s disposal; however, they can also be a demerit 

if used incorrectly. Within the discipline of pragmatics, promises are included in the 

category of the commissive speech act: an utterance which binds the speaker to a future 

course of action. The focus of the present study is what proportion commissive speech 

acts are used in relation to other speech acts by the four American presidents inaugurated 

in the 21st century in their inaugural addresses, as well as how these commissive speech 

acts are realized in terms of various pragmatic features (e.g., vagueness, deictic use, self-

positive representation, and implicature). The methodological approach adopted in this 

study is both qualitative as well as quantitative in character. To reflect this, the study was 

operationalized through speech act analysis and political discourse analysis. The findings 

showcase that the presidents affiliated with the Republican party make use of commissive 

speech acts to a higher degree than their Democratic counterparts. Donald J. Trump 

appears as a clear outlier with an exuberant amount of commissive speech acts in 

comparison with the other three presidents. Furthermore, the findings point out that the 

most common strategy in how commissive speech acts were realised was to shape them 

as an assertion and using the inclusive deixis “we”. However, Joseph R. Biden diverged 

from this pattern. Instead, he used explicit promises featuring the individual deixis “I”. In 

addition, he often employed rhetorical vagueness which made his promises hard to 

measure if upheld or not.  
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1. Introduction 

“The promises given was a necessity of the past: the word 

broken a necessity of the present.”1 

- Niccolò 

Machiavelli 

(1469-1527) 

Machiavelli’s scheming words frame the necessity of promises within politics, one can 

even call it the modus operandi of the political arena. Being a rhetorical tool often 

employed by politicians to garner support from the citizens and by their votes acquire 

affluence and influence to further their careers and ideology. Politicians widely hold 

power over many in their ability to sway the masses, a notion that Gabets and Gené (2016) 

summarize as:  

“Evidently, the word of a politician has a strong pragmatic effect and can change not only 

current political situations, which will definitely affect all the people, but also the ideas and the 

ideals of the masses, thus causing some social transformation since the values of social life are 

created, transferred and imposed on us by language.” (p. 23). 

Given how impactful the word of politicians can be, it is of interest to understand how 

they utilize their words. The focal point of the pragmatics discipline can be described as 

studying the meaning of utterances in relation to context (Yule, 1996). Consequently, 

politicians usage of promises makes for an appealing research subject as their assurances 

for future actions and outcomes can be viewed as a contextualization of their ability to 

influence and shape society.  

A key theory in pragmatics is J.L Austin’s (1962) speech act theory, which dictates that 

by communicating utterances one performs an action. Subsequently, promises often fall 

into one specific type of speech act category, namely the commissive speech act category, 

which is characterized by that the utterance binds the speaker to a future course of action 

(Searle, 1969). However, binding oneself to a future course of action can be a risky 

enterprise that requires keen political and rhetorical manoeuvring even for well-trained 

 

1 The quote is widely attributed to Niccolò Machiavelli and often cited from his book The Prince (2014). 

However, after inspecting several editions the quote could not be located, still the connotation is certainly present. 

As the quote is used as an artistic flair rather an academic reference this was judged to be a negligible issue. 
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orators like politicians. Within the world of politics, there exists a myriad of political 

leaders under a plethora of different titles. However, one often stands out from the rest: 

the president of The United States of America, the leader of a nation occupying 

superpower position with a high degree of influence within the international political 

sphere. The United States of America is a nation heralded by its citizens and leaders to 

be the freest in the world, but also, a nation which is internally fraught with political 

polarisation where its voters either adhere to a Republican or Democratic ideological 

belief, whose positions have strayed further from the centre of the political sphere and 

towards the fringes (Hare & Poole, 2014). Thus far in the 21st century, the United States 

of America has had four different presidents who have taken the oath of office: George 

W. Bush, Barack Obama, Donald J. Trump, and Joseph R. Biden. These four presidents 

represent two opposing sides of the political strata, as Bush and Trump are affiliated with 

the Republican party while Obama and Biden are affiliated with the Democratic Party. 

Representing opposite ideologies, as well as serving both recently and sequentially, they 

make for relevant subjects for research in both analysis and comparison.  

The beginning of each president’s serving period always starts out the same way: by the 

president taking the oath and in tandem holding their iconic inaugural address. The 

inaugural address is a specific political context as well as an instrument, by which the 

newly appointed leader through speech can unify the people who bear witness and present 

their political direction and thus further legitimize the speaker’s role as a leader (Khors 

and Jamieson, 1965). Given their function, inauguration speeches and presidential 

addresses are a popular research subject in pragmatics and discourse analysis. However, 

studies of political discourse often tend to be of a critical discourse analytical character, 

focusing on the reproduction of power, dominion, and power abuse. To my knowledge, 

few studies focus on the commissive speech acts and their role within the inaugural 

address but rather on various pragma-linguistic features or socio pragmatic functions 

instead (Biria & Mohammadi, 2012, Gabets & Gené, 2016). Therefore, the ambition of 

this project is to expand on the research and knowledge regarding the commissive speech 

act and its utilization within the scope of the presidential inaugural address. The study 

addresses the following two research questions: 
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1. What is the proportion of commissive speech act in inaugural addresses in relation 

to other types of speech acts by the American presidents inaugurated in the 21st 

century?  

2. How are the commissive speech acts within the inaugural addresses realized in 

terms of pragmatic features (e.g., vagueness, deictic use, self-positive 

representation, and implicature)? 

To address these research questions, the project employs a theoretical framework based 

on speech acts analysis, as well as political discourse analysis. The comparative analysis 

of the four inaugural addresses relies primarily on qualitative methodology, with an 

element of quantification in connection to different proportions of speech acts. 

The essay is organised as follows: Section 2 contains the theoretical framework of the 

study wherein the theories and tools that the study and its analysis are built upon are 

presented. Section 3 presents the method of the study, i.e., how the study was 

operationalized. The section describes the data and how it was collected, and furthermore 

how it was analysed. Section 4 presents the findings of the study and is structured after 

the two research questions. Section 5 presents the discussion of the results of the study; 

it aims to evaluate the findings and expound on how the findings relate to existing 

research. Section 6 titled: conclusion, summarizes the study.   

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Political Discourse and its tools 

In essence, this project is a discourse analytical study, as it aims to elucidate upon the 

relationship between language use and the social context, i.e., the usage of commissive 

speech acts and how they are realized. The discourse analysis in this study is of a political 

nature, as the actor, the President, is a clear political figure featured within the official 

political context of the inauguration speech, delivered to a recipient audience that is aware 

of the political sphere they occupy (van Dijk, 1997). The inauguration speech is a specific 

political address which aims to unify the people, ratify the ceremony, propose the political 

direction and principles of the new administration, as well as to build support for said 

administration in their future political endeavours (Khors and Jamieson, 1985). 

Therefore, we can determine the context of the discourse to guide the essay in identifying 
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how the speaker uses language, more specifically commissive speech acts, to achieve their 

aim. However, in this political context, there are several rhetorical strategies that can be 

employed by the speaker.  

Promises – being an efficient rhetorical tool to build trust and propose political direction 

– can be a double-edged sword in many cases. Yuan and Lyu (2022) showcase this in 

their article ‘Speech act matters: Commitment to what's said or what's implicated differs 

in the case of assertion and promise’, in which they claim that speakers who do not uphold 

their promises, whether implicit or explicit, are likely to see loss in personality judgement, 

future partnership suitability whilst also facing punishment and high fault attribution. 

Additionally, it was concluded that hearers were confident in their ability to infer implicit 

promises, further indexing that it matters less whether promises are explicit or implicit if 

it cannot be upheld (Yuan & Lyu, 2022).  

Implicature, being to convey additional meaning beyond what is literally communicated, 

is a central concept in pragmatics given its focal of meaning of utterances in relation to 

context (Yule, 1996). It can be used to communicate more efficiently than by explicitly 

uttering everything that the speakers want to communicate. However, it relies on that the 

hearer can infer what is implied, either without any specialized knowledge or with 

specialized knowledge that can be assumed in the context. To contextualize this, we can 

propose the following example:  

Example 1: “We will make America wealthy again.” (Trump, 2017) 

Within the context of inaugural addresses, the hearer can safely infer that Trump does not 

actually mean that him and the hearers will work hand in hand to improve on the 

economy. Rather, what is conveyed is that while being the president, Trump will improve 

the economy. The explicit utterance to what is conveyed would run along the lines of: I 

will make America wealthy again. A benefit of implicature is that it offers deniability as 

the speaker can deny their intention to communicate inferred meanings (Yule, 1996).  

However, as stated previously, according to Yuan & Lyu (2022) this implicature 

deniability is ineffectual.  

In lieu of implicit promises, the speaker may instead employ a rhetorical strategy referred 

to as vagueness which is a strategy wherein the speaker communicates in vague terms 
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due to constraint on biased speech as well as to avoid face-threatening acts (van Dijk, 

2006, Gruber, 1993). This strategy is not referred to in the context of promise-making, 

however, the present study proposes that the concept can be applied to political promises 

as well to make the promise ineffable in measuring whether it has been upheld or not. 

Therefore, circumventing the risk of loss of face whilst still reaping the positive benefits 

linked to making promises.  

As precarious as promises may appear in theory, they remain an effective tool in 

conveying a positive self-representation, which is an essential strategy in politics. 

Positive self-representation does however not only focus on the positive portrayal of the 

speaker and the in-group but may also convey this in relation to the opponent or the out-

group (van Dijk, 2006). Thus, promises can be used in a political context to emphasize 

the competence of the speaker through the heralding of positive changes or outcomes 

while also indexing the shortcomings of predecessors, who often are political opponents, 

in areas that need change or improvement (Gabets & Gené, 2016).  

Politics are ruled by ideologies, shared systems of beliefs. The speaker therefore needs to 

both determine their audience’s identity, as well as to ensure that the speaker is seen as a 

member of the in-group to suitably convey their ideas and attitudes (van Dijk, 2003). 

Khors and Jamieson (1985) describe this as reconstituting the people, a strategy that many 

American presidents have used in their inauguration speeches to unify the previously 

ideological opponents in the audience within the identity of American citizens. 

Subsequently, the strategic deictic shift that American Presidents often employ in 

transposing the individual deixis “I” to the inclusive “we” serves to inspire unity whilst 

still allowing the speaker to convey a positive self-representation by associating himself 

with the in-group (Gabets & Gené, 2016). Gabets and Gené (2016) claim that this shift of 

deixis does not only inspire unity but also shifts the responsibility from the speaker to the 

hearer in addition to a shared contribution. However, according to Yuan and Lyu’s (2022) 

research, this would not affect the loss the speaker would acquire in connection to a 

promise unfulfilled as they ultimately hold responsibility.      
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2.2 Speech Act Theory 

 

The essay rests largely upon the speech act theory by J.L Austin (1962) which states that 

we perform actions by our utterances. The actions produced by our utterances can be 

analysed on three different levels, namely the locutionary act, the illocutionary act and 

the perlocutionary act. The locutionary act is the utterance itself, its literal meaning. The 

illocutionary act is the action that the speaker performs by their utterance: for example, 

uttering “I promise to end poverty” to a hearer binds the speaker to a future course of 

action. Finally, there is the perlocutionary act, which is the effect the utterance has on the 

hearer, which, in the case of this study, is the audience of the inaugural address. Evoking 

the example utterance, the hearer will now hold the speaker to fulfil his promise to end 

poverty (Cutting, 2015). John Searle (1969) further developed Austin’s theory by 

categorizing the speech acts by their performance into five different macro-classes. These 

five macro-classes are the Assertives (often, and from here on, referred to as 

Representatives) which convey what the speaker believes to be the state of affairs, 

Commissives which are utterances that commit the speaker to a future course of action, 

Directives which try to order or make hearers do things, Declaratives which change the 

world through their utterance, and lastly Expressives which are used to express the 

speaker’s feelings and attitudes. For an overview of the speech act macro-classes see 

Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Five speech act macro-classes. Data retrieved from Pragmatics: a resource book for students 

(Cutting, 2015). 

Types of illocutionary act Subcategories 

Representative Describing, claiming, insisting, predicting, hypothesising. 

Commissive Promising, offering, threatening, refusing, vowing, 

volunteering. 

Directive Commanding, requesting, inviting, forbidding, suggesting. 

Declarative Sentencing, resigning. 

Expressive Apologising, praising, congratulating, deploring, regretting 

As outlined in Table 1, commissive speech acts entail promises and vows, the very focus 

of this essay. Promises can be said to be the very essence of commissive speech acts, 



 

7 

 

however not all explicit promises are commissive speech acts, and not all commissive 

speech acts are explicit promises: “For many, perhaps most, of the most important 

illocutionary acts, there is no essential perlocutionary intent associated by definition with 

the corresponding verb, e.g., statements and promises are not by definition attempts to 

produce perlocutionary effects in hearers.” (Searle, 1976, p.2). Consequently, it is not the 

explicit performative verb “promise” that determines if the promise is a commissive 

speech act, rather it is the illocutionary point and direction of fit that determines if the 

promise is a commissive speech act or not and thus a true promise in the pragmatic sense. 

Illocutionary point refers to the purpose of a type of illocution which in the case of the 

commissive speech act would be that “the commissive is an assuming of an obligation or 

declaring of an intention” (Austin 1989, p. 163) which connects to the idea of direction 

of fit, in the case of commissive speech acts the fit is described as ‘a world to word fit’ 

(Searle, 1976). This describes the nature of the commissive speech act in its endeavour to 

make the world match the words, this is also true for the directive and declarative speech 

acts, and vice versa for the representative and expressive speech act which aim to have 

the words match the world. To put this in perspective, the following utterance is analysed: 

“I promise I understand speech acts”. On the perlocutionary level, it can be understood 

to be a commissive given the performative verb “promise”. However, as the utterance 

lacks the illocutionary point of committing the speaker to any future action, in addition 

to the direction of fit being word to world fit as the speaker claims knowledge: ergo his 

words are made to match the world, the utterance is therefore a representative speech act.  

It is by these terms and theories that the speech act analysis of the inauguration speeches 

will be operationalized.  

Furthermore, the commissive speech act needs to fulfil a set of conditions known as 

felicity conditions to be fruitful (Cutting, 2015). These conditions are named the 

preparatory condition, sincerity condition, and essential condition. The preparatory 

condition is met if the speaker can achieve what he says he will, and that the hearer agrees 

that it is an appropriate action given the situation. As an example, the promise “I will turn 

the moon into cheese” is hard to credit regardless of whether one is the president or not 

or however sincere the speaker is, thus the promise voids the preparatory condition as 

the hearer will surely dismiss such a promise. The sincerity condition demands that the 

speaker is sincere in what he says, that both speaker and hearer accept the utterance as 

intentional. Lastly, fulfilling the essential condition means that the speaker intends for the 
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utterance to be acted upon i.e., in promising something the speaker intends to commit 

himself to something and for the hearer to hold him to this commitment.  Given the 

context of the inauguration speech as a public speech by a government official, we can 

conclude that the felicity conditions are met on a macro level. The president can be 

assumed to be in a position as well as having the ability to uphold his promises, unless he 

in fact promises to turn the moon into cheese. The inauguration speech is an official 

address and therefore we can at least hope that the president is sincere and that he intends 

for his promises to be acted upon. However, even if these cases were not true on a macro 

level or on a micro level in terms of individual commissive speech acts, the promises made 

would still be considered promises, only not fruitful ones. 

 

3. Method  

3.1 Data collection and description 

The data was collected from the following inauguration speeches which constitute the 

source material for the essay: George W. Bush’s inauguration speech dated 20th January 

2001, Barack Obama’s inauguration speech dated 20th January 2009, Donald J. Trump’s 

inauguration speech dated 20th January 2017, and Joe R. Biden’s inauguration speech 

dated 20th January 2021. The source material has been deemed to be empirically fruitful 

as the selected presidents all served consecutively or still serve in the 21st century, which 

makes the source material significant in a contemporary scope, as well as chronologically 

congruent. Additionally, the presidents provide an equal distribution in their 

representation of opposite sides of the American political spectrum, George W. Bush and 

Donald J. Trump representing the Republican party while Barack Obama and Joe R. 

Biden represent the Democratic party, which adds value and depth to the comparative 

analysis of the study. Furthermore, the contemporary serving period of the presidents also 

diminishes the issue of mistranslation or inaccurate documentation that might occur with 

older source material. Given that the presidential inauguration speeches are public 

addresses made by an official authority and thus well documented, such considerations 

might be superficial and unwarranted but should however be noted. The study was limited 

to only research the first inauguration speech of each president, even though George W. 

Bush and Barack Obama have both served second terms, this decision was made for the 

following reasons. Firstly, limiting the inauguration speeches to the first inauguration 
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speech of each president supports an even distribution of data between the presidents. 

Secondly, it is possible that factors born from serving a subsequent term may arise and 

could potentially impact how the inauguration speech is shaped and therefore making it 

less relevant for comparison with the other presidents who have only served a single term.  

The transcripts of the inauguration speeches were retrieved from the website of the non-

profit and non-partisan American Presidency Project (https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu), 

henceforth referred to as the APP. The APP was launched in 1999 to develop resources 

for students of political science, the APP places a great value on accuracy as their leading 

principle is to ascertain the accurateness when providing presidential documents to the 

public. However, to verify the accuracy of the provided documents, the inauguration 

speeches pertaining to this research was examined through the recorded footage 

accessible through the media share website www.youtube.com, which proved that the 

transcripts provided by the APP are indeed accurate. Presented below is a table 

showcasing the length and word count for each inauguration speech. As can be observed 

in Table 2, the lengths of the speeches vary both in terms of time and word count, at times 

the differences can be unproportional. This can be attributed to that there is neither any 

time limit for the address nor length in terms of words.    

Table 2. Overview of inaugural speech length and word count. 

President Time length Word Count 

George W. Bush 15 minutes and 1 second 1592 

Barack Obama 18 minutes and 50 seconds 2395 

Donald J. Trump 17 minutes and 11 seconds 1433 

Joseph R. Biden 21 minutes and 24 seconds 2540 

 

3.2 Data Analysis 

Before extracting the significant data from the source material, it is first important to note 

what data is focal in this study. The focus of this project is the commissive speech acts; 

however, as the study also aims to determine the proportion of the commissive speech 

acts, all of Searle’s (1975) macro speech act categories must be considered. As the 

inauguration speeches vary in length, simply presenting and comparing how many 

commissive speech acts there are as to represent proportion would be misleading and 

provide improper data for the comparative analysis of the speeches. Therefore, all speech 
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acts must first be accounted for to be able to generate a percentual distribution of speech 

acts and in turn provide adequate quantitative data of the commissive speech acts and their 

proportion in relation to other speech acts. 

The initial stage of the data analysis consisted of subjecting all source material to a speech 

act analysis wherein the four inauguration speeches were examined to locate performative 

utterances so that their illocutionary properties may be identified and furthermore 

categorized in accordance with Searle´s five illocutionary speech act macro categories. 

This was done in accordance with the theoretical framework of the speech act theory. The 

illocutionary properties of the utterances were investigated and categorized by their 

direction of fit and Illocutionary point in relation to the speaker, hearer, and the context 

in which they appear. Once all speech acts had been accounted for and isolated, the project 

had the necessary data in the form of the commissive speech acts and their speech act 

counterparts. This initial speech act analysis served a vital part in the project in connection 

to the research questions. Therefore, Appendix A provides a detailed demonstration of 

how the speech acts were categorized through colour coding. 

The data analysis undertaken in this project constitutes both a qualitative as well as a 

quantitative approach to appropriately address the research questions of the essay, namely 

in what proportions are commissive speech acts used, and how are they realized in terms 

of pragmatic features. As mentioned above, the quantitative analysis aims to address the 

proportion of commissive speech act usage in each inauguration speech. The commissive 

speech act usage was put in relation to the other illocutionary speech acts as to obtain a 

proportional value of the commissive speech act usage in the source material. 

Subsequently, the data were subjected to a comparative analysis as to ascertain how the 

proportional commissive speech act usage compares across presidents and political 

parties.  

To address the second research question, the study employed qualitative analysis with the 

commissive speech acts as a focal point. This analysis elucidated upon how commissive 

speech acts are realized in terms of pragmatic features within the distinct political setting 

of inaugural addresses. The analysis was based on the rhetorical tools and strategies 

connected to inauguration addresses and promises, presented within the theoretical 

framework: vagueness, dietic use, self-positive representation, and implicature. To 

demonstrate how the analysis was operationalized the following examples were chosen:  
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Example 1: “We will make America wealthy again.” (Trump, 2017) 

Example 2: “And I will give all, all of you, keep everything you—I do, in your 

service, thinking not of power, but of possibilities; not of personal interest, but of 

the public good.” (Biden, 2021) 

The commissive utterance that is example 1 was previously introduced in connection to 

implicature and is predictably realized through implicature. The implication of the 

utterance is that Trump will lead the nation to economic prosperity, not that he will work 

hand in hand with the citizens. The implicature also provides a deictic shift from “I” to 

“We” which allows Trump to unify the hearers. Furthermore, the commissive utterance is 

also a self-positive representation in that Trump presents himself as a competent leader 

that will, and can, lead the nation to a prosperous future.  Example 2 presents a clear self-

positive representation as Biden promises to be a selfless leader who will give his outmost 

and act in the interest of the people. However, his utterance is vague as it does not bind 

him to a specific outcome or result as can be observed in example 1, i.e.: the economy 

will improve. Rather his commissive utterance binds him to an abstract aim to act in a 

certain way which is harder to measure whether it has been upheld or not, thus to some 

extent neglecting the drawbacks accrued from making promises.     

4. Results  

4.1 Proportion of commissive speech acts in presidential inaugural 

addresses: An overview  

Following the speech act analysis of the four inauguration speeches, the necessary data 

for the quantitative analysis were collected. Presented below is a table featuring the word 

length of each president’s inauguration speech as well as the total number of speech acts 

that they resulted in, followed by Figure 1 depicting the speech act distribution of each 

president’s inauguration speech as to ease the reader into further explanations and provide 

an overview of the proportional distribution of speech acts. The proportion of speech acts 

are based on raw frequencies which should be taken into account when considering the 

findings. 
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Table 3: Overview of inaugural speech word count and total number of speech acts per each speech 

act 

President Word Count Total Speech acts 

George W. Bush 1592 94 

Barack Obama 2395 113 

Donald J. Trump 1433 86 

Joseph R. Biden 2540 144 

 

Figure 1: Proportional speech act distribution of each president’s inauguration speech, bracketed 

numbers represent speech act instances. 

 

As one will note when observing table 3, the inauguration speeches vary in length and 

occurring speech acts which is something that should be considered accordingly when 

viewing the findings. The discrepancy between speech length and resulting speech acts 

can be noticed when comparing Joseph R. Biden’s speech totalling 2540 words and 144 

speech acts to Barack Obama’s 2395 words and 113 speech acts, as there is a 

unproportional difference between word length and speech acts. Barack Obama makes 

use of long descriptive utterances while Joseph R. Biden often punctuates his sentences 

into smaller utterances or makes use of short repetitions for added emphasis. As an 

example, the following two quotes from Joseph R. Biden’s inauguration speech was 

extracted:  

Example 3: “We must set aside politics and finally face this pandemic as one 

Nation. One Nation. “(Biden, 2021). 
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Example 4: “I know speaking of unity can sound to some like a foolish fantasy 

these days. I know the forces that divide us are deep and they are real. But I also 

know they are not new.” (Biden, 2021). 

This rhetorical technique enhances emphasis but also increases the amount of speech acts 

which decreases the proportional distribution of commissive speech acts. This holds 

importance given that the project aims to identify the proportion at which the presidents 

use commissive speech acts within their inauguration speeches. This entails the frequency 

of which the presidents commit themselves to future actions, ergo promises which the 

hearer and the public will hold them accountable for. As shown in Figure 1 above, the 

presidents who utilize commissive speech acts to the smallest degree are the presidents 

belonging to the Democratic party: Barack Obama and Joseph R. Biden. They use 

commissive speech acts at a proportion of 11,50 and 9,03 % in comparison to other speech 

acts. Consequently, their commissive speech act usage is both the lowest in relation to the 

other presidents but also in relation to the word length of their speeches.  

In contrast to the presidents of the Democratic party, there are the presidents affiliated 

with the Republic party: George W. Bush and Donald J. Trump. George W. Bush utilizes 

commissive speech acts to a degree of 15,95% of the total speech acts, which exceeds 

both democratic presidents. Finally, the renowned Donald J. Trump takes a firm position 

as an outlier to the rest with a 30,24% usage of commissive speech acts. This is largely 

owed to the fact that he shapes his promises in an implicit manner as assertions. However, 

in the context of a political inauguration speech as the leader of a nation, his claims do 

commit him to future actions or events and therefore constitute a promise. A clear 

example of this is presented in his campaign catch phrase: 

Example 5: “We will make America great again” (Trump, 2017). 

Here, the denotation is an assertion, but the connotation is a promise that under his 

guidance the nation will prosper, ultimately the locutionary act is representative while 

the illocutionary act is commissive.  

Conclusively, the presidents affiliated with the democratic party use commissive speech 

acts to a proportionally lesser degree than the Republic party. One could note that in 

relation to Donald J. Trump, who is an evident outlier with 30,24%, George W. Bush 
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does not deviate as much in comparison to the Democratic presidents. However, a fact 

that should not be overlooked is that the 5-7% difference between Bush and the 

Democratic presidents represents approximately a 50% increase in proportional 

commissive speech act usage. Consequently, this further crystalizes Donald. J Trump’s 

inauguration speech as an anomaly in relation to the rest, as he utilizes commissive speech 

acts to a gargantuan 200 to 300% degree in comparison to the other three presidents. 

4.2 Pragmatic features in Commissive speech acts. 

This section will cover the quantitative analysis of the commissive speech acts used by 

the presidents in their inauguration speeches. It aims to contextualize how the president’s 

commissive utterances are realized in terms of pragmatic features. The project proposes 

several claims, to support these claims several examples have been evoked. The results 

will be presented in subsections for each president, presented in the following 

chronological order: George W. Bush, Barack Obama, Donald J. Trump, and lastly 

Joseph T. Biden, followed by a short summary. One final note should be added as to not 

confound the reader: the themes presented in each president’s section, domains that the 

promises pertain to, are presented in no particular order. 

4.2.1 George W. Bush 

George W. Bush’s promises are centred around improving social security, medicare, 

reduction of taxes, religions place within the nation, as well as defending the nation and 

how the nation will act on the international arena in its relation to other nations. In 

summary, Bush’s promises focus on economy, military, international relations, and 

healthcare. As such, they have a clear illocutionary point. Furthermore, he often employs 

the inclusive deixis “we”, e.g.:  

Example 6: “We will build our defenses beyond challenge, lest weakness invite 

challenge” (Bush, 2001). 

The deictic shift from the individual “I” to the inclusive “we” offered through the 

implicature of shaping his commissive speech acts as assertions has several benefits. It 

inspires unity in the hearers, as it includes everyone in the in-group of being American 

citizens, thus negating the out-grouping of differing political allegiances. Furthermore, it 

also positions George W. Bush as a member of said in-group which conveys the notion 

that he, as a president, represents all of America. Additionally, it does hold an element of 
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vagueness as it is not clear as to whom “we” refers to as it could potentially refer to the 

people of the nation or Bush’s administration. The use of inclusive deixis in opposition 

to individual deixis also prompts a shared responsibility by the in-group rather than being 

solely held by the speaker. This usage of “we”, in addition to often shaping his promises 

implicitly as an assertion, as can be observed in example 1, provides a degree of 

vagueness and in turn a degree of deniability that explicit promises do not. However, the 

utterance still retains the benefits of a promise as it enables the president to present 

administrative and ideological direction as well as presenting a positive self-

representation as being capable.  

George W. Bush does utilize explicit promises as well as individual deixis, although to a 

lesser degree than the implicit promises and inclusive deixis. The two instances where 

such promises can be observed are in the following excerpts: 

Example 7: “And I can pledge our nation to a goal: When we see that wounded 

traveler on the road to Jericho, we will not pass to the other side” (Bush, 2001).  

Example 8: “I will live and lead by these principles: to advance my convictions 

with civility, to serve the public interest with courage, to speak for greater justice 

and compassion, to call for responsibility and try to live it, as well.” (Bush, 2001).   

As can be observed in example 7 the utterance is an explicit promise, but in contrast the 

illocutionary force is vague as he utilizes a deictic shift. On one hand, he pledges which 

is a clear commissive but on the other hand he does not pledge that he himself should be 

held to a future action but the in-group. However, he is still part of the in-group which 

holds him to future actions. Example 8 takes the form of an assertion but does make use 

of the individual deixis “I”, whilst he does not propose an explicit promise by uttering “I 

promise”, he however implicitly binds himself to a certain manner of acting in his future 

political dealings in the role of president.  

4.2.2 Barack Obama 

Barack Obama’s commissive speech acts put forth promises centred around technological 

developments which will improve the economy, health care as well as the climate impact 

of the nation. Furthermore, he also claims that those with economic responsibility of the 

nation will be held to account in case of wrongdoings. Additionally, he promises that the 
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nation will be cooperative on the international arena and endeavours to lead once one. 

Unlike George W. Bush, Barack Obama does not make any promises regarding military 

defences but rather towards military de-escalation, as he asserts:  

Example 9: “We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people and forge a 

hard-earned peace in Afghanistan” (Obama, 2009). 

In summary, Barack Obama’s promises are of technological, economic, healthcare, 

military, and international relations character. 

The inclusive deixis of “we” is frequently used in Barack Obama’s commissive speech 

acts as he does not make any personal promises. Neither does he make an extensive use 

of explicit promises, as only one instance can be found in his speech: 

Example 10: “To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work alongside you to 

make your farms flourish and let clean waters flow, to nourish starved bodies and 

feed hungry minds.” (Obama, 2009). 

Even in the case of example 10 wherein Obama explicitly pledges, he utilizes “we” 

instead of “I”, therefore confounding the clarity of whom is responsible for upholding the 

promise. Additionally, the inclusive deixis also unites the in-group to the task as well as 

the identity of the American people.  

4.2.3 Donald J. Trump 

Donald J. Trump’s inauguration speech is filled with a large amount of commissive speech 

acts; however, this does not mean that the promises he makes cover a wider spectrum 

than the other presidents, but rather that he makes several commissive utterances on the 

same subject. His commissive speech acts are centred around improvements pertaining to 

economy, infrastructure, national security, international relations, and national prosperity. 

Whilst his commissive utterances do cover all the aforementioned, the majority of his 

commissive utterances are focused on national prosperity and the national identity. Unlike 

the other presidents, Trump leans heavily on nationalistic unification as he repeatedly 

mentions America and how it should always look towards its own interest first and 

foremost, as can be observed in the following quotes:  
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Example 11: “From this day forward it’s going to be only America first” (Trump, 

2017),  

Example 12: “Every decision on trade, on taxes, on immigrations, on foreign 

affairs, will be made to benefit American workers and American Families” 

(Trump, 2017). 

This emboldening of the national identity reinforces his use of the inclusive “we” that 

often dominates his promises. In vast majority, Trump’s commissive speech acts are both 

implicit and inclusive, as they to a high degree take form of “we will…” assertions, e.g.:  

Example 13: “We will make America safe again.” (Trump, 2017). 

Trump does however not only rely on the in-group referring in “we” but also mentions 

an outgroup in the form of radical Islamic terrorism. This negative other representation 

strengthens the portrayal of national identity in his speech, as it creates a sense of ‘us’ and 

‘them’ which emphasises the unification under the national identity. For all his promises 

contained in his inauguration speech, Trump does not make any explicit promises and 

only one using the personal deixis of “I”:  

Example 14: “I will fight for you with every breath in my body, and I will never, 

ever let you down.” (Trump, 2017). 

Even though the quote is a commissive which utilizes the individual “I”, it is still vague 

and as such provides leniency as to whether he has fulfilled his promise or not, he asserts 

that he will fight for the people and never let them down but what that entails exactly and 

how to measure whether the promise has been upheld or not is hard to pinpoint. However, 

it does hold him to a course of actions that emphasises that he will put the will of 

American people first.  

4.2.4 Joseph R. Biden 

Joseph R. Biden is the president with the smallest amount of proportional commissive 

speech act usage, as can be observed in Figure 1, in his inaugural speech. Additionally, 

he is also an anomaly in relation to the other presidents when it comes to how his promises 

are shaped. His promises are vague in nature and do not point to certain areas as the other 



 

18 

 

presidents might. Biden’s promises focus on instilling confidence rather than towards a 

certain outcome. An example which crystalizes this is the following quote:  

Example 15: “We’ll press forward with speed and urgency, for we have much to 

do in this winter of peril and significant possibilities: much to repair, much to 

restore, much to heal, much to build, and much to gain.” (Biden, 2021). 

In this example, Biden does not allude to any specific area like economy, healthcare, or 

infrastructure; rather, he promises swift and resolute actions. The vague nature of his 

promises in addition to their scant number therefore does not lend itself to many specific 

areas. A few that can be identified are defending the constitution and the democracy, and 

to build international relations. However, as previously stated, most of his promises are 

employed to garner confidence and showcase his determination.  

In further disparity to the other presidents, Biden mainly employs the individual deixis 

“I” in comparison to the inclusive “we”. This might convey and garner confidence on an 

individual level for his role as the president but in opposition it does not provide any 

unifying force. Biden also makes explicit promises to a higher degree than the other 

presidents, even though he is the one to use commissive speech acts the least. While the 

other presidents make commissive utterances in terms of “we will”, Biden communicates 

explicit promises in a clear form but with a vague illocutionary point, as in the following 

example:  

Example 16: “Before God and all of you I give you my word: I will always be 

level with you.” (Biden, 2021). 

Furthermore, unlike the other presidents who often employ commissive speech acts in the 

form of assertions, Joe R. Biden does the opposite, he communicates representative 

speech acts in the form of promises. To clarify, we will analyse the following excerpt:  

Example 17: “I understand, like my dad, they lay at bed at night staring at the 

ceiling, wondering: “Can I keep my health care? Can I pay my mortgage?” 

Thinking about their families, about what comes next. I promise you, I get it.”. 

(Biden, 2021). 
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On the surface, it is an explicit promise that Biden resolutely promises that he does in fact 

“get it”. However, as this does not bind him to a future action but rather affirms that he 

understands people’s circumstances, it does not constitute a commissive speech act but 

rather a claim or assertion without any illocutionary force other than conveying Biden’s 

belief: ergo it is a representative speech act. Biden’s promises might lack substance, but 

they also do not fetter him, allowing him to inspire while remaining fairly uncommitted. 

However, this means that his inauguration speech lacks an important ingredient, namely, 

to communicate his and his staff’s administrative direction during his period of serving.  

4.2.5 Summary 

Overall, it can be stated that the most common rhetorical strategy in shaping commissive 

speech acts in inauguration addresses would be the use of the inclusive deixis “we”. It is 

a method to unite the hearers as well as convey as shared responsibility. The one president 

who breaks away from this pattern is Joe Biden who mainly uses the individual deixis “I” 

in his commissive utterances. Furthermore, most presidents direct their commissive 

utterances towards a certain area like healthcare, economy, military, or infrastructure etc 

as to present their administrative direction. In this too, Biden stands in opposition as his 

commissive utterances often have a vague illocutionary point of more abstract character, 

this does however have benefits as his vagueness makes it hard to pinpoint whether his 

promised actions are unsuccessful as well as leaving him unfettered to them to a degree. 

Overall, the presidents use implicit promises in the form of assertions wherein they omit 

the verbs promise, pledge, or vow and instead use the performative verb “will”. However, 

their utterances are still commissive as they hold them to future actions. 

5. Discussion 

This study has sought to investigate the proportional usage of commissive speech acts 

within the inaugural addresses of Americas 21st century presidents, and furthermore how 

the commissive speech acts are realized in terms of pragmatic features. Within the results 

of the quantitative analysis, there was a disparity in the proportions of commissive speech 

act usage by the presidents, the Republican affiliated presidents utilize commissive speech 

acts to a higher degree than the presidents affiliated with the Democratic party. The largest 

disparity was observed between Donald J. Trump and Joe R. Biden. Trump makes 

promises to a vastly higher degree while Biden is the most modest promise maker of all 

the four presidents. According to Yuan and Lyu (2022), Trump’s exaggerated promise-
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making is a risky strategy as making promises one cannot uphold makes one vulnerable 

to consequences such as loss of trust and future partner suitability. It seems unlikely that 

Trump would in fact be able to uphold all of his promises made during his inauguration 

speech, thus making Biden’s more modest usage of promises a safer approach. However, 

making political promises is not without merit, as they offer a way for the president to 

convey a positive self-representation as well as serving as a method for unifying the 

people and pointing out the direction of the newly appointed administration’s politics 

(Khors and Jamieson, 1985, van Dijk, 2006, Gabets and Gené, 2016). With this in 

consideration, Trump’s exuberant use of commissive speech act is unlikely to see 

proportional gain within those areas, and promise making of such magnitude is probable 

to be a demerit.  

The qualitative analyses relating to how the presidents’ promises are realized in terms of 

pragmatic features reveal a high usage of the inclusive deixis “we”, which is consistent 

with Gabets and Gené, (2016) research as well as Khors and Jamieson (1985) description 

of the inauguration address regarding identity unification. Biden stands in contrast to the 

other presidents’ inclusive deictic use as he utilizes the individual “I” deixis instead, 

which emphasises an individual positive self-representation but provides a less influent 

unificatory force. Gabets and Gené (2016) claim that the inclusive deictic approach also 

shifts the responsibility towards the group rather than the speaker. Gabets and Gené’s 

notion contrasts with Yuan and Lyu (2022) who claim that fault allocation as well as 

responsibility is held by the speaker regarding unfulfilled promises. As such, it matters 

little what the presidents’ “we” refers to, e.g., hearers or his administration as the speaker 

will still be held accountable for the promises made. This project has neither the scope 

nor length to dispute or affirm either argument to any convincing extent. A short note 

could be voiced that if referring to the administration of the president, then a shared 

responsibility could be used to argue blame allocation by the president if he believes that 

they have failed him. However, it would still be likely that the speaker, the president, will 

be held accountable to the people for failing to uphold the promise unless extenuating 

circumstances could be proved in the form of the administration’s wrong doings. 

Therefore, the project would humbly like to propose that perhaps it is more appropriate 

to consider the shared responsibility claimed by Gabets and Gené (2016) more of a 

unifying force rather than an instrument for blame and consequence evasion in case of 

failed promises.  
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The presidents largely use implicit promises, instead of explicit promises containing 

commissive performative verbs like “promise” or “vow”. For example:  

Example 13: “We will make America safe again” (Trump, 2016).  

According to Yuan and Lyu (2022), hearers are confident in their ability to infer implicit 

promises. As such, in terms of being held accountable, it does not differ if the commissive 

utterance is shaped as an assertion or implicit promise compared to if the promise is 

explicit. However, it does enable the president to make use of the inclusive “we” rather 

than “I”, as he cannot explicitly promise something on the hearers’ behalf. Therefore, the 

implicit promises both function as a promise as well as a unifying assertion. No matter if 

the promise is explicit or implicit, the speaker is still held accountable for the utterance 

and is bound to a future course of action. Consequently, if the speaker employs vagueness 

by formulating vague promises with abstract illocutionary points which are hard to 

measure if upheld or not, one could make promises while remaining relatively unfettered 

to the commitment. As an example, we can evoke example 16 uttered by Biden: 

Example 16: “Before God and all of you I give you my word: I will always 

be level with you.” (Biden, 2021). 

What the quote entails in terms of commitment is hard to tell and as such is difficult to 

judge whether the promise has been upheld or not. This might on the surface appear to be 

a successful rhetorical strategy to produce a positive self-representation while remaining 

unfettered to the commitment. However, it voids one of the aims of the inauguration 

speech as it does nothing to illustrate the political direction or principles of the new 

administration (Khors and Jamieson, 1985). Consequently, Biden stands in opposition to 

the other presidents as his commissive utterances are vaguer and more abstract. 

Furthermore, Biden mainly utilizes the individual deixis “I” in his commissive which does 

not benefit unifying the audience, another aim of the inaugural address proposed by Khors 

and Jamieson (1985). Therefore, it can be stated that Biden’s commissive utterances are 

weak in terms of how they benefit him in his inaugural address and thus a poorly used 

rhetorical tool. This is further emphasised when considering that he has the lowest 

proportion of commissive speech acts of all presidents featured in this project.  
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The results of the project point out two clear outliers, namely Trump in his exuberant use 

of commissive speech acts and Biden in his low commissive speech act usage and vague 

utterances. To their defence, it is likely that being blamed for not upholding a vague 

promise is lower than being held responsible for an implicit promise as it is harder to 

judge whether the promise has been failed or not. Especially if both are simultaneously 

not upheld, to a degree this would be true regarding the number of promises as well. There 

is likely an exponential decrease in negative consequences after failing to uphold 

promises once a threshold has been reached. There is no difference between failing to 

uphold 30 or 20 promises as the brunt of the negative impacts has already been acquired. 

However, given the limitations of the study these notion should be considered nothing 

more than conjectures. Regarding both quantity as well as quality, the more apposite 

approach likely lies somewhere in the middle between Trump and Biden, i.e., George W. 

Bush and Barack Obama, who in relation has a more balanced use of commissive speech 

acts. Barack Obama is included in this notion even though he only utilizes commissive 

speech acts at a 2,47% degree higher than Biden on the grounds that Biden’s commissive 

utterances are vague and often lack a clear illocutionary point, therefore making his 

promises weak in beneficial attributes whereas Obama utilizes commissive utterances to 

their fullest. In conclusion, to use promises appropriately in the context of inaugural 

speeches one should neither promise too much nor too little or vaguely if one wishes to 

utilize commissive utterances to their full potential within the context of inaugural 

speeches. 

6. Conclusion 

Conclusively, the aim of the project was to answer the two following research questions: 

1. What is the proportion of commissive speech act in inaugural addresses in relation 

to other types of speech acts by the American presidents of the 21st century?  

2. How are the commissive speech acts within the inaugural addresses realized in 

terms of pragmatic features (e.g., vagueness, deictic use, self-positive 

representation, and implicature)? 

The first research question sought to discover what proportion the American presidents 

used commissive speech acts in relation to types of speech acts within their inaugural 
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addresses. The project found that the proportion of commissive speech act usage was both 

high and low, with Trump positioning himself as an outlier at the high end of the spectrum 

whilst Biden’s proportional usage of commissive speech acts was the lowest. A notable 

result was that presidents belonging to the Republic party utilized commissive speech acts 

to a higher proportional degree than their Democratic counterparts. Given the research 

projects limitation in scope and depth by its constraints both in time and length, further 

research incorporating the analysis of every inauguration speech of all the American 

presidents would be beneficial. Additional research focusing on the presidents prior to 

the 21st century would add valuable perspective to the current research, more widespread 

patterns or discrepancies would also clarify the representability of the current results. 

The second research question was aimed to elucidate upon how the commissive speech 

acts were realized in terms of pragmatic features. The project proposed several different 

pragmatic rhetorical strategies in shaping commissive utterances as well as to different 

ends. Notable rhetorical strategies were the use of the inclusive deictic “we” over the 

individual “I” to unite the audience within the in-group identity. In terms of implicature, 

the use of commissive assertions was favoured over explicit promises as to enable the use 

of the deictic “we”, which supports the framing of an in-group identity, proposing a 

shared responsibility as well as furthering positive self-representation. The commissive 

utterances also saw distinct use in their ability to allow the presidents to communicate 

their administrative and ideological aims. Trump was presented as an outlier in 

connection to the first question given his gargantuan use of commissive speech acts, but 

through the lens of the second research question Biden is the anomaly. In contrast to the 

other presidents, Biden makes use of the individual deixis “I” as well as explicit promises 

to a much higher degree. Furthermore, he also utilizes vagueness in shaping his 

commissive utterances whereas the other presidents often have a clear illocutionary point 

to theirs. Subsequently, Biden does not utilize commissive utterances to their fullest 

potential. 

To conclude, the project found both similarities as well as discrepancies between the four 

presidents’ use of commissive speech acts in connection to the two research questions. 

Furthermore, discrepancies within the literature were noted in Gabets and Gené’s (2016) 

claim that the shift of deixis from individual to inclusive also shifts the responsibility 

from the speaker to the hearer, whereas according to Yuan and Lyu (2022) research this 
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would not affect who is held accountable or the loss the speaker would acquire if promises 

where not upheld. In relation to commissive utterances, the project proposes that the shift 

of responsibility could be viewed as a unificatory force rather than a way to shift 

responsibility in terms of who is responsible for upholding the commissive utterance.     
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Appendix A 

Presented below is a colour coding scheme for each speech acts macro category. 

Following is a collection of colour coded excerpts extracted from each president’s 

inauguration speech to demonstrate how the speech act analysis was approached. The 

excerpts have been intuitively selected as to best represent the categorization of the 

different speech acts. 

Table 4. Colour coding scheme for speech act categories. 

Types of illocutionary act Subcategories 

Representative Describing, claiming, insisting, predicting, hypothesising. 

Commissive Promising, offering, threatening, refusing, vowing, 

volunteering. 

Directive Commanding, requesting, inviting, forbidding, suggesting. 

Declarative Sentencing, resigning. 

Expressive Apologising, praising, congratulating, deploring, 

regretting. 

George W. Bush inauguration speech colour coding excerpt 

“And this is my solemn pledge: I will work to build a single nation of justice and 

opportunity. I know this is in our reach because we are guided by a power larger than 

ourselves, who creates us equal, in His image, and we are confident in principles that 

unite and lead us onward.” (Bush, 2001) 

Representative speech acts: 1, Commissive speech act: 1. 

Bush starts the excerpt by making an explicit pledge that he will work towards building 

a nation that is equal in both dispensing justice and opportunity. This is a clear 

commissive speech act as he explicitly pledges himself to an explicitly stated aim which 

given his station is an achievable action. He supports this pledge by stating what he 

believes is the case, a representative speech act, namely that it is within the reach of the 
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nation because God is on their side. The representative speech act could be argued to be 

an expressive speech act as it conveys the speaker’s feelings or attitudes as it 

communicates Bush’s piety and confidence. Often utterances are a mix of speech act 

categories which problematizes categorisation. However, given the context that the 

utterance supports his pledge the representative speech act takes precedence as it 

communicates the state of affairs, A will happen because of B.  

“What you do is as important as anything Government does. I ask you to seek a common 

good beyond your comfort, to defend needed reforms against easy attacks, to serve your 

Nation, beginning with your neighbor. I ask you to be citizens: Citizens, not spectators; 

citizens, not subjects; responsible citizens building communities of service and a nation 

of character. “(Bush, 2001) 

Representative speech acts: 1, Directive speech acts: 2. 

In this excerpt Bush requests that the hearers do their best in acting like an exemplary 

citizen as what they do matter and have meaning. He does so by first using a 

representative speech act wherein he states what he believes to be the case: that the actions 

of the citizens are as important as the actions of the government. He follows up the 

statement with two directive speech acts wherein he requests that the hearers act in a 

certain way that is becoming of the nation. The directive speech act classification in this 

utterance is straight forward as it is a clear request which is aimed to make the hearer do 

what the speaker wants. 

“Thank you, all. Chief Justice Rehnquist, President Carter, President Bush, President 

Clinton, distinguished guests, and my fellow citizens. The peaceful transfer of authority 

is rare in history, yet common in our country. With a simple oath, we affirm old traditions 

and make new beginnings. “(Bush, 2001) 

Representative speech acts: 2, Expressive speech acts: 1 

The red marked expressive speech act is a classic starting point for inauguration speeches 

in which the president conveys his gratitude to his predecessor and signal a transfer of 
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power. In terms of speech acts this constitutes as an expressive speech act as it conveys 

the president’s attitude, namely gratitude. The two representative speech acts are clear 

representative speech acts as they convey the president’s belief of what the state of affairs 

is as he states what he believes to be facts.   

Barack Obama inauguration speech colour coding excerpt 

“We are the keepers of this legacy. Guided by these principles once more, we can meet 

those new threats that demand even greater effort, even greater cooperation and 

understanding between nations. We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people and 

forge a hard-earned peace in Afghanistan. With old friends and former foes, we will work 

tirelessly to lessen the nuclear threat and roll back the specter of a warming planet.” 

(Obama, 2009) 

Representative speech acts: 2, Commissive speech acts: 2. 

The representative speech acts have a direction of fit that is world to word. Namely that 

the words are made to reflect the world, or at least the speaker’s perception of it. Obama 

claims that the people of the United States are the keepers of their founding father’s legacy 

and that their principles will guide them in the present. The commissive speech acts are 

marked by the performative verb “We will..” followed by presenting future events that 

will come to pass, binding Obama to the hearers that this will occur.  

“So let us mark this day with remembrance of who we are and how far we have traveled. 

In the year of America's birth, in the coldest of months, a small band of patriots huddled 

by dying campfires on the shores of an icy river. The Capital was abandoned. The enemy 

was advancing. The snow was stained with blood.” (Obama, 2009) 

Representative speech acts: 4, Directive speech acts: 1. 

In this excerpt Obama aims to unify the people under their shared national identity by 

evoking the past. He does so by first communicating a directive speech act, a request that 

the people hold this day in their memory where they recall their national identity and 

inheritance. To emphasise this, he draws upon representative speech acts to describe the 
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historical events of the birth of their nation. The representative speech acts are identified 

by the speaker’s communication of facts and their direction of fit, Obama uses words to 

describe the world. 

Donald J. Trump inauguration speech colour coding excerpt 

“America will start winning again, winning like never before. We will bring back our 

jobs. We will bring back our borders. We will bring back our wealth. And we will bring 

back our dreams. “(Trump, 2017) 

Representative speech acts: 1, Commissive speech acts: 4. 

This excerpt showcase some of the difficulties that arise in speech act classification. The 

first utterance could well be considered an indirect commissive speech act wherein Trump 

implicitly promises prosperity under his guidance. However, as this followed by four 

direct commissive speech acts it is more proper to consider it a claim that supports his 

communicated goals or beliefs. Additionally, the representative speech act lacks any 

personal deixis which would indicate who would be held to a future course of action. 

Subsequently, this is further contrasted by the four following direct commissive speech 

acts wherein Trump uses both the personal deixis “we” in addition the performative verb 

“will”. 

“But for too many of our citizens, a different reality exists: Mothers and children trapped 

in poverty in our inner cities; rusted-out factories scattered like tombstones across the 

landscape of our Nation; an education system, flush with cash, but which leaves our 

young and beautiful students deprived of all knowledge; and the crime and the gangs and 

the drugs that have stolen too many lives and robbed our country of so much unrealized 

potential. This American carnage stops right here and stops right now. “(Trump, 2017) 

Representative speech acts: 1, Commissive speech acts: 1. 

The representative speech act is a winding description of Trump’s perception of America. 

Without punctuation the utterance cover subjects spanning from education, crime, and a 

decline in factories. The utterance has a distinct world to word fit as it describes Trump’s 

belief of reality. The representative speech act is then followed by a claim that this decline 

will ceases at this very moment. The utterance binds Trump to a future course of action 

that under his care the nation will see improvements within those areas. Additionally, in 
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uttering these words Trump proclaims that he will shape the world after them, ergo the 

direction of fit is word to world.   

Joseph R. Biden inauguration speech colour coding excerpt 

“To all those who supported our campaign, I am humbled by the faith you've placed in 

us. To all those who did not support us, let me say this: Hear me out as we move forward. 

Take a measure of me and my heart. And if you still disagree, so be it. That's democracy. 

That's America. The right to dissent peaceably, within the guardrails of our Republic, is 

perhaps this Nation's greatest strength. Yet hear me clearly: Disagreement must not lead 

to disunion. And I pledge this to you: I will be a President for all Americans—all 

Americans. And I promise you, I will fight as hard for those who did not support me as 

for those who did. “ 

Representative speech acts: 5, Expressive speech acts: 1, Directive speech acts: 2, 

Commissive speech acts: 2. 

This excerpt can very well be considered a tour de France of speech acts as it features all 

the speech act macro classes bar the declarative one. Biden beings the excerpt by first 

communicating his feelings towards his supporters. The expressive speech act is a clear-

cut example as it features the ‘I am [insert feeling]’ format, furthermore the utterance has 

a clear illocutionary point as it aims to convey this feeling to the hearer. The expressive 

speech act is followed by two directive speech acts wherein Biden requests two things of 

the hearer, firstly that they should not turn his words aside on the grounds of conflicting 

interests, and secondly that they should by his words judge whether he is to be trusted or 

not. Following, Biden utilizes five short punctuated representative speech acts to claim 

that even if they do not agree with him, that is within their rights but should not breed 

disunion. These claims are classified as representative speech acts as Biden 

communicates what he believes to be facts. Biden closes the point by trying to assure the 

hearer with two commissive speech acts that he promises that he will represent all of 

America and fight equally hard for all, thus binding him to a future course of action in his 

political dealings and leadership. 
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