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The September 11 attacks were a serious challenge for the Americans; they posed a big threat to the nation’s security and made a great influence on the United States election campaign of 2004. The us-and-them category found its new expression in the presidential debates between President George Bush and Senator John Kerry.

As one of the most important tools of political discourse, according to T. van Dijk, the us-and-them category is through exploiting the ‘friend and foe’ image that politicians have always polarized the “positive evaluations of ‘us’ and negative evaluations of ‘them’ [van Dijk 1997: 28]. The Kerry-Bush presidential debates are a good illustration of establishing the us-and-them separation.

First of all, the us-and-them rhetorical category is expressed by pronouns we/us/our and they/them/their. Both G. W. Bush and J. Kerry strive for a positive image of themselves and the parties they belong to and for a negative one of their opponent and his party.

Frequent use of pronouns we/us/our by Bush and Kerry serves several aims. In general, these pronouns play a “uniting” role in the debates. Bush uses them primarily to speak as a representative of his party or the government. It means that he wants to express institutional identity, but at the same time he wants to show his party as a team. In the attempt to create a close link between himself and the citizens – the link that Bush already has as President – Kerry often involves the voters in the issue in question. To achieve it he also uses a wide range of address forms towards the voters (folks, my fellows Americans, America).

It is noteworthy that by using the pronouns they/them/their the politicians refer not only to their political opponents but to terrorists as well. The debates are characterized by the existence of an external enemy and both politicians create a negative and frightening image of the foe. At the same time, Bush and Kerry use the pronouns to criticize their opponents and opposition parties.

The significance of the September 11 attacks cannot be underestimated. The tragedy had a great impact on the choice of themes discussed in the debates. The main subject of the debates is national security and war on terrorism. A choice of words depends on issues under discussion, it invokes certain images and shapes people’s views.

When we speak about a choice of words we come to the term ‘concept’. According to Siomkin, concepts create a system of opinions and reflect cognitive and learning experience of the native speaker [Siomkin 2011: 162]. The analysis of the vocabulary allows us to see a “pragmasemantic value” of the words as “they serve to better understand linguistic profiles of the candidates, including their beliefs and intentions” [Mukhortov 2016: 152].

The us-and-them category can be manifested through the opposite groups of keywords: “military vocabulary” (vicious enemy, ideology of hate, fight the war on terror; strengthening our military; to go after the terrorists; to hunt them down), and “peace and freedom vocabulary” (to achieve the peace, to pursue a strategy of freedom, to spread freedom, power of liberty, a deep faith in liberty). These expressions can be special markers of “us” and “them”. Both politicians try to attract voters’ attention pointing out the necessity of peace and a negative attitude towards terrorists.

Another important factor is the candidates’ attitude to their actions. Bush sees his actions as a duty or an obligation while Kerry’s rhetoric suggests that the measures he is going to take are more like a plan. At the same time along with the words duty and obligation Bush uses the word strategy that is very close to Kerry’s plan that can tell us about his contradictory nature and his commitment to double standards that is a specific feature of the American consciousness.

A slogan as a tool of political discourse expresses the main ideas or goals in a short form and influences voters’ opinions and behavior. Above all, both Bush and Kerry talk about protection of the country and its citizens. It is connected with an important issue of homeland security and it is their top priority after the September 11 attacks. Due to that, Bush wants to keep the country safer while Kerry intends to make America stronger, and the election results clearly show us the choice of the Americans between “being safer” and “being stronger”.

Verbal aggression is one of the main means to show one's opposition to the “other” group aimed at undermining an opponent’s authority. In the debates verbal aggression is manifested mainly through criticisms and irony as both Bush and Kerry try to achieve the main aim – to discredit their opponent.

In conclusion, it must be stressed that the context of the 9/11 events was crucial in the 2004 presidential debates. With all classical attributes of the us-and-them category present in the rhetoric of either candidate, G.W. Bush, however, managed to beat his challenger by emphasizing the role of his party, proposing a long-term strategy to gain success in performing duties and making the ideas of fighting violence and promoting safety, peace and freedom the main priority.
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