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Abstract

Discourse is one of the primary means through which political communication strategies are realized. I argue that the exploitation of specific discourse strategies by political actors goes hand in hand with their political strategies, and that the former are realized through repeated patterns and subtly conveyed meanings. 

In this paper I adopt the Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS) approach to identify the way discourse features are exploited to achieve strategic goals in a discourse type. In particular, I focus on the White House press briefings dating back to George W. Bush’s first term as president, whose transcripts have been assembled into an XML-marked-up corpus.

This paper focuses on a typical CADS research question: how does the press secretary use the word important, typical of political communication jargon and, in theory, related to the agenda-setting process, when discussing specific topics and in order to give prominence to some issues on the agenda?
Introduction

Today’s world is witnessing the development of a “social technology of influence” (Manheim 1998: 100-1), orchestrated by political actors by exploiting a number of means of communication, including the traditional media and new ones, but also by making use of marketing tools and techniques, with the goal of shaping the public opinion in such a way as to gain support for the achievement of specific political goals.

Discourse – which, following Stubbs (1996) and Martin and Rose (2007), I regard as constitutive of social reality – is undoubtedly one of the primary means through which such advanced communication strategies are realized. In particular, I argue that the exploitation of specific discourse strategies on the part of individual actors or groups on the political scene goes hand in hand with their political strategies, and that most of these discourse strategies are realized through the repetition of patterns and the conveyance of meanings in ways that are invisible to the naked eye.

In line with this hypothesis, I have chosen to exploit the Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS) approach (Partington 2004, 2006, 2008; Bayley 2008) to explore a specific discourse type through the combined use of quantitative and qualitative analytical techniques, in order to be able to identify the way a number of discourse features are exploited by specific participants in order to achieve specific strategic goals.

More specifically, I have chosen to explore the discourse strategies enacted by the participants in one of the most important arenas of political communication today: the daily press briefings that take place at the White House, where the press secretary to the president meets reporters with the twofold goal of responding to reporters’ demands for presidential news and, more importantly from the White House point of view, of setting the agenda for the day by making certain issues more salient than others, according to the priorities established by the administration.

In particular, I focus here on the White House press briefings held during the first term of the George W. Bush administration (January 2001 – January 2005)
. In a context transformed by technological developments and by an evolved media market, the Bush White House has deliberately chosen to make communication strategies one of the key aspects of the administration, working hard on developing specific messages, attempting to place them on the agenda at a given moment, and in such a way as to have them framed by the media as they were intended to be (Kumar 2007: 3-4; 71-72). Due to such a strong emphasis placed on communication by this administration, the press briefings which took place at the White House during those years are likely to represent an interesting starting point for the exploration of the way discourse strategies are exploited by the wizards of communication in today’s political scene.

1. The WHoB corpus

In order to explore and analyze them, I have collected all the official transcripts of the briefings and of the informal ‘gaggles’ that were publicly available on the White House website
 for the four years of the Bush administration’s first term, amounting to a total of 697 texts and 3,367,340 words. I have subsequently assembled them in a corpus, which I named White House press briefings 2001-2005 corpus (henceforth WHoB corpus). 
The WHoB corpus has been marked-up with XML by myself, mainly following the TEI-conformant schema
 developed by Cirillo, Marchi and Venuti (2009) for the CorDis project
. Information encoded in the TEI Header for each file includes, among other things: 

· the title of each briefing;

· the date in which the briefing took place;

· the phase in which it took place;

· the location where it was held;

· the type of press conference (briefing, gaggle, or briefing with a guest).

Other information that is encoded in the mark-up, related to specific portions of text, includes, among other things:

· the structure of the briefing, which may be divided into two or three main speech routines (Partington 2003: 49-50): an opening statement, a question and answer session and an optional addendum;

· the role of the speaker in each utterance, organized into the following categories: podium
, press, Cabinet member, Press Office staff, Presidential staff, Department staff, Federal agency head, other guest;

· the individual speaker in each utterance.

Thanks to the incorporation of such information in the corpus it has been possible to carry out a corpus-based investigation without losing sight of the context of interaction, which is generally regarded as a shortcoming of most corpus work (Widdowson 2000: 6-9). More specifically, discourse strategies enacted by different sets of speakers – namely, the podium vs. reporters – could be identified and compared in the WHoB corpus thanks to the presence of the XML mark-up. 
The XML mark-up has also made it possible to subdivide the WHoB corpus into modules – or sub-corpora – on a chronological basis, choosing four major world events that occurred during George W. Bush’s first term as President as watersheds dividing one phase from another. The five phases were thus identified as follows:

1.
from George W. Bush’s inauguration as President to the day before the 9/11 attacks (21 January 2001 – 10 September 2001);

2. 
from the 9/11 attacks, throughout the US-led attack against Afghanistan, until the days marking the end of Taliban control over Afghanistan (11 September 2001 – 6 December 2001)

3.
from the end of Taliban control over Afghanistan to the day before major military operations in Iraq began (10 December 2001 – 19 March 2003);

4.
during the US-led invasion of Iraq until Bush’s declaration of ‘mission accomplished’ (20 March 2003 – 1 May 2003); 

5.
from Bush’s declaration of the end of major combat operations in Iraq and until the end of his first term as President (2 May 2003 – 20 January 2005).

In practice, thus, phase 1 covers George W. Bush’s first few months as a president, during which the White House agenda was focused on those issues that had been at the core of the presidential election campaign, such as tax relief, energy reform and a restructuring of the armed forces. Phases 2 and 4 respectively cover two periods of national and international crisis: the former includes the months starting with the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent US-led attack against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, while the latter covers the month and a half in which the US and its allies invaded Iraq and removed Saddam Hussein from power. Phase 3 covers the year and a half in which the Bush administration worked hard to persuade the international community about the urgency of disarming Saddam Hussein and removing him from power, and strived in vain to obtain a UN Security Council resolution authorizing the attack against Iraq. Phase 5, finally, covers the period following the removal of Saddam Hussein from power, which was characterized by the onset of civil war in Iraq and by the revelation that the Iraqi regime did not possess WMDs.

The main reason behind this subdivision lies in the assumption that different types of communication strategies must have been required by circumstances in such different political phases, and, more specifically, that political communication and media-presidency relations during a time of crisis are generally regarded as being characterized by quite peculiar patterns. The five sub-corpora are quite different from each other in size, as shown in Table 1. However, it will be possible to compare them by normalizing raw frequency and co-occurrence data.

	Phase
	Phase 1: Before 9/11
	Phase 2: 9/11 + invasion of Afghanistan
	Phase 3: Build-up to Iraq war
	Phase 4: Invasion of Iraq
	Phase 5: After the invasion of Iraq

	Texts
	86
	53
	199
	26
	333

	Tokens
	466304
	307629
	1100878
	161672
	1330857


Table 1. WHoB corpus: number of texts and tokens per sub-corpus, on a chronological basis

In order to fully exploit the opportunities provided by the XML mark-up, corpus-processing software specifically designed for XML marked-up corpora was used in the present study. The Xaira package
, which is freely available and allows the user to perform XML-based queries, was chosen to this purpose. WordSmith Tools 3.0 (Scott 1998a) was also used to perform some additional tasks that are not available in Xaira, such as the generation of keywords. The version of the corpus used with WordSmith is one without the XML mark-up, containing only the words actually spoken by the participants in the briefing.

2. Methodology and research question
Following what is outlined by Partington (2003: 4), I intend to examine the briefings as a discourse type by focusing not merely on single texts but also on trends and recurring patterns that may be assumed as characterizing the discourse type as a whole, or subsections of it, and by taking into account both the co-text in which a given linguistic feature occurs and the wider context of text production. In order to do so, I intend to exploit a combination of quantitative and qualitative analytical techniques.

One of the points in favour of the use of corpora in the analysis of discourse, Baker argues (2006: 13-14; 19-20), is that repeated patterns of use of certain words, phrases and grammatical constructions in a specific discourse type, which are likely to escape notice unless they are identified by carrying out quantitative investigations on a wealth of data, can, once detected, reveal subtle discourse strategies we are unaware of. Such a belief is mainly based on Hoey’s theory of lexical priming (2004: 8), according to which

we can only account for collocation if we assume that every word is mentally primed for collocational use. As a word is acquired through encounters with it in speech and writing, it becomes cumulatively loaded with the contexts and co-texts in which it is encountered, and our knowledge of it includes the fact that it co-occurs with certain other words in certain kinds of context.

Such a theory, I believe, is particularly relevant to the study of political discourse, where specific linguistic choices may be deliberately enacted recurrently in ways that are not visible to the naked eye; indeed, as Manheim (1998: 103) observes, “strategic communication is most effective when it is least visible, and least effective when it is revealed”; thus, repeatedly occurring words, phrases and structures might have been carefully chosen in order to influence the audience’s world view.

In agreement with what Partington (2008) suggests, I regard the marriage of introspection with data observation as the best possible option for the investigation of specialized discourse types. In this study I have therefore chosen to rely on the burgeoning Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies – or CADS – approach, outlined by Partington (2004; 2006; 2008). The CADS approach combines quantitative and qualitative analytical techniques in the investigation of ad hoc specialized corpora.

In particular, CADS investigations mainly focus on research questions of the following type: how does a given participant achieve a specific goal with language, and what does this tell us about this participant? (Partington 2006: 270). However, in order to be able to claim that a specific discourse feature is typical of a given participant or group or of a single discourse type, rather than being a feature of a language as a whole, comparisons need to be carried out, either by comparing a specialized corpus and a general reference corpus, or by taking into account two or more discourse types, or even by contrasting discourse strategies enacted by different participants within a single discourse type (Partington 2006: 269). Thus, CADS research questions such as the one referred to above need to contain an element of comparison: data need to be tested again other data sets.

One possible way of carrying out comparative research within a discourse type and among different ones is to assemble a modular corpus, such as this one, which is made up of different sub-corpora, each containing texts dating back to different time spans. 

Throughout this study, I have compared normalized frequency data (per 1,000,000 words) in different sub-corpora (e.g. in different phases) or for different speakers/speaker roles. Normalized data have been obtained by comparing the number of occurrences of each word in each sub-corpus or in the words of each speaker/speaker role with the total number of words uttered in that sub-corpus or by that speaker/speaker role. The total number of tokens for each phase, for the two main speaker roles and the two main podiums, used as the starting point for all frequency data normalization procedures in this study, is reported in Table 2 below.

	
	whole corpus
	press
	podium
	Fleischer
	McClellan

	all phases
	3367340
	1029737
	2185700
	1382940
	768139

	phase 1
	466304
	159203
	300466
	293934
	6560

	phase 2
	307629
	94297
	181293
	181293
	0

	phase 3
	1100878
	347474
	725597
	683081
	41103

	phase 4
	161672
	49940
	106655
	103410
	2192

	phase 5
	1330857
	378823
	871689
	121222
	718284


Table 2. Total number of tokens for each phase, for the two main speaker roles and the two main podiums

Another type of procedure involves comparing an item’s normalized frequency in the WHoB corpus to its normalized frequency in other, larger corpora, namely the British National Corpus (BNC)
, the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)
 and the CorDis corpus. Through the former procedure, differences between the sections of the corpus can be highlighted, while the latter may be used to spot significantly high or low frequency figures of specific items in the corpus compared to other discourse types.

Furthermore, I generated keyword lists as a more advanced way of comparing the WHoB corpus to other corpora, with the aim of identifying “words which are significantly more frequent in one corpus than another” (Hunston 2002: 68). The two corpora chosen as reference are the collection of all spoken English texts contained in the BNC
 and the American sub-corpus of the CorDis corpus
. As recommended by Scott (1998b: 70), the wordlists chosen as reference were obtained from corpora that are larger than the WHoB corpus. 

One typical CADS research question type aims to find out how, in a given discourse type, participants use specific discourse features to pursue specific strategies. In the present paper, I focus on a research question of this type, as I intend to investigate how a lexical item typically used in the jargon of political communication is exploited by the White House press secretary, in relation to specific topics and in the perspective of achieving specific political goals.

3. The words of political communication in the briefings

Most definitions of political communication (McNair 2007: 3-4; Perloff 1998: 8; Kriesi 2004: 188) 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).

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 paper will be to ascertain whether one of these words are exploited by the podium in relation to specific topics and in the perspective of achieving specific political goals. Table 3 shows the four keywords’ ranking in the two keywords lists. Of these, important has been chosen as the object of investigation in this paper, as its ranking in the keywords lists is higher than the other words belonging to the same category.

4. Important
4.1. Frequency and distribution

As mentioned above, the use of the adjective important in the briefings 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


Table 4. Occurrences per million words of important in the WHoB corpus and in some reference corpora
Table 4 shows that important is significantly more 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 this word is higher than in general English corpora, but lower than their frequency in the briefings corpus. This might indicate that important is specific of media and political discourse in general and of press briefings in particular, and it might be worth exploring its function in this context in more detail.

According to the Oxford American Dictionary, the adjective important, whose absolute frequency amounts to 4537 occurrences in the WHoB corpus, 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 this word 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 5 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 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 5. Occurrences of important per million words in different chronological phases, for different speakers and speaker roles

4.2 Patterns in predicative and attributive position

Due to the high frequency of important in the corpus, 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 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 6.

Concordances of the most frequent patterns containing important in both predicative and attributive position will now be examined.

4.3 Important in predicative position

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 7, have is the most frequent (42 occurrences). Most phrases following the it is/’s/was [adverb] important to pattern appear to 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 verb 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 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 1 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.


(1)

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 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 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 2 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.

(2)
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 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 3 shows an example of this.

(3) 
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 1 below.
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Concordance 1. it is/’s/was [adverb] important that (the) Congress/Senate
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 is not obvious. Excerpt 4 below shows an example of the way this structure is used by the podium to put pressure on Congress.

(4)
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.

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:

(5) 
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 emerges 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 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 2, 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.

	udgment and the decision that it was 
	important 
	for the UN that an American Presiden

	ns. The world is watching, and it 's 
	important 
	for the UN to fulfill its mission so 

	ust as the President said that it 's 
	important 
	for the United Nations Security Coun

	hat he believes that it remains very 
	important 
	for the United Nations Security Coun

	? The President thinks that 's it 's 
	important 
	for the United Nations Security Coun

	sident has made it clear that it is 
	important 
	for the United Nations to act, throu

	through the United Nations and it 's 
	important 
	for the United Nations to act. After 

	s the other leaders said, that it 's 
	important 
	for the United Nations to have a rol

	s because the President thinks it 's 
	important 
	for the United Nations to have a rol

	 world bodies to be effective. It 's 
	important 
	for the United Nations to have the s

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

	ays and weeks, and not months. It 's 
	important 
	for the United Nations to move quick


Concordance 2. 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 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. 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] 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 6.

(6)
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 3 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).

	said today in the Rose Garden,what's 
	important 
	is not to have a focus on an arbitra

	gma of homosexuality? I think what's 
	important 
	is to allow the office to develop an

	saying. The President thinks what is 
	important 
	is to be accurate, not political, an

	n that. What the President thinks is 
	important 
	is to be available to answer reporte

	President in the Middle East. What's 
	important 
	is to continue to make progress, as 

	mbings and martyrdom? Because what's 
	important 
	is to diminish, if not eliminate, th

	gger, President Bush believes what's 
	important 
	is to enact the tax cut. We need to 

	re numbers are bandied about. What's 
	important 
	is to find the facts. And that 's wh

	ue to stand by that. But what's most 
	important 
	is to focus on what we 're doing to 

	nts' bill of rights, and what's most 
	important 
	is to get an agreement so it can get 

	address the deficit. But what's most 
	important 
	is to get the economy growing even s

	This is part of the process. What's 
	important 
	is to get to the process so these is

	e support, and what we think is most 
	important 
	, is to have mandatory reliability s

	at. So the President believes what's 
	important 
	is to hold both parties accountable 

	aightforward about this. What's most 
	important 
	is to look at the case, and the case 

	o 50 votes can be arrived at. What's 
	important 
	is to protect the country and to pas

	be appropriate? I think what is most 
	important 
	is to protect the economy. There are 

	he President 's view is that what is 
	important 
	is to provide the maximum safety for 

	statement. And he prevailed. What's 
	important 
	now is to bring the parties together 

	he President believes that what's so 
	important 
	now is to focus on the future. And t

	 to agreements on the ground. What's 
	important 
	now is to get back to that point. Ar

	ight terror in all its forms. What's 
	important 
	now is to have a real crackdown on t

	p has three phases to it. And what's 
	important 
	now is to help the Israelis and to h

	t to that one, will we? Well, what's 
	important 
	now is to move to the implementation 


Concordance 3. 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, 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) 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. 

	nt 's point of view, what's foremost 
	important 
	for Congress to remember is that un

	 a red line. But, obviously, what is 
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	here is for North Korea to recogniz

	? Jean, what the President thinks is 
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	In the President 's judgment, what's 
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	is for the Palestinian Authority to 
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	is for the parties to continue talk
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	important 
	is for the power of the President '

	that won't be the case. But what's 
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	is for the Senate to act. If the Se
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	is for the Senate to get moving and 

	 process moving. And that 's what is 
	important 
	now, is for the Senate – as Senator 
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	important 
	now is for all parties to focus on 

	than the one that was passed. What's 
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	now is for the House and Senate to 

	ng; the attacks continue. And what's 
	important 
	now is for the Palestinian Authorit

	t the Senate can pass a bill. What's 
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	now is for the Senate to compromise

	ately, and hence the problem. What's 
	important 
	now is for the United Nations to ma

	ion has built itself up. What's very 
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	now is for the world to join togethe


Concordance 4. 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, which shows how this pattern is 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.

4.4 Important in attributive position
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 7.

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.

	sident identified. Energy remains an 
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	issue. Certainly with the important 

	orld; terrorism insurance remains an 
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	issue, education, technology innovat

	ols of our border, but it remains an 
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	ell, again, proliferation remains an 
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	issue around the world -- to counter 

	 spending. Welfare reform remains an 
	important 
	issue that is still mired in the Sen

	ulus or not. But no, that remains an 
	important 
	issue for many Democrats and Republi

	ain regards. And so, this remains an 
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	issue to be negotiated and to be dis
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	issue for the future, it 's one of t
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	issue. The President would still lik
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Concordance 5. Remain(s) (a/an) (very) important issue(s)

The second pattern is indicated by the presence of remain(s) (16 occurrences, frequent in phase 3: see Concordance 5) 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 7 below shows the podium’s strategic use of this pattern in the context of a discussion about the administration’s agenda.

(7)
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 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 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.

4.5 Summary of data

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 taking an impartial stance with regard to a given issue.
Conclusions

The analysis conducted in this paper was mainly aimed at finding out how a corpus keyword, whose high frequency in the briefings had been hypothesized to be connected to its being related to a specific aspect of political communication, namely agenda-setting, is exploited by the podium in relation to specific topics and in the perspective of achieving specific political goals. 

What emerged from the analysis, however, is that in the majority of cases this keyword carries with itself ‘non-obvious meanings’, such as the ones CADS research aims at detecting.

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. Important does in fact in a minority of cases refer to the agenda-setting process and to the administration’s priorities. However, a significant share of the occurrences of important occurs 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.
In these cases, therefore, patterns containing important 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.

In sum, the analysis of this word 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. 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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Notes





� Two different people have been working in the position of White House press secretary during the George W. Bush’s first term as President. The first of these was Ari Fleischer, who served as press secretary since Bush’s inauguration in January 2001 until July 2003, when he was replaced by the young Scott McClellan – his former deputy – who had already acted as podium in some briefings as a temporary replacement for Fleischer. McClellan retained the post until well into Bush’s second term, and had to resign in April 2006.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/briefings" ��http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/briefings�. This URL has been discontinued with the advent of the Obama administration.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.tei-c.org" ��www.tei-c.org� (accessed: 20 September 2009).


� The CorDis (Corpora and Discourse: A quantitative and qualitative linguistic analysis of political and media discourse on the conflict in Iraq in 2003) was a national research project involving research groups in four Italian universities, funded by the Italian Ministry of University and Research through the PRIN 2006-2007 programme and coordinated by prof. John Morley (University of Siena).


� Following Partington (2003), I have chosen to refer to the person who represents the White House during the briefing (e.g. the press secretary or another administration official) as to the ‘podium’


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/rts/xaira/" ��http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/rts/xaira/� (accessed: 20 September 2009)


� Frequency data from the British National Corpus were obtained by using the web interface developed by Davies and available online: � HYPERLINK "http://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/" ��http://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/� (accessed: 20 September 2009).


� The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) is a collection of over 385,000,000 words of American English texts dating back to years from 1990 to 2008 and including spoken texts, fiction, popular magazines, newspapers, and academic texts. Assembled by Davies at Brigham Young University, it may be accessed online at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.americancorpus.org" ��http://www.americancorpus.org� (accessed: 20 September 2009).


� This sub-corpus’ frequency list in WordSmith’s wordlist format is freely available online at � HYPERLINK "http://www.lexically.net/downloads/spoken.zip" ��http://www.lexically.net/downloads/spoken.zip� (accessed: 20 September 2009)


� The CorDis Us sub-corpus contains texts related to the war in Iraq, namely transcripts of TV news items from CBS, US Congress debates, editorials, op-eds and reports from the US press and a small number of White House press briefings.
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