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SPEECH ACTS OF TOLERANCE/INTOLERANCE IN D. TRUMP AND J. BIEDEN DEBATE  

 

Abstract 

This article explores how politicians’ speeches reveal their views on tolerance and intolerance. Spe-

cifically, the remarks made by Presidents D. Trump and J. Biden during initial debate was chosen. Tol-

erance could be a condition and fundamental guideline of the political communication. Similar to this, 

actions of intolerance can also be a calculated tactic to undermine the opponent and establish one's own 

superiority. Politicians use a variety of speech acts, including threats, promises, apologies, and others, to 

incite society for their personal gain. The author's objective is to evaluate the president's language be-

havior in terms of verbal acts that indicate tolerance or intolerance. The first debate between Donald 

Trump and Joe Biden held September 29, 2020, is part of the corpus of study. The analysis’s results dis-

closed expressives like the procedural act, directives and commissives, declaratives and representatives, 

a number of which indirectly realized through other verbs. 

Keywords: concept, tolerance, intolerance, pragmatics, speech acts, political speech. 
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Д. ТРАМП ЖӘНЕ ДЖ. БАЙДЕННІҢ АРАСЫНДАҒЫ ПІКІРТАЛАСТАҒЫ 

ТОЛЕРАНТТЫЛЫҚ/ИНТОЛЕРАНТТЫЛЫҚТЫҢ ТІЛДІК АКТІЛЕРІ 

 

Аңдатпа  

Бұл мақалада саясаткерлердің баяндамаларының толеранттылық пен интолеранттылыққа 

деген көзқарастары зерттеледі. Дәлірек Д. Трамп және Дж. Байденнің алғашқы пікірталасы 

таңдалды. Толеранттылық саяси коммуникацияның шарты мен басты бағдары болып табылады. 

Осыған ұқсас интолеранттылықты білдіру – беделін түсіріп өз өктемдігін нығайтудағы 

ойластырылған айла болуы ықтымал.  Саясаткерлер қоғамды өз мүддесі үшін әртүрлі тілдік 

актілер қолданады. Олардың қатарына қоқан-лоқы көрсету, уәде беру, кешірім сұрау және тағы 

басқалары кіреді. Мақала авторының мақсаты толеранттылық және интолеранттылықты 

көрсететін тілдік актілер тұрғысынан президенттердің тілдік мінез-құлқын талдау болып 

табылады. 2020 жылдың 29-қыркүйегінде өткен Д. Трамп және Дж.Байден арасындағы алғашқы 

пікірталасы зерттеу корпусын құрайды. Талдау нәтижесінде пікірталас процессуалды акт, 

директив, коммисив, декларатив және репрезентатив сияқты айтылымдардан тұратыны 

айқындалды. Олардың кейбірі етістіктер арқылы жанама түрде жүзеге асты.  

Түйін сөздер: концепт, толерантттылық, интолеранттылық, прагматика, тілдік актілер, саяси 

тіл. 
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РЕЧЕВЫЕ АКТЫ ТОЛЕРАНТНОСТИ/НЕТЕРПИМОСТИ В ДЕБАТАХ  

Д. ТРАМПА И Дж. БАЙДЕНА 

 

Аннотация  

В этой статье исследуется как выступления политиков раскрывают их взгляды на 

толерантность и интолерантность. В частности, были выбраны высказывания президентов Д. 

Трампа и Дж. Байдена в первом дебате. Толерантность является условием и фундаментальным 

ориентиром политической коммуникации. Подобно этому, проявления интолерантности также 

могут быть продуманной тактикой, направленной на подрыв позиций противника и утверждение 

собственного превосходства. Политики используют различные речевые акты, включая угрозы, 

обещания, извинения и другие, чтобы подстрекать общество к личной выгоде. Цель автора - 

оценить языковое поведение президентов с точки зрения вербальных актов, которые указывают на 

толерантность или интолерантность. Первый дебат между Дональдом Трампом и Джо Байденом, 

который состоялся 29 сентября 2020 года, является частью корпуса исследований. Выводы 

анализа показывают наличие таких выражений, как процессуальный акт, директивы и поручения, 

декларативы и репрезентативы, ряд из которых косвенно реализованы через другие глаголы. 

Ключевые слова: концепт, толерантность, интолерантность, прагматика, речевые акты, 

политическая речь. 

 

Introduction. The concept of tolerance is actively promulgated in American politics. Therefore, 

tolerance bears discursive traits penetrating different aspects of society through political actions. Intoler-

ant behaviors or acts of intolerance are regulated or reacted by state representatives in the name of social 

justice and equity. Political appeal of people to tolerance may not always reflect in political communica-

tion.  

The goal of this paper is to analyze pragmatic features of tolerance/intolerance on the basis of 

speech acts in the presidents’ behavior. The corpus of analysis includes the first debate between 

D.Trump and J. Biden, on September 29, 2020.  

The questions put forward are:   

 What language is used by the two presidents in the debate? 

 What are the speech acts used in the debate between D. Trump and J. Biden? 

Methods. In this article I base my study on qualitative method to expound the speech acts of toler-

ance and intolerance on the debate speech. For this I will employ classification of actual speech acts of-

fered by Austin (1962) and J.R. Searle’s (1976) with the attentive reference to their principles and di-

mensions [1, 2].  

Research Data: the first debate held between D. Trump and J. Biden on September 29, 2020 was 

analyzed. Its textual transcript [3] was prepared for speech acts analysis. 

Data analysis: to analyze the speech a combination of instruments and techniques were used. First-

ly, it was divided into sentences, which were studied to recognize its speech act. Secondly, every speech 

act was scrutinized in its context in relation with other speech acts and elements. Thirdly, the lexical and 

grammatical elements were analyzed.  

Research result. Pragmatics is a branch of linguistics that studies language in combination with its 

users and context. Among these pragmatic issues there are conversational implicatures, speech acts and 

their classification (J. Austin and J. Searle) [1, 2], politeness theory (P. Brown & S.C. Levinson) [4], 

cooperative principles (P. Grice) [5], and others. Such a correlative focus allows to disclose a number of 

language aspects behind which a great deal of knowledge and meaning are communicated. In addition, 

https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/donald-trump-joe-biden-1st-presidential-debate-transcript-2020
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it considers language as an essential part of human interaction that manifests itself diversely from situa-

tion to situation. Hence, this approach studies not only semantic and syntactic features of language in 

isolation, but their use by people in contexts. The choice of certain structures is significant as well as the 

meaning those structures infer.  

Speech Act Theory deals with human speech, actions and their interrelation. This theory incorpo-

rates the issues relating language use, functions, inferences, effect of language on human, linguistic, cul-

tural and social aspects of language. Generally, Speech Acts are considered to be a pragmatic approach 

into a language study, whose development is due to a number of philosophers’ scientific merits. Prelim-

inary moves were taken by J. L. Austin (1962) [1] and J.R. Searle (1969) [2]. The main discussion of 

their work regarded the nature of utterance. Especially J.L. Austin’s theory “How to do things with 

words” made a considerable contribution to the development of pragmatics as a separate linguistic sub-

field. The core idea of this theory is that words pertain power to produce actions. J. Austin believes that 

there are some sentences that serve to perform actions instead of merely naming and describing (“con-

state”) objects or phenomena. This idea has been a radical appeal in the history of language history, as it 

opposed to the traditional conception of words and sentences – denotative aspects and propositional 

meanings.  

Austin (1962) categorizes verbs into the following five categories and names as Speech Acts.  

1. Verdictives: acquit, analyze, calculate, describe, and etc.  

2. Exercitives: advise, beg, command, direct and etc.   

3. Commissives: promise, pledge, covenant, contract, guarantee and etc.  

4. Expositives: affirm, deny, emphasize, illustrate, answer, report, and etc.  

5. Behabitives: apologize, thank, congratulate, and etc. (1, pp.77-94).  

According to Searle (1976) it is important to differentiate the Speech Act verbs from Speech Acts, 

which is not observed in Austin’s work. Other ambiguities around Austinian Speech Act Theory are the 

lack of principles or rules that taxonomy is developed. Besides Searle (1976) considers some shortcom-

ings in the Austin’s classification of Speech Acts, which he assigns as difficulties. Namely, they are 1) 

in ascending order of importance; 2) persistent confusion between verbs and acts; 3) not all verbs are 

illocutionary verbs; 4) there is too much overlap of the categories; 5) too much heterogeneity within cat-

egories; 6) many of the verbs listed in the categories don not satisfy the definition given for the category 

and most important, there is no consistent principle of classification (2, pp.8-10).  

Before elaborating a classification of Speech acts, Searle (1976) offers 12 significant dimensions:  

1. Differences in the point (or purpose) of the (type of) act 

2. Differences of in the direction of fit between words and the world 

3. Differences in expressed psychological states 

4. Differences in the force or strength with which the illocutionary point is presented 

5. Differences in the status or position of the speaker and hearer as these bear on the illocutionary 

force of the utterance 

6. Differences in the way the utterance relates to the interests of the speaker and the hearer 

7. Differences in relations to the rest of the discourse 

8. Differences in propositional content that are determined by illocutionary force-indicating devices 

9. Differences between those acts that must always be speech acts, and those that can be, but need 

not be performed as speech acts 

10. Differences between those acts that require extra-linguistic institutions for their performance and 

those that do not 

11. Differences between those acts where the corresponding illocutionary verb has a performative 

use and those where it does not 

12. Differences in the style of performance of the illocutionary act (2, pp.2-7) 

From the above list Searle (1976) proposes illocutionary point, its corollaries, direction of fit,               

expressed sincerity to take as the basis for constructing a classification.  

Searle (1976) classifies Speech Acts and gives an “alternative taxonomy” as follow:  
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1. Representatives: suggest, putting forward, swearing, insisting, boast, complain, conclude,              

deduce. 

2. Directives: order, command, request, beg, plead, pray, entreat, invite, permit, advise, dare, defy, 

challenge.  

3. Commissives: promise, pledge, vow and etc. 

4. Expressives: Thank, congratulate, apologize, condole, deplore, welcome.  

5. Declaratives: declare, quit, pronounce and etc. (2, pp.10-15).   

Studies of political language have become a part of linguistic studies as the politics penetrated eve-

ryday life through media and technological development. The linguistic aspect of politics is popular for 

the fact that it permeated into modus vivendi of humans. People are political beings. Language serves as 

an immediate tool for politics to be realized. Its means realize and communicate power and distribute it. 

Addressing political discourse from a pragmatic perspective is relevant for its focus on communicative 

function. Pragmatics help to study language units considering their context in which communication 

takes place. So, meaning will be not be studied in isolation, but considered with its constituent elements 

that help its full exploration.  

There are no similar political discourses as they vary depending on its structure, purpose and inten-

tion. Whilst there are some speeches are to be delivered repeatedly, their context, i.e. place, time and/or 

participants cannot be repeated.  Hence, pragmatics allows to consider contextual aspect of political dis-

course.  

In the simple sense political discourse is language of politics [6]. Political language bears discursive 

nature and capacity to create, destroy, unite, divide and serving many other faces functioning as inter-

mediary link [7]. Other functions can include legitimization, reproduction, social control, orientation, 

solidarity, differentiation, agonal, dissemination of information, advancement, projection into the future 

and the past [8].    

Given the discursive nature of political discourse its pragmatic aspect lends itself to analysis. Partic-

ularly speech acts play significant role in realization of political actions [9] which are controlled by lan-

guage [10].  Politicians interpreting the events employ various speech acts such as threat, promise, apol-

ogy and other to stimulate the society for own interests. Political language helps to realize the political 

discourse. It is affected by external factors [11] such as reality, conditions, context, culture and partici-

pants including their background and state of mind.  Language is an immediate tool of politics. Every 

political act is transformed and transmitted by a language [10].  

Pragmatics deals with the inferred meaning that is not explicitly given in a sentence, but deciphered. 

Mey’s (2016) perspective mentions a “hidden agenda”. i.e. what is not uttered or stated [12].  According 

to Balogun & Murana (2018) presuppositions helped Trump to demonstrate his knowledge of Ameri-

cans and social situation of the USA. “The presuppositions serve as premise for the various promises he 

makes” [13, p.72]. Although he illustrates his awareness as the president valuing one’s image, he per-

mits the use of face threatening acts to criticize and accuse his opponent. In spite of mitigators in his 

language his critics can be described as direct.  

Presidential debates have significant history in American political system since the first one be-

tween Senator J. Kennedy and R. Nixon. During the presidential campaign potential candidates com-

municate their words in front of American people who they are to be elected by.  In this paper the author 

selects the debates between D. Trump and J. Biden, September 29, 2020.  

Joe Biden1 (Joseph Robinette Biden Jr) has been elected on his third presidential campaign from the 

Democratic Party, has served as the Vice President under Barack Obama’s two terms, and several times 

as the US Senate.  Donald Trump served as the President of the United States one term, and was previ-

ously an American real estate magnate, media figure and author.  

                                                             

1 https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/us/us-presidential-elections/timeline/trumpvsbiden/78403033.cms (ac-

cessed: 27.02.2024) 
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According to etymological reference, Tolerance has a Latin origin (“tolerantia”) meaning “a bear-

ing, supporting, endurance”,  (“tolerans”), and (“tolerare”) “to bear, endure, tolerate".  It came into use 

through French word “tolerance” around 14th century and later years had undergone semantic expan-

sion. For instance, “forbearance, sufferance" (1580s); “tendency to be free from bigotry or severity in 

judging other”, (1765); "allowable amount of variation" (1868); and “ability to take large doses” (1875). 

Its religious background is seen from granting freedom to practice any religion during the religious con-

flicts (Act of Toleration, 1689; Letter Concerning Toleration, 1969). Although the virtues of tolerance 

have impacted greatly human religious rights, its practices in political matters were regulated in the 

name of social safety and state’s welfare (K. Popper “The Open Society and Its Enemies, 1962) [14]. 

Intolerance is Latin-based concept as well (“intolerantia” – “impatience, insufferableness, insolence”), 

meaning “unwillingness to endure a differing opinion or belief” (1765). It also signifies “unwillingness” 

and “incapacity to bear or endure” [15].  

Defining tolerance discloses many discussions from various perspectives which shows its multidis-

ciplinary nature. It is a “normatively dependent concept” which requires its diverse concepts and com-

ponents to be considered [16].  Its ambiguous nature questions its true intention creating multiple studies 

around which disputes its status. Such debates lead to its paradoxes in which tolerance correlates intol-

erance.   

Discussion. The debate materials included verbal interaction between D. Trump, J. Biden and              

Ch. Wallace as a moderator of the debate. Their speech consisted of 18881 words.  

Debate structure: the debate structure was mainly the moderator asking questions and two partici-

pants answering the moderator’s questions; the two participants asking and answering each other’s 

questions; and the moderator’s regulations to respond, return, specify, stop, continue and conclude the 

debate (see Figure 1).  

 

 
 

D. Trump and J. Biden Debate Structure Figure 1. 

 

The debate and participants’ responses can be described as considerably vibrant and responsive taking 

communication flow and language into account. It last one and half hour covering wide range of topics on 

supreme court, healthcare, shutting down, mask mandates, economy, trust and equality, race issues, re-

imagining policy, why each of them should be elected; climate change and election integrity.  The debate 

has started from Chris Wallace’s question “why are you right in the argument you make and your oppo-

nent wrong?” which made both debaters convincingly demonstrate their stand and political program.  

Speech event: Presidential debate 

Participants: Moderator: Chris Wallace of Fox News; debaters: President Donald Trump and For-

mer Vice president Joe Biden; Commission of Presidential Debates and audience.  
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Situation: Debate is sponsored by the Commission of Presidential Debates held in Case Western 

Reserve University and the Cleveland Clinic in Cleveland, Ohio.  

Communicative intention: prove own rightness by discrediting the opponent while covering the de-

bate questions.  

Speech acts: Chris Wallace (M), D. Trump (D1) and J. Biden (D2) employed a combination of dif-

ferent speech acts. M’s utterances are mainly described as directives and includes the speech acts of ask-

ing, requesting, advising and other. The utterances of D1 and D2 can be grouped under different groups: 

In Austin’s (1962) [1] classification, behavitive, exercitive, expositive, expressive and declarative; and 

expressive, directive and representative by J.Searle (1976) [2], which were illustrated in the forms of 

greeting, thanking, apologizing, asking, requesting, ordering, accusing, complaining, opposing and put-

ting forward.  

Speech Act of Greeting:  

Good evening from the Health Education Campus of Case Western Reserve University and the 

Cleveland Clinic. I’m Chris Wallace of Fox News and I welcome you to the first of the 2020 Presiden-

tial Debates between President Donald J. Trump and former Vice President Joe Biden (M.: 1:20) 

Speech act of greeting is realized pronoun + verb structure, in the performative utterance, which il-

lustrates explicitly subjects commuting the act towards the objects, two presidents.   

Speech Act of Thanking:  

1) Phrases of thanking: Thank you very much, Chris. I will tell you very simply. We won the elec-

tion (D1.: 04:01). Well, first of all, thank you for doing this and looking forward to this, Mr. President. 

(D1.: 05:29). 2) Performative Act of Thanking: I want to thank you both for participating … (M.: 

01:10:50).  We want to thank Case Western Reserve University and the Cleveland Clinic for hosting 

this event… (M.: 01:10:50). You can’t be a good vice president but I want to thank you because it gives 

us almost, it’ll probably be above that number (D1.: 45:05). 

The act of thanking is realized in two ways: first is with help of phrases that show actual thanking 

phrases without subjects announcing what they want and plan to commit towards the objects as in sec-

ond way, performative act.  

Speech Acts of Apology  

1) Correcting or specifying: Excuse me. I got rid of the individual mandate, which was a big chunk 

of Obamacare (D1.: 11:32).  

In this debate there was not any actual apologies found that could illustrate debaters acknowledging 

their mistakes. The phrase “Excuse me” is, therefore, functions as attention getter to correct the previ-

ously uttered lines.  

Speech Act of Asking & Requesting  

1) Polite forms: If I may ask my question, sir (M.: 11:08); I would like you to let me ask my question 

and then you can answer (M.: 11:46); I’d like to ask you (M.: 17:38). Gentlemen, can we move on to the 

economy? (09:13). Can you get back 30 seconds? (D2.:46:37); 2) Performative: I’m going to ask a ques-

tion about race, but if you want to answer about something else, go ahead (M.: 25:09). Well, I’ll ask Joe 

(D1.: 11:38). 3) Interrogative- special questions: Who is Bernie? (D1.: 15:20). - general questions: Are 

you going to pack the court? (D1.: 18:15). Is it true that you paid &750 in federal income taxes each of 

those two years? (M.: 14:36). 4) enhanced questions with imperative constructions: What do you want me 

to call them? Give me a name, give me a name, go ahead who do you want me to condemn (D1.: 42:10).  

The polite forms and performative utterances of requests were delivered by M, who is assumed to 

behave so for his status and role. Question sentences and imperatives were used by two presidents only 

to resolve their queries.   

Speech Act of Ordering: 

1) imperative: Release your tax return (D2.: 15:44); 2) imperative with a comment or explanation: 

Wait a second, you have made a second (D1.: 41:16); 3) imperative sentence with repetition: Say it, do 

it, say it (D2.: 42:09).  

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/Q9Rg-GXXv0j4Lr42SWtShbjYi7XYyidz4UdyhtdMObqUKk7CEp-FSLuVlp1gdJztrCO_rqrjyqj0INo3riGtB9X5rpo?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=4250.35
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/Q9Rg-GXXv0j4Lr42SWtShbjYi7XYyidz4UdyhtdMObqUKk7CEp-FSLuVlp1gdJztrCO_rqrjyqj0INo3riGtB9X5rpo?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=4250.35
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/Q9Rg-GXXv0j4Lr42SWtShbjYi7XYyidz4UdyhtdMObqUKk7CEp-FSLuVlp1gdJztrCO_rqrjyqj0INo3riGtB9X5rpo?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=2705.34
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The act of ordering is employed by both D1 and D2 with comments, explanations and repetitions to 

upgrade the force of the act.  

Complaint/Accusing:  

Joe, you’ve provided 308, 000 military people dying because you could not provide them proper 

healthcare in the military. So, don’t tell me about this. (D1.: 09:39). Over the last four years, you have 

promised to repeal and replace Obamacare, but you have never in these four years come up with a 

plan, a comprehensive plan, to replace Obamacare (M.: 11:11) 

Speech Act of Opposing: 

I’m totally opposed to defunding the police offices (D2.:37:54).  

The act of opposing is given as explicitly and, is therefore, defined as performative.  

Speech Act of Putting forward 

I support the Biden plan that I put forward (D2.: 59:15).  

Although there is no direct declaration that can show directive speech act clearly, it is seen that 

‘plan’ D2 is supporting is actually his and his supporting it is meant to be its execution.   

Political speech is claimed to be strategic and tactful and hereby, the opponents normally attempt 

use tolerant and polite speech. Relying on the results it is seen that both president D. Trump and former 

Vice President J. Biden used rather direct utterances, which are to be evaluated as rude and colloquial. 

There are also some sarcastic utterances used in questions: Oh Really?  (D1.: 40:19) / Really? (D1.: 

47:39) or Oh, you don’t? Oh, well that’s a big statement. That is a big statement (D1.:59:10).  

Speech act of representatives was given through insisting, not the by verb itself, but through com-

missive and directives being overly uttered showing D1 or D2 insisting on their actions. 

Conclusion. From the debate data the utterances of D1, D2 and M are characterized and grouped 

under expressive, directive, commissive and declarative. These speech acts are realized with the help of 

sub-acts or speech act verbs.  

 Directive and Commissive character of speech acts prevailed.   

 Expressive speech acts were part of procedural communication.  

 Communicative intentions of debaters were to prove own rightness by discrediting the opponent 

while covering the debate questions.  

 Tolerance was not reflected in the communicative behavior of debaters. 

 Intolerance was reflected through direct requests, denying, upgraders, negations, direct personal 

call, and other means of discrediting the opponent.  
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Abstract 

This research explores the nexus between linguacultural resources and sociocultural competence, 

investigating how individuals engaging in cross-cultural interactions perceive the interconnectedness of 
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intertwined nature of language and culture, as evidenced by their experiences of feeling immersed in the 

sociolinguistic environment of English, engaging in cultural dialogues, and incorporating English lan-

guage culture into teaching practices. The implications of the study extend to language education, em-

phasizing the significance of holistic language and cultural integration for the development of sociocul-
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ЛИНГВОМӘДЕНИ РЕСУРСТАР НЕГІЗІНДЕ ӘЛЕУМЕТТІК-МӘДЕНИ  

ҚҰЗЫРЕТТІ ҚАЛЫПТАСТЫРУ 

 

Аңдатпа 

Бұл мақала мәдениетаралық өзара әрекеттесуге қатысатын адамдардың тіл мен мәдениет 

арасындағы қарым-қатынасты қалай қабылдайтынын зерттеу арқылы лингвомәдени ресурстар 

мен әлеуметтік-мәдени құзыреттің арасындағы байланысты зерттейді. Аралас әдістер тәсілін 

қолдана отырып, зерттеу 20 қатысушымен жартылай құрылымдық сұхбатты, осы тақырып 

аясындағы теориялық әдебиеттерді талдауды біріктіреді. Нәтижелер қатысушылардың тіл мен 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/tolerance
https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=Intolerance
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