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A Corpus-based Study of Linguistic Features of Donald Trump’s Political Discourse

Woonhyung Chung

(Yonsei University)

Abstract

So far American president Donald Trump’s language has been characterized by easy and repeated words,
short sentences and incohesive content. However, several research papers have suggested that his language
does not always possess those linguistic features. Previous genre-specific studies revealed that unlike in
debates, in campaign speeches classified as the written genre of speech, Trump sometimes employed richer
vocabulary and more complex sentences than other candidates or his predecessor (Savoy, 2018; Wang & Liu,
2018). Furthermore, his language tended to be more sophisticated over time or depending on circumstances
(Lakoff, 2016; Wang & Liu, 2018).

This study examined Trump’s political discourse by genre (oral vs. written genres) and time (during election
campaign vs. his presidency). Not only are there a small number of studies that have divided and analyzed
his political discourse by genre, but there are relatively few studies on his presidential speeches, only focusing
on his campaign speeches or an inaugural speech. In order to fill the scarcity, the present work investigated
his political discourse by genre and compared it to his three immediate predecessors’. His political discourse
during the 2016 election were also analyzed and compared to track the changes over time.

This study built the corpus of Trump’s political discourse and his three predecessors’ and then compared their
linguistic features from three dimensions: lexical complexity, syntactic complexity, and text cohesion. Indices
chosen are STTR (Standardized Type/Token Ratio), LD (Lexical Density), and BW (the proportion of big
words) for lexical complexity; C/S (number of Clauses per Sentence) and FK-level (Flesch Kincaid Grade
Level) for syntactic complexity; and semantic coreferentiality and given/new information for text cohesion.
Results of this study have shown that Trump’s political discourse tends to be more complex and cohesive in
the written genre and after the election than in the oral genre and before the election. Specifically, while his
interviews were generally simple in terms of both lexicon and syntax, his presidential speeches indicated
lexical/syntactic complexity comparable with those of his three predecessors. Besides, his speeches have
tended to become more lexically and syntactically complicated since his election. In terms of text cohesion,
his interviews showed higher cohesion than those of his three predecessors, although his speeches’ text
cohesion was similar to them. These results contest the prevailing assessment that Trump’s language is
linguistically simple and incohesive, suggesting that the characteristics of his political discourse should be

redefined by genre in terms of language complexity and text cohesion.
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