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In terms of pragmalinguistics, presidential election debates can be primarily considered as a verbal confrontation between candidates seeking to win or hold power. Of special interest for researchers are communication tactics and strategies pursued by contenders. Examples of us-and-them polarization in electoral discourse are plentiful. Each is somewhat unique as rivals unpredictable in their communicative behavior. This paper discusses the US presidential debates of 2000 and 2004 with the intent to find out the secret of G.W. Bush’s communication victory and roots of Al Gore’s and John Kerry’s failures.
By ‘strategy’ we understand “the means employed to attain a certain end, in a way in which one seeks to have advantage over others” [Foucault 1982: 788]. Hence, a ‘communication strategy’ can be defined as systematic ways of using language to achieve special goals through exploiting different tactics.
According to T. van Dijk, positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation manifested through “emphasizing our good things, emphasizing their bad things, de-emphasizing our bad things and de-emphasizing their good things” are two main discursive strategies [van Dijk 2006: 734]. Proceeding from this statement, we single out two strategies in the electoral discourses of G.W.Bush, Al Gore and John Kerry: to pursue the bull strategy and the bear strategy. By drawing on the images of ‘bull’ and ‘bear’, we refer to the economic terms ‘bull market’ and ‘bear market’ and highlight how these animals attack their victims: a bull drives its horns up into the air, while a bear swipes its paws downward upon its prey.
The bull strategy aims at positive self-presentation through “cooperation, self-presentation, defense, recipient’s value orientation tactics and so-called ‘plus’-tactics” that give a positive evaluation of the current situation. The negative other-presentation (the bear strategy) is best revealed in “accusation and denunciation tactics, irony tactics and ‘minus’-tactics” (a positive evaluation of the current situation) in order to undermine the opponent’s authority [Mikhaleva 2008: 46-67].
The accusation tactics alongside with countertactics of defense are an essential part of power struggle between the candidates. However, there are other tactics that can influence the result of the debates. For instance, Gore is focused on negative situational awareness during the three rounds of debates, and his attempts to justify himself are somewhat weak, while Bush strives to bring together the voters and give a positive assessment of the situation in the country. He denounces his rival and uses irony against him, which is not in favor of Gore.
Bush continues to use the same tactics in 2004 enhancing the focus on the feeling of unity and appealing to peace and liberty, so that his campaign, called a ‘crusade’ against terrorism, is to address the voters’ values. Unlike Bush, Kerry emphasizes wrong actions taken under Bush’s administration, negative consequences of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and claims that the ideal of political development lies in the past, which makes him sound very pessimistic. The politician with a negative thinking has a confrontational mindset [Mukhortov 2016: 153].
“Because you are the ones who have the hardest time paying taxes, the hardest time making ends meet. You are the ones who are making car payments and mortgage payments and doing right by your kids. And a lot of times there are powerful forces that are against you” (Gore, 2000).

Gore emphasizes hard times the American middle-class families go through, and this focus on negative phenomena only stoke tensions.
“This president has left the alliances in shatters across the globe, and we're now 90 percent of the casualties in Iraq and 90% of the costs” (Kerry, 2004).
Kerry repeats Gore’s mistake giving a negative analysis of events following the 9/11 attacks.
“I think most of the economic growth that has taken place is a result of ingenuity and hard work and entrepreneurship and that's the role of government to encourage that” (Bush, 2000).
 “So we use diplomacy every chance we get, believe me. And I would hope to never have to use force. But by speaking clearly and sending messages that we mean what we say, we've affected the world in a positive way” (Bush. 2004).

On the contrary, Bush talks about economic growth and diplomatic success during his war on terror.
In conclusion, it must be stressed that discursive strategies and tactics may vary considerably, and one can never be sure which strategy or tactic can secure victory. However, Bush’s choice of strategies tactics was more effective than his opponents’, and led to his winning the elections twice. We suppose that the key to his victory is to use both the bull and bear strategies without falling into extremes.
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