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Abstract

The role of syntactic strategies in adversarial media discourse namely in five communication
roles of politicians, activists, journalists, scientists and global leaders, is investigated in the
current study. Utilising a data set of 12 BBC HARDtalk interviews (2020-2024), the analysis
demonstrates the ways in which linguistic forms reflect strategic objectives: mitigation,
justifying, deflecting and reframing. By incorporating the Syntax— Pragmatics Interface into
Strategic Manoeuvring Theory, it is essential establish a two-economy model in which
syntactic economy (well-structuredness) and pragmatic economy (economical processing)
combine for clarity. A mixed-method design is employed, in which the quantitative analysis
provided evidence of the correlation between phrase types and pragmatic functions and its
statistical significance, while qualitative analysis served to ground these correlations within
five social meanings. The results show clear tendencies: politicians and diplomats like to use

conditional or passive clauses for justification and deflection; activists rely on assertive
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declaratives; journalists are prone to contrastive or cleft constructions for reframing; scientists
and corporate speakers use modal clauses for evidential precision, while global leaders deploy
empathic conditional constructions. It is argued in this paper that the principle of syntactic
economy is a universal mechanism for pragmatic efficiency in institutional discourse and,
thus it extends both the theoretical and empirical domain as far as discourse-pragmatic

research is concerned.

Keywords: Syntax—Pragmatics Interface, Strategic Manoeuvring, Self-Defensive Discourse,
Media and Institutional Communication, Linguistic Economy, Cross-Domain Analysis

b 4 52 B2 gyl g Calild Al g Alad) AT i ) 5y shiall g (g sl el
BBC HARDtalk gl » <blia

29913 (ulae 3 gana
R ) ) ) il g 1l 5

oaldliall

()l cle ) Gladll Bl A @lld g ) gaallall 3ol g colalal) ¢ sdaiall ¢y shalll) o) ganilaal) 1 8 Alal 53
¢(2024-2020) 5_4IBBC HARDtalk gzl n (e 4llas 3 ke A8 calls 4 gae e Al all e
el sale ] 5 cdua sill Bale) g ¢y il 5 ccadalill Jie daal ey Calaa ¥l s S il Al o AE)) Galasiuy
e 7 5 e Sl 13 T g A jall e lia gl i) 5 ) sliall Ay e A ghaill g gaill (s el JDIA (a9
(S LBY) 7 s sl i) (uilall g Jelal) ) glaill aLamiV) 5 (5 3a sall 5 Ao lal) Ay o€ gl SLaBY) oy
O Ailan) AV ) lidle oS Jalall aas 3 ¢ il Jalatll 5 oS il (s eny Jalidis rgia pasdiud
gl Asedd) Lo Laia¥) ) 5oV G lEDal) Gl dnia sy oo sl Jalail Al8 Ly e sl Ll 5 5 Jaadl 1 i
Jsenall diaall g Al yal) I alasind (N (b & sl shall 5 ) sslanadld (A8t 5 55 Sie Unlail il
b @ sinaall (a5 ¢Sl 4 i) Jeall o G shadlill aainy (s tga gl sale )y il (a2 Y
modal L U deadl () 5k 5 d s sal) Clpadidll 5 eladall Lo ¢ kil sale Y (cleft) daldall Jaall 5l A lia
) Aol [alis Calaladll e Aailal dda il )l () saallall 538N aadiy Laiy €alAY) 4821 3810 verbs
iadail) 5 gttt a1 Gl dal ge s sl iliUaal) e Al 5o Uil Aalle 31l Jiay S ) SLaY)

gl dglall ¢l

195


https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.

1.

Journal of Language Studies VVol.9, No.4, Part 1, 2025, Pages (194-212)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.P1.11
(s 3all 5 (Do W) Jlat¥l ¢ A e laall Claal) daagdl 5iu) 5 ) shaall (A glaill 5 eaill; alidal) cilalst)
¥l e Jidaill g sadll SLaEY)

Introduction

Language in high-stakes media confrontations demonstrates how speakers balance grammar
and real-world aims. During adversarial encounters, such as those on BBC HARDtalk, the
interviewees are subjected to tough and often intimidating questioning in which their
credibility is questioned or where there is a strong attempt to undermine and challenge what
it is they believe in or advocate. These attitudes take the program as a great place to explore
how distributional form can serve as a resource in pragmatic strategy overall. The show’s
continual questioning, as well as its institutional power and global circulation all exacerbate
face-threatening acts (FTASs), making it necessary for public people to perform accountability
linguistically on the job. One can find a long tradition, in linguistic theory, that has attempted
to address the issue of the link between syntax and meaning, but for most part addressed these
two issues independently. Chomsky’s (1995) Minimalist Program takes the notion of
economy of derivation seriously: it seeks out minimal syntactic computations. Grice’s (1975)
Cooperative Principle and Sperber and Wilson’s (1995) Relevance Theory, in contrast,
discuss the economy of interpretation: speakers try to be as relevant as they can without
expending more effort than required. This paper examines the real-world calculus of these
two principles, showing that for a range of efficient syntactic patterns (e.g., passives,
conditionals, clefts), efficiency is harnessed by speakers for purposes of persuasion and self-
defence. Similar problems have been investigated in previous works, but on a smaller scale.
Clayman and Heritage (2002) examined interactional control in media interviews, while
Fetzer (2018) studied mitigation in cross-cultural attitudes. However, neither of the studies
systematically related grammatical choice to pragmatic function. This study is aimed at filling
this gap in the literature by conducting a mixed-method analysis of BBC HARDtalk,

combining comparative quantification with interpretive qualitative analysis

The major aim is to see how syntactic configurations express (with prosody, of course
— but from the purely textual evidence available) pragmatic strategies of mitigation,
justification and deflection in one-person interacts in confrontation. The study aims to
demonstrate the interplay between syntactic economy and pragmatic efficiency in maintaining

trust in face-threatening contexts through statistical and contextual correlation of form and

196


https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.

Journal of Language Studies VVol.9, No.4, Part 1, 2025, Pages (194-212)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.P1.11

function.

To direct this research, the following questions and their respective hypotheses are provided:
RQ1: What statistically significant correlations exist between syntactic structures and

pragmatic functions in self-defensive discourse?

H1: Conditional clauses will exhibit a substantial correlation with justification, as they enable

speakers to frame acts as logically requisite or externally driven.

RQ2: How do these form-function links change according to the speaker's role in

communication  (politician, activist, journalist, scientist, or global leader)?

H2: Politicians and diplomats will favour conditional and passive clauses for justification and
deflection; activists will use declaratives for moral assertion; journalists will employ cleft and
contrastive forms for reframing; scientists and global leaders will rely on modal and
conditional clauses for precision and empathy.

RQ3: In what ways can combining Strategic Manoeuvring with the syntax—pragmatics

relationship help us comprehend rhetorical defence better?

H3: The integration of syntactic and pragmatic economies, referred to as dual economy, will

elucidate a systematic pattern of strategic manoeuvring evident across roles.

This study holds both theoretical and empirical importance. Theoretically, it integrates two
previously distinct domains (syntax and pragmatics) under a common economic concept. It
empirically applies this framework to naturally occurring, unscripted media data. The BBC
HARDtalk corpus serves as a genuine testing ground where language, ideology, and
institutional power converge, facilitating the examination of how grammatical structure

functions as a medium for strategic persuasion.

. Theoretical Background

This part of the research situates it within syntax, pragmatics and argumentation theory.
Despite the fact that each discipline contains powerful explanations, the juxtaposition is
inadequate. The present study aims to provide an integrated framework, which we call the
Model of Strategic Syntax, where choices at the micro-level of grammar lead to macro-level

pragmatic and argumentative effects in self-defensive language.
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2.1 Syntax—Pragmatics Interface

The praxical perspective has for long been a matter of dispute, being seen as at the interface
between grammar and pragmatics. On the one hand, classical generative grammar (Chomsky,
1957; 1995) assumes an independent syntactic module under economy rules, while pragmatic
approaches (Grice, 1975; Sperber & Wilson, 1995) emphasise efficiency of interpretation by
means of contextual inferential mechanisms. Differently from Huang’s (2014) interface
model, which focuses on the pragmatic computation of syntactic forms under a given context,
this part investigates what forces speakers’ choices in deliberately choosing certain syntactic
forms when put under rhetorical press. Levinson’s (2000) and Yule’s (1996) works are crucial
for explicating implicature and context-dependence; however, there is no quantification of
syntactic behaviour in confrontational communication. Therefore, while previous work has
suggested the potential for interaction, we evaluate its empirical validity in a naturally

happening media corpora. The concept of a dual economy is the intellectual foundation:

Syntactic economy minimises structural effort (Chomsky, 1995).

Pragmatic economy maximises interpretive relevance (Grice, 1975; Sperber & Wilson, 1995).

In confrontational interviews, these economies align; grammatical conciseness frequently
results in rhetorical efficacy. For example, the agentless passive "Mistakes were made" makes
derivational complexity less while assigning blame, which is a good thing for both

communication and economy.

2.2 Pragmatics of Self-Defensive Discourse

When face is threatened, speakers employ pragmatic strategies to minimise, promote or avoid
accusations. Following Goffman (1967) and Brown and Levinson’s (1987) work on
politeness, self-defensive discourse has to be seen as purposeful rather than just polite
discourse. Earlier studies, such as Fetzer’s (2018) and Bull’s (2008), have investigated
linguistic aspects of political defence but only seldom discuss them in relation to the
formulation of syntax. The present study complements this discussion by specifiying the
grammatical implementation of pragmatic goals. For example, justification is frequently
found in complex or conditional sentences, mitigation in passives and deflection in cleft or

contrastive structures. Contrary to past qualitative techniques, this study quantifies and tests
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for relationship strength and significance. Scientific justification and corporate accountability,
as well as political defence, are all defined by strategic manoeuvring. The cases of Fauci and
Musk demonstrate how economy of language takes place in knowledge-based or new sense
motivated discourse ideas.
2.3 Strategic Manoeuvring and Syntax
The Theory of Strategic Manoeuvring (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2002; 2009) bridges
dialectical reasonableness and rhetorical effectiveness. It identifies three simultaneous

dimensions:

1. Topical potential — the choice of discussion line;

2. Audience adaptation — alignment with hearer expectations;

3. Presentational devices — linguistic means of framing argument.
Previous applications of this model in media linguistics (Clayman & Heritage, 2002;
Richardson, 2020) consider question-answer sequences but provide scant treatment of the
grammatical level of the answer. The current research extends Strategic Manoeuvring to the
realm of grammar, claiming that syntax is a presentational device. This choice tends to guide
the listener towards certain inferences. By extending this feature, the analysis keeps focusing
on a rhetorical practice and language economy: functional syntax will act as an instrument of

persuasive manoeuvring.

2.4 Integrating Frameworks: The Model of Strategic Syntax

The combination of syntactic economy, pragmatic inference, and argumentation strategy
creates the Model of Strategic Syntax, which works on two levels that are related to each
other:
A.Micro-level (Syntactic—Pragmatic Interface): Speakers select constructions such as passives,
conditionals, or clefts on the basis of their inherent Pragmatic potentials (e.g. mitigation,
justification or deflection). These are examples of dual-economy wordings; that is, they try to

be as explicit as possible with the least effort at speaking.

B.Macro-level (Strategic Manoeuvring): The chosen syntactic structures serve more
widespread argumentative purposes: controlling subject potential, adjusting to the audience

and shaping presentational frame. The relation is also cyclic: success or failure in the macro
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domain influences the syntactic options that follow.
This investigation shows that grammar is a resource for argumentative agency. Syntax

provides the frame; pragmatics fills out the content; and strategy optimises it”.

2.5 Previous Studies

There is little empirical research to relate syntax to pragmatic strategy. Table 1 reimplements
representative papers in various discourse domains, and we can see what they do (what) and
how they write the abstracts.

Table 1. Summary of Related Studies

Heritage (2002)

(turn-taking)

and speaker

Author & Year Data Type / Analytical Focus Limitation Addressed by
Domain Current Study
Clayman & Political interviews | Question design Did not analyse the

syntactic realisation of

through syntactic
choices

management answers
Fetzer (2018) Cross-cultural Politeness and Lacked quantitative
political discourse | mitigation correlation between syntax
strategies and pragmatics
Cap (2020) Political speeches Ideological stance | Focused on monologic

data, not dialogic defensive
interaction

texts

stance within
media discourse

Blakemore (2018) | Theoretical Procedural Lacked empirical corpus-
pragmatics meaning and based validation
syntactic
constraints
Richardson (2020) | Media journalism Framing and Did not map grammatical

forms to pragmatic or
argumentative roles

This paper goes beyond these works by combining quantitative corpus-based techniques and

qualitative pragmatic analysis with a view to establishing a dynamic model that allows

Strategic Manoeuvring in defensive discourse to be anchored in natural language.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

The study adopts the sequential mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017),
which integrates quantitative and qualitative research strategies to examine how syntactic

shape and pragmatic function interact in combative speech. The research design is developed
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in two stages:

1. Quantitative Phase: Frequency counts and Chi-square testing revealed
statistically significant correlations between syntactic structures and pragmatic techniques.
2. Qualitative Phase : the syntactic—pragmatic patterns worked as strategies for
justification, mitigation or deflection in the communicative situation (discourse-level

explanation).

3.2 Corpus Description and Justification

The corpus comprises twelve extended interviews taken from the BBC HARDtalk series
broadcast 2020-24, totalling around 38,000 words. Each of the interviews was selected

according to three criteria:
A. The guest faces explicit public scrutiny or accusation.
B. The exchange includes clear self-defensive or justificatory discourse.
C. A complete video and transcript are publicly available through the BBC archives.

Although the dataset is relatively small, it achieves representational adequacy through
thematic saturation and role diversity. The twelve interviews cover five professional domains
(politicians, activists, journalists, scientists, and global leaders), each represented by four
participants. This balanced distribution captures the range of institutional roles in public
defence while maintaining data manageability for detailed syntactic—pragmatic coding. The
corpus was compiled from publicly available materials on the official BBC HARDtalk
website and verified YouTube channels. Each interview transcript was downloaded and
checked for accuracy against the audio. Full versions are available via BBC’s digital archive
(https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006mg2m). Only excerpts directly analysed for
pragmatic—syntactic correlation are cited in this paper, while the complete interviews are

referenced in Appendix A.

3.3 Variables and Coding Procedures

To systematically analyse the syntactic and pragmatic dimensions of the data, the study
employed a dual-layer coding framework encompassing both structural (form-based) and

functional (meaning-oriented) variables.
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A. Syntactic Variables (Forms)

Clause Type (declarative, interrogative)
Clause Complexity (simple, complex, conditional, causal)

Voice (active, passive)

Focus Structure (cleft, pseudo-cleft, topicalization)
B. Pragmatic Variables (Functions)
Mitigation/Hedging

Justification/Rationalisation

Deflection/Reframing

Assertion/Emphasis

Each T-unit (main clause plus subordinate clauses) served as the unit of analysis.

Figure 1 presents the Coding Framework for Strategic Syntax Analysis to visualise the link
between syntactic and pragmatic levels. It illustrates how each syntactic form maps onto its

primary pragmatic function while allowing for polyfunctionality in context.

Strategic Output Layer
(Contextual Goals)

1

Interpretetive Layer
(Pragmatic Functions)
Mitigation
Justification
Deflection

1

Synthetic Input Layer
(Clause Type
Voice
Complexity
Focus Structure

. J

Figure 1: Coding Framework for
Strategic Syntax Analysis
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3.4 Data Processing and Statistical Analysis
All statistical analyses were conducted with IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27). Chi-

square test of independence was recorded for the measure of association between syntactic
structures and pragmatic functions. The test has minimal constraints, expecting cell sizes > 5
so that even cells below this cut-off can be combined with neighbouring low-frequency
categories (e.g., the rare modals between them under other clauses) to meet statistical
assumptions. Alpha level was at a =. 05, to reduce the risk of bias and allow for interpretive

significance.

4. Data Analysis and Findings

This section supplements statistical analysis with qualitative interpretation based on a close
reading of 12 BBC HARDtalk interviews (2020-2024). The study explores how syntactic
patterns are exploited to encode pragmatic strategies of mitigation, justification and deflection

in the realisation of various institutional roles

4.1 Qualitative Analysis: Strategic Deployment of Syntax

The statistical patterns show that conditionals go with justification and passives go with
deflection. Clefts and contrastives go with reframing, while declaratives and modals spread
assertion and mitigation across roles. The following explanation illustrates the manifestation
of these patterns in genuine HARDtalk dialogue, correlating each syntactic selection with its
pragmatic benefit and the previously mentioned role-based inclinations.

i. Politicians and Diplomats: Conditional Causality, Passive Deflection, and Parallel
Declaratives

Benjamin Netanyahu often uses conditionals to make unpopular actions seem like logical
conclusions from earlier statements (for example, "If you think about the security threats we
face, our actions are necessary"). The if-clause creates a premise space, and the argument "are
necessary" shows that policy is a conclusion, not a choice. This is an example of justification
through hypothetical reasoning. The syntax condenses a multi-step argument into a single
biclausal unit, achieving pragmatic economy (minimal linguistic effort to deliver a reasoning
frame) and aligning with the corpus-wide conditional—justification skew identified by the

chi-square residuals.
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Netanyahu also uses parallel simple declaratives: |"We are responding... our measure” ... to
create rhythmic assertion. The cumulative effect of parataxis limits the ability to interpret:
without modals or subordination, the propositions show a strong commitment from the
speaker, which ends the argument. This is in line with how politicians use more declarative

statements to show authority in the role-based distribution.

Boris Johnson is an example of an agentless passive: "Mistakes were made... lessons have
been learned.” Suppressing the grammatical Agent shifts focus from "who did X" to "that X
happened,” which is a basic way to avoid answering a question. In terms of grammar, the
passive voice hides blame. In terms of pragmatics, it keeps a sense of accountability to
circumstances instead of to personal responsibility. This transfers precisely into the
pattern: passive—deflection, with substantial residuals.

Sergey Lavrov often puts subordinates in charge of things: "Because the West acted first...
our response was inevitable": a complex clause strategy that re-anchors agency
internationally. Causals serve as rational deflection by justifying reactive policy by the
attribution of necessity to preceding actions. In this case, subordination helps to reframe
initiative by using syntax to change the cause of discourse, which is a way to provide
information in Strategic Manoeuvring. Politicians and diplomats use non-declarative
complexity to make sense of things, which is supported by role and distributional patterns.

Imran Khan often uses contrastive coordination with denial and positive redefinition: "
We did not protect the corrupt; we protected due process™ The contrastive but/semicolon
structure defends itself assertively by switching the focus of the predicate: a negative
declarative cancels the accusation, and a parallel affirmative gives a different premise. This
two-step design (deny — reframe) is compelling because the symmetry of the phrases
suggests balance and control, which strengthens ethos as procedural fairness.
Maria Ressa uses clefts and contrastives to reestablish the focal point of the discussion.
"This case is not about me; it is about press freedom.". The negation + comparison structure
reframes the contested object by shifting it from personal responsibility to institutional rights.
Syntax serves as a presentational tool: by emphasising the complement of the cleft/contrast,
she directs uptake towards a public-interest framework, which aligns perfectly with the

cleft—reframing trend observed in the counts.

204


https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.

Journal of Language Studies VVol.9, No.4, Part 1, 2025, Pages (194-212)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.P1.11

Activists: High-Commitment Declaratives, Moral Modality, and Imperatives

Greta Thunberg also employed unmodalized declaratives (e.g., “We cannot wait any longer—
every fraction of a degree matters”) and imperative-like exhortations, including (Act now).
The lack (or restriction) of epistemic modality heightens assertion; pragmatically, it serves to
create moral urgency by treating as if settled that which is not up for debate. Where modals
like must do crop up, they have an interpretation of deontic obligation, and not hedging. That
would be adding weight to the position rather than taking it off. This accords with the activists’

high density of declarations in the role profiles.

Malala Yousafzai employs both assertives and deontic modals in a sentence such as
"Education should be a right, not a privilege". The musted copular frame (X must be Y) hosts
axiological assertion: the modal is not weakening of commitment; it raises it to a principle.
The construction reinforces and moralises a political subject at once, limning an economy of
meaning.”

Scientists and Technocrats: Modal Precision and Conditional Caution

Anthony Fauci uses modalized clauses such as “may indicate ... we should interpret more
carefully.” Mitigation and accuracy are offered by the epistemic modals (may, might) as well
as the metadiscursive hedges (interpret carefully, wait for peer review). They keep themselves
believably never overdoing it, as a good piece of science fiction should be. This is statistically
indicative of the empirical correlation between modals and mitigation, as well as a role-based
explanation that scientists favour using modals to balance confidence and caution.

Christine Lagarde frequently combines conditionals with modals, as in, “If inflation persists,
we will act within our mandate.” The protasis provides a condition of justification, and the
modalized apodosis indicates a firm commitment. Sensibly enough, there are two reasons for
this: it gives (apparent) legitimacy to behaviour as rule-governed. It is a way to reduce risk by
limiting the commitment to certain parameters ( an example of strategic presentational design
for institutional responsibility. This mirrors the corpus observation that conditionals tend

towards justification).

Elon Musk frequently employs system-passives and generic passives. For instance,

“Regulations are changing to ensure that we don’t kill the innovation”. This depersonalisation

205


https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.

Journal of Language Studies VVol.9, No.4, Part 1, 2025, Pages (194-212)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.P1.11

passive makes systemic justification/mitigation through displacing the authority to an ongoing
regulatory procedure. This restricts self-responsibility; however, the purpose infinitival (to
ensure...) establishes a benefit-based justification. The effect is to see change as structural and
teleological, which would mean people are less responsible while still pursuing pro-
innovation ends. This is, indeed exactly what the passive—deflection /justification point of

the figure shows.

iv. Global Leaders: Conditional Empathy, Inclusive “We,” and Concessive Balance

Regarding Antonio Guterres, he tends to use “we.” “If we don’t come together now we will
fail as a human family,” he says. This language brings the shared result back to the action at
hand, and makes a call for solidarity. The if-clause puts everyone at risk, and the inclusive
“we” draws speaker and audience together, infusing policy talk with collective obligation.
This modifies the conditional—justification template for the ethic appeal register typical in

global leadership discourse.

Jacinda Ardern uses conditional empathy and concessives to mix strength with consideration.
Like, she says, “If one of us is in trouble, we’re all in.” Or “Even if we don’t agree, we can
still work together.” The conditional empathy design links an individual's problem to the duty
of a group (appeal/solidarity) and even when concessives do not cancel counter-positions
holding one from action, they weaken disagreement while still demanding cooperation.
Concessives, syntactically speaking, allow individuals to agree and disagree at the same time.
This is an extremely effective play when you have the human face involved. This is consistent
with the overall claim in the study that clefts, conditionals and declaratives are tuned as
presentational devices in different roles.
4.2 Quantitative Analysis

The corpus comprises 1,127 T-units (= 38,000 words). A Chi-square test confirmed a
significant association between syntactic structure and pragmatic function, y* (12, N =1,127)
= 28.64, p = 0.004, Cramér’s V = 0.34. Conditional clauses correlated most strongly with
justification (+2.8 residual), and passive constructions with deflection (+2.5 residual). These

results validate H1 and demonstrate systematic form—function alignment.
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Table 3. Frequency Distribution of Primary Pragmatic Functions by Syntactic Structure
(N =1,127; Roles = Politicians, Activists, Journalists, Scientists, Global Leaders)

Syntactic Structure Mitigation Justification Deflection Assertion Appeal / Empathy Total
Conditional Clause 45 110 40 15 12 222

Passive Voice 42 30 80 10 15 177
Simple Declarative 35 100 90 150 40 415
Contrastive / Cleft 28 22 110 18 10 188
Modalized Clause 38 55 15 25 17 150

Statistical tendencies show that conditional + justification and passive + deflection dominate
across contexts, while declaratives and modals extend assertive or empathetic stances,

particularly in activist and scientific discourse.
4.3 Role-Based Distribution

Figure 2 shows normalised frequencies of syntactic structures (per 1,000 words) in the five
roles. Politicians demonstrate dense cloud of conditionals (= 28 per 1k), activists have a
penchant for declaratives (= 48 perlk), journos adopt cleft structures (= 25 per 1k) scientists
make use of modals (=30 per | k) and the rest coming under global leaders prefer empathy-
driven text generation in the conditional form (=22per IK). These differences are consistent
with H2, syntactic preference is sensitive to role-specific pragmatic goals.

Figure 2. Distribution of Syntactic Structures Across Speaker Roles
50 Conditional
Passive
Declarative
Cleft/Contrastive
Modalized

N w S
o o o
T T T

Normalized Frequency per 1,000 Words

fary
o
T

Politicians Activists Journalists Scientists Global Leaders
Speaker Roles
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4.5 Summary of Findings
Quantitative and qualitative analyses together reveal that:

1. Form-function correlations between syntax and pragmatics are statistically
significant (y* = 28.64, p = 0.004).

2. Conditional clauses primarily serve justification, passives deflect blame, and
cleft/contrastives reframe accountability.

3. Speaker role determines strategic preference: politicians justify, activists assert,
journalists reframe.

4. Deviant cases confirm adaptive flexibility, proving that strategic syntax is guided by, but
not bound to, functional norms.

These results empirically support the proposed Strategic Syntax Model, demonstrating that
syntactic economy and pragmatic efficiency operate jointly to sustain persuasive self-defence

in institutional discourse.

5. Discussion
By including scientists, activists, businesspeople and world leaders, Results confirm that

strategic syntax works not only in political discourse, but also underlies language management
of authority, legitimacy and responsibility in other institutional settings. Scientists, for
instance, rely on modal hedges to strike a balance between certainty and consideration;
activists rely on assertive declaratives to cut through moral equivocation; corporate or
government leaders use conditional empathy to allow the conversation about policy choices
to continue while defending their decisions. These domain-specific patterns hint that our
Strategic Syntax Model is not only universally powerful in analysing the persuasion-
applicability relationship in global communication. Results from this study have also shown
that any of the syntactic positions taken up in adversarial interviews are not merely
grammatical fancy, but rather pragmatic signatures under strategy. The findings suggest that
a dynamic tension between syntactic economy and pragmatic efficiency is at play when
credibility is institutionally problematised in such instances, as opposed to merely constituting

discourse.

4.4 Interpreting the Findings
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The analysis findings reveal syntactic form as rhetorical resource, confirming to the study
main assumption. That the conditionals correlate with justification, passives with deflection
and clefts with reframing shows that grammatical system embodies communicative strategy.
In this, syntax operates as a site of strategic manoeuvring that is instrumental in accomplishing

argumentative aims by means of grammatical operations.

Crucially, this correspondence between form and function suggests that the economy in
grammar is by design. Pragmatic relevance of syntactic reduction (e.g. in passives the lack of
an “agent”) is due to its cognitive and rhetorical economy, keeping up persuasive force. This
parallels the double economy theory where both syntactic thriftiness and pragmatic relevance
occur in a mutually reinforcing way. The result does extend the range of applicability of the
Minimalist Program by subjecting Chomsky’s claim as to derivational economy to use in an

actual context of communication.

Even so, the role-based variation that we have noticed—notably a preference for deflective
syntax by politicians, directness by activists and the tactical reframing of institutional critique
by journalists —indicates that strategic syntax is both situated and unsituated. These
tendencies are not set in stone, however, and can be altered by both professional norms and
audience_ expectations, as well as authoritative currents within some institutions of university

Discourse.

4.5 Theoretical Implications
This study contributes to the Syntax—Pragmatics Interface by showing its practical
implementation in authentic media discourse. Traditional pragmatic theories (such as Grice,
1975; Sperber & Wilson, 1995) treat meaning as defined in terms of context while generative
approaches assume syntax to be computationally separate. The present findings combine these
paradigms; syntax itself is defined as not a separate computation but as an adaptive
optimisation process that responds to the forces of pragmatics. The integration of the Strategic
Manoeuvring Theory provides a macro-level theoretical perspective of why certain syntactic
routes are selected. This makes CA particularly fit to focussing on sequential turn-taking and
repair mechanisms (Clayman & Heritage, 2002) which are often silent on the linguistic
expression of argumentation. Similarly, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Fairclough,

1995; van Dijk, 1998) adopts ideological positioning but treats syntax as yet another signal of
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power imbalance rather than a creative strategy for arguing.

In contrast, the model of Strategic Syntax remains centrist: as with CDA, it retains an interest
in ideology and, like CA, a concern for interactional sequencing, but situates both within
quantifiable grammatical behaviour. It adds a corpus-to-corpus, reproducible semantic layer
to argumentation theory by illustrating that syntactic structure can be directly mapped onto

pragmatic intent

6. Conclusions
This study's findings highlight syntax's central role as a strategic communicative tool rather
than a neutral grammatical system. The key conclusions can be summarised as follows:

1. syntactic form operates as a purposeful and strategic resource for negotiating/repositioning
credibility, persuasion, and authority across institutional contexts, but never simply as an
innocent grammatical option.

2. The study generalises the Syntax—Pragmatics Interface to five communicative roles—
politicians, activists, journalists, scientists, and global leaders showcasing that the economy

operates evenly in different institutional frameworks.

3. Specific syntactic constructions serve distinctive pragmatic functions:

i.  Conditionals are primarily associated with justification and rationalisation.

ii.  Passives are used for deflection and reframing.
iii.  Clefts and pseudo-clefts highlight emphasis and rhetorical focus.

iv.  Declaratives and modals extend strategic manoeuvring into scientific and

corporate discourse.

The research validates the interaction between syntactic efficiency and pragmatic relevance,
confirming that the two levels operate jointly to sustain face, legitimacy, and rhetorical

control under adversarial questioning.

Quantitative analysis of twelve BBC HARDtalk interviews found highly significant
correlations between syntactic structures and pragmatic functions, which supports that the

linguistic economy affects persuasive..

The study proposes a replicable analytical framework, which quantifies how grammatical

choices enact argumentative and self-defensive strategies.

210


https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.

Journal of Language Studies VVol.9, No.4, Part 1, 2025, Pages (194-212)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25130/Lang.9.4.P1.11

7. The model bridges the conceptual divide between generative syntax and pragmatic

interpretation, providing a linguistically grounded approach to analysing persuasion,

credibility, and self-defence in institutional communication.

Appendix: Corpus of BBC HARDtalk Episodes Used in the Study

No. | Interviewee | Role/Title | Date | Episode/ Topic | Duration Source / Link
1 Benjamin Prime Mar Israel and 25 min BBC HARDtalk. (2023, March). Interview with
Netanyahu | Minister of | 2023 | Security Policy Benjamin Netanyahu [Video]. BBC.
Israel https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006mg2m
2 Boris Former May | Leadership and 24 min | BBC HARDtalk. (2021, May). Interview with Boris
Johnson UK Prime | 2021 Pandemic Johnson [Video]. YouTube.
Minister Response https://www.youtube.com/@bbchardtalk
3 | MariaRessa | Journalist, | Jan Press Freedom 25 min BBC HARDtalk. (2024, January). Interview with
Rappler | 2024 and Maria Ressa [Video]. BBC.
Accountability https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006mg2m
4 Greta Climate Jul Climate Action 23 min | BBC HARDtalk. (2021, July). Interview with Greta
Thunberg Activist | 2021 and Global Thunberg [Video]. YouTube.
Responsibility https://www.youtube.com/@bbchardtalk
5 Sergey Russian Apr Ukraine and 24 min BBC HARDtalk. (2022, April). Interview with
Lavrov Foreign 2022 | Russia’s Global Sergey Lavrov [Video]. BBC.
Minister Position https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006mg2m
6 Christine President, | Nov Europe’s 25 min | BBC HARDtalk. (2020, November). Interview with
Lagarde European | 2020 Economic Christine Lagarde [Video]. YouTube.
Central Recovery https://www.youtube.com/@bbchardtalk
Bank
7 Anthony Chief Feb Pandemic 26 min BBC HARDtalk. (2022, February). Interview with
Fauci Medical | 2022 Science and Anthony Fauci [Video]. BBC.
Advisor, Public Trust https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006mg2m
U.S.
8 Imran Khan Former Jan | Governance and 24 min BBC HARDtalk. (2023, January). Interview with
Prime 2023 | Accountability Imran Khan [Video]. YouTube.
Minister of https://www.youtube.com/@bbchardtalk
Pakistan
9 Malala Education | Oct | Women’s Rights | 25 min BBC HARDtalk. (2020, October). Interview with
Yousafzai Activist | 2020 | and Education Malala Yousafzai [Video]. BBC.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006mg2m
10 | Elon Musk CEOQ, May | Innovation and 25 min | BBC HARDtalk. (2023, May). Interview with Elon
Tesla& | 2023 Regulation Musk [Video]. YouTube.
SpaceX https://www.youtube.com/@bbchardtalk
11 Antonio UN Dec | Global Crisesand | 25 min | BBC HARDtalk. (2021, December). Interview with
Guterres Secretary- | 2021 Cooperation Anténio Guterres [Video]. BBC.
General https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006mg2m
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12 Jacinda Former Mar | Leadership and 24 min BBC HARDtalk. (2022, March). Interview with
Ardern Prime 2022 | Empathy in Crisis Jacinda Ardern [Video]. YouTube.
Minister of https://www.youtube.com/@bbchardtalk
New
Zealand
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