Direct fear-related words in Trump’s and Johnson’s Covid-19 discourses: A comparative analysis
This study examines how direct fear-related words are linguistically and discursively constructed in the Covid-19 discourses of Donald Trump and Boris Johnson. Focusing on explicit emotion terms such as fear, panic, anxiety, scare, the analysis investigates how fear is grammatically organized, attributed, intensified, mitigated, and rhetorically negotiated in political crisis communication.
The direct fear-related items were first identified using Docuscope, a corpus-rhetorical analysis tool that detects linguistic patterns associated with rhetorical effects, including emotions. These items were then analyzed qualitatively in their immediate co-text. Methodologically, the study adopts a two-level framework. At the micro-level, it examines the grammatical realization of direct fear terms, with particular attention to argument structure, participant roles, aspectual distinctions, and the distribution of experiencers, sources, and agents of fear. At the macro-level, it analyzes the discourse-pragmatic functions, asking how they contribute to reassurance, blame attribution, emotional regulation, leadership performance, and the negotiation of public fear during the pandemic.
The comparative analysis shows that Trump and Johnson use direct fear-related language in markedly different ways. For example, in Trump’s discourse, panic is the most used direct fear term and is frequently associated with negative constructions and with patterns of causation and responsibility attribution, such as “I don’t want to create panic”. In Johnson’s discourse, anxiety is more prominent and is often linked to identifiable social groups through possessive forms such as “your anxiety” and “their anxieties”. These patterns suggest two different ways of constructing fear. One is oriented toward the control and displacement of panic, and the other toward the recognition and institutional management of shared anxiety. Moreover, by comparing the grammatical and discourse-pragmatic uses of direct fear terms in their context of occurrence, the study shows that direct emotion words help organize political responsibility, leadership ethos, and crisis communication strategies.

