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Little attention has been given to the role of metadiscoursal devices in non-
academic discourses with an overtly persuasive component such as political
discourse. We address this gap by analysing the presence and function of
evidentials and boosters in the 2016 campaign debates on the United King-
dom European Union membership referendum (also known as the Brexit
referendum). In this vein, our objectives are first, to analyse the evidentials
and boosters most frequently used in these debates and relate them to the
speakers’ goals, and second, to contrast the use of these devices with the
results of the referendum. Data were quantitatively analysed with
METOOL, a tool specifically developed to detect metadiscoursal strategies.
The results showed how the strategies identified here tended to work in
combination towards the representation of a credible self, challenging
opposing views on the same issue. Finally, conclusions were drawn.
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1. Introduction

Speaking a language is an individual act that may be performed in different ways
depending on the intentions of the speaker. This can be observed in politics
(Albalat-Mascarell and Carrió-Pastor 2019), in academic English (Carrió-Pastor
2014; Alonso-Almeida and Carrió-Pastor 2017), in digital comments on news
(Moya Muñoz and Carrió-Pastor 2018), in newspapers (Dafouz 2008; Alonso-
Almeida and Carrió-Pastor 2019), etc. All these studies reflect on the variation
of language and the dissimilarities in the way communication is carried out by
different language users in specific contexts. This can be witnessed when speak-
ers choose one term over another, use specific words to express their thoughts or
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overuse assertive phrases. This results from the fact that we conceptualize ideas
in different ways, and this is reflected in speech. We believe that every speaker
processes reality in their own way, and the transmission of this reality is, in turn,
bound by a degree of subjectivity. This practice is quite common in political talk
(Friedman and Kampf 2014; Kampf 2016).

One linguistic feature that may vary according to the intentions of the speaker
is the use of rhetorical devices, e.g. metadiscourse. Abdollahzadeh (2011, 288)
defines metadiscourse as the way in which “writers tend to convey their personal-
ity, credibility, consideration of the reader and the relationship to the subject mat-
ter and to readers by using certain devices in their texts”. Metadiscourse devices
have been of interest to such researchers as Dahl (2004); Koutsantoni (2004);
Hyland (2005); Andrus (2009); Abdollahzadeh (2011); Mur-Dueñas (2011),
Carrió-Pastor (2016a, 2016b, 2016c), and Albalat-Mascarell and Carrió-Pastor
(2019), among others. In this paper, we focus on the analysis of evidentials (a
sub-category of textual or interactive devices, e.g. according to, following, etc.) and
boosters (a sub-category of interpersonal or interactional devices, e.g. obvious,
fact, extremely, etc.), following Hyland’s (2005) taxonomy. We believe the analysis
of the use of these devices in campaign debates may shed new light on the use of
rhetorical strategies in politics. Some researchers such as Sclafani (2017), Zhang,
Sun, Peng, Gan, and Yu (2017), and Liu and Lei (2018) have been investigating the
use of metadiscourse in spoken English, but we argue that further studies should
be dedicated to the analysis of metadiscourse devices used in political debates. We
have chosen political debates since they have been defined as “zero-sum games”
(García-Pastor 2008, 101) whose antagonistic character shapes the relationship
between the politicians involved and their audiences. The analysis of the presence
of evidentials and boosters in these debates may be useful to discover rhetorical
strategies that damage the opponent and manage speakers to win over voters.

In this study, we analyse political debates on Brexit, as such speeches may
reveal how politicians persuade voters. Our first objective is to analyse the evi-
dentials and boosters most frequently used among pro- and anti-Brexit politi-
cians in debates and relate these to the speakers’ goals. Our second objective is
to study the use of evidential devices and boosters among pro-Brexit politicians
considering the results of the referendum. Thus, the research questions of this
study are as follows:

1. What evidential and boosting devices are the most used in the campaign
debates held before the Brexit referendum? Do pro- and anti-Brexit politi-
cians use evidentials and boosters with the same frequency and with the same
function?
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2. What devices are used more frequently and/or with the same frequency by
pro-Brexit politicians: evidentials or boosters? What may be the associated
causes?

This article is organised as follows. Section 2 discusses previous studies on evi-
dentials, boosters, and political speech. Then, in Section 3, we describe the corpus
compiled and the method followed in this study. Section 4 shows the results
obtained from our analysis. Finally, our conclusions are drawn in Section 5.

2. Evidential devices, boosters, and political discourse

Metadiscourse plays a key role in knowledge construction by managing the inter-
actions between speakers and audiences, who often come from the same dis-
course community and engage in shared social and cultural practices (Albalat-
Mascarell 2015; Carrió-Pastor and Muñiz-Calderón 2015; Carrió-Pastor 2016a,
2016b, 2016c, 2019a, 2019b). However, while metadiscourse is a useful tool in
explaining the rhetorical features of languages in different domains and genres,
it has mostly been examined in relation to academic writing (Hyland 1998, 2010;
Hyland and Tse 2004). Little attention has been given to the role of metadiscourse
devices in non-academic discourses with an overtly persuasive component such
as political discourse.

Metadiscourse is a fuzzy concept. It is generally characterized as “discourse
about discourse” (Hyland 2015, 1), but while some analysts restrict this to features
of textual organization, others include in their analyses how speakers react to
what they are saying and create rapport with audiences. In this paper, we adopt
the second position, which sees metadiscourse as something related to the inter-
personal character of communication. Proponents of this broader idea of
metadiscourse tend to establish a distinction between interactive and interac-
tional metadiscoursal categories (e.g. Thompson 2001; Hyland 2005; Mur-
Dueñas 2011; Carrió-Pastor 2016a, 2016b, 2016c), depending on the speaker-
listener relationship built into discourse. Items of interactive categories aim to
organize information depending on the expectations of the audience, as opposed
to interactional metadiscoursal features designed to stimulate interaction between
the addresser and the addressee.

In this study, we analyse evidential devices, which are one sub-category of
interactive devices, and boosters, which are one sub-category of interactional
devices. Both are common rhetorical strategies that lend credibility to arguments
either by drawing on external sources of information or by emphasizing certainty
about a proposition.
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On the one hand, evidentials “indicate the source of textual information
which originates outside the current text” (Hyland 2004, 139). In this paper, we
adopt a dynamic view of evidentials based on the idea that they consist of the
source of information rather than the assessment of the epistemic status of the
proposition, a perspective followed by other researchers (e.g. Aikhenvald 2005;
Marín-Arrese 2011; Marín-Arrese et al. 2013; Berlin and Prieto-Mendoza 2014;
Alonso-Almeida 2015; Marín-Arrese, Hassler and Carretero 2017; Estellés 2019).
In this study, the function of an evidential device is to introduce discourse-
external references that endorse a proposition. The focus of this paper is on
the analysis of evidential markers that provide evidence to make a factual claim
(Marín-Arrese, Hassler and Carretero 2017). In the political debates analysed, we
searched for devices that indicate the “structural dimension of grammar that cod-
ifies the source of information” (Bussmann 2006, 390). Aikhenvald also makes it
clear that evidentiality is “a grammatical category that has source of information
as its primary meaning” (Brown 2005, 320). In the political debates analysed, we
decided to focus on the study of the devices (evidentials and boosters) used to
emphasize the force of politicians’ propositions to convince voters.

Following Mur-Dueñas (2011, 3070), evidentials comprise “both references to
textual information as originated in a scholar’s or several scholars’ work (personal
evidentials) and references to what the writers assume to be common, shared
knowledge within the discipline (impersonal evidentials)”. Thus, evidential mark-
ers are divided into two types (Hyland 2005; Mur-Dueñas 2011; Carrió-Pastor
2016c):

– Personal, which includes according to X, as X argued, in X’s study.
– Impersonal, which comprises previous, past research, previously.

On the other hand, boosters are linguistic devices that emphasise certainty about
a proposition or highlight confidence in an assertion, increasing the illocutionary
force of the speech act and closing off potential alternative viewpoints (Mur-
Dueñas 2011). Several taxonomies of the words or phrases that can be classified
as boosters have been made by researchers. For example, Hyland (2005, 2010)
labelled the following words as boosters: obvious, obviously, very, extremely, far,
full, never, certain, certainly, sure, find, must, realize, really, surely, think, true, with-
out doubt, etc. More recently, Mur-Dueñas (2011) compiled a longer list of words
identified from a corpus of academic papers on business management, such as
determine, show, demonstrate, reveal, highlight, confirm, emphasize, conclude, hold,
underscore, establish, assert, prove, know, clearly, significantly, generally, largely,
particularly, indeed, widely, highly, primarily, consistently, strongly, actually, mostly,
especially, extensively, entirely, essentially, dramatically, substantially, always, fully,
considerable, clear, vast, evident, substantial, evidence, fact, majority, assertion, con-
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clusion, in fact, for the most part, of course, to a large extent, etc. As can be
observed, boosters demonstrate confidence and convey the right amount of self-
assurance to listeners, although their meaning may vary depending on the context
or on the specific field of the discourse analysed.

As indicated above, despite the increasing number of studies devoted to the
use of interpersonal metadiscourse devices such as evidentials and boosters in
academic written genres, limited research (Albalat-Mascarell and Carrió-Pastor
2019) has been conducted on the deployment of interactive and interactional
metadiscourse in political discourse. Generally, political talk has been analysed
from a pragmatic perspective, as its persuasive nature has often been of interest.
Researchers have focused on specific topics such as irony and cognitive aspects
(Cap 2017; Mussolff 2017), interaction (Frachiolla 2011; Boyd 2014), interview
styles (Eriksson 2011; Proctor and Su 2011; Gnisci, Zollo, Perugini and Di Conza
2013), address terms (Rendle-Short 2007), political genres (Cap and Okulska
2013), political speech acts (Remer 2008; Kampf 2016), media communication
from a cross-cultural perspective (Fetzer and Lauerbach 2007), and argumenta-
tion (Lauerbach 2007). Additionally, previous research on evidentials and boost-
ers in political genres such as parliamentary and campaign debates can be found
(e.g. Ilie 2003; Berlin and Prieto Mendoza 2014; Buckledee 2018; Estellés 2019).
Nevertheless, no studies so far have considered the use of evidentials and boosters
in campaign debates from the point of view of interpersonal metadiscourse.

In this paper, we address this gap by analysing the presence and function of
evidentials and boosters in the 2016 campaign debates on the United Kingdom
European Union membership referendum (also known as the Brexit referendum).
The designated official slogan leading the Remain campaigning group was “Britain
Stronger in Europe”, and the designated official slogan leading the Leave cam-
paigning group was “Vote Leave”. We focused on the political speeches delivered
before the Brexit referendum given that their focus was persuasive. Politicians
tried to provide arguments for and against Britain leaving the European Union.
In a previous study, Alonso-Almeida and Carrió-Pastor (2019) paid attention to
the Scottish independence referendum. Specifically, the epistemic stance strate-
gies deployed by journalists to legitimise their ideas concerning the referendum
were analysed. In this study, the persuasive function of the political campaign
debates held before the referendum is at play. Our intention is to analyse how
politicians persuade readers of the veracity of their propositions and the possible
effect of their use of evidential devices and boosters on the results of the poll.
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3. Materials and methods

The corpus compiled to meet the objectives of this article includes the transcripts
of speeches given by eleven different British politicians and one trade union rep-
resentative at the BBC’s “Great Debate” held at Wembley Arena on 21st June 2016
and hosted by David Dimbleby in front of an audience of 6,000 people.

We chose this from the numerous TV debates, question sessions, and inter-
views that took place during the referendum campaign given its significance and
format, as it was marketed as the most significant event of the referendum cam-
paign. The debate featured three main speakers nominated by each official lead-
ing a campaigning group and a second stage involving a further ten guests with
five representatives from each side. Each panellist on the main stage was given an
opportunity to answer questions from audience members (split evenly between
Leave and Remain supporters) and to debate subjects related to three key referen-
dum issues, i.e. the economy, immigration, and Great Britain’s place in the world.
In the second stage, politicians, businesspeople, and other prominent speakers
who had also played a part in the campaign provided additional opinions and
commentary on these key issues. The debate came only two days before polling
day at a moment when both sides were looking for a clear victory that could pos-
sibly determine the outcome of the referendum.

As our material, we used the video of the debate uploaded on YouTube by
different channels. The debate was originally broadcasted on BBC One between
8pm and 10 pm (120 minutes). We prepared a thorough transcript of the whole
debate, including details on miss-starts, repetitions and overlaps relevant to a
metadiscoursal analysis approach. As we only aimed to examine speeches deliv-
ered by politicians of different ideological backgrounds adopting a particular side
of the referendum campaign, we only used those parts of the transcript that cor-
responded to politicians’ turns and to those belonging to O’Grady’s speeches,
who was also included in the analysis as a main speaker of the debate. Speeches
selected for our research were those delivered by:

– Conservative MP and former Mayor of London Boris Johnson, Labour MP
Gisela Stuart, and Conservative MP Andrea Leadsom representing Leave on
the main stage.

– Leader of the Scottish Conservative and Unionist Party Ruth Davidson MSP,
London Mayor Sadiq Khan, and General Secretary of the Trades Union Con-
gress Frances O’Grady representing Remain on the main stage.

– Minister of State for Employment Priti Patel and Deputy Chairman of UKIP
Diane James representing Leave on the second stage.
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– MSP Humza Yousaf, Conservative MP Sarah Wollaston, Liberal Democrat
leader Tim Farron, and Green Party MP Caroline Lucas representing Remain
on the second stage.

Our procedure first involved compiling the corpus by classifying transcripts of the
speeches selected into two categories: Leave campaigners and Remain campaign-
ers. See the data compiled for the analysis in Table 1.

Table 1. Data for the corpus

File
size

Tokens (running
words)

Types (distinct
words)

No.
Sentences

Leave campaigners 32,712  5,798 1,142 302

Remain
campaigners

34,994  6,411 1,169 437

Overall 67,706 12,209 2,311 739

It can be observed that the size of the files and tokens are different in the two
sub-corpora, as the Leave campaigners’ sub-corpus was composed of 5,798 tokens
while the Remain campaigners’ sub-corpus contained 6,411 tokens. Additionally,
more sentences were found in the remain campaigners’ corpus. To compare the
results obtained after the analysis, raw occurrences were normalised to 1,000 to
calculate the frequencies for each per the same number of words. A total of 12,209
tokens composed the corpus of this analysis.

Second, evidential devices and boosters were searched for electronically
through the whole corpus using WordSmith Tools 5.0 to extract frequency lists.
After that, METOOL was used to check the context and verify the occurrences
that functioned as metadiscourse devices, eliminating false-positive results.

METOOL was designed through a joint project involving the Research Insti-
tute for Information and Language Processing (University of Wolverhampton,
GB) and Universitat Politècnica de Valencia (Spain) to compile, tag, identify,
and analyse metadiscoursal devices. METOOL has been specifically developed
to detect metadiscoursal strategies and is part of the research project
FFI2016-77941-P (funded by Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad, Spain).
It is not still available in open access as the tagging of the base corpus that will
allow the automatic identification of metadiscoursal devices is still in progress.
This tool is in an extensive phase of testing at the University of Wolverhampton
and the University of Coventry. The tool has proven very useful for analysing
and identifying metadiscoursal elements in context, but, as the testing phase has
not finished, we preferred to use both tools, METOOL and WordSmith. METOOL
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includes different kinds of analysis. It extracts frequencies and collocations, and
allows us to study markers in context. We could study boosters and evidentials in
context with a link that shows the marker in the text analysed. In fact, almost all
the boosters and evidentials identified were checked in order to be sure the data
retrieved was accurate and thus false positives were not included. While the tool
was initially designed to analyse academic discourse, it has also proven to be use-
ful for the analysis of political speech in this study.

The boosters identified from the Brexit speeches are as follows:

– Adjectives: clear, extraordinary, great, major, greatest, secure, complete, lead-
ing, vital, credible, crucial, enhanced, enormous, fundamental, huge, perma-
nent, securer, strong, stronger.

– Adverbials: all, really, actually, right, absolutely, rightly, clearly, completely,
always, indeed, certainly, mainly, constantly, continually, enormously, frankly,
incredibly, inevitably, perfectly, steadily, successful, vividly.

– Verbs: know, believe, knows, knew, admit, admitting, believed.
– Nouns: security, truth, evidence, trust, agreement, credit, fact, leadership, sta-

bility, optimists, primacy, success.

The evidentials found in the Brexit speeches are as follows:

– Personal: say, ask, saying, agree, asked, according, quote, report, argument,
show, shows, asks, asserted, claim, founder, quotes, reporting.

– Impersonal: recently, former, past, earlier, early.

Occurrences of boosters and evidentials were counted, analysed, and contextual-
ized. At that point, the two sub-corpora of Leave campaigners and Remain cam-
paigners were analysed separately, and occurrences of evidentials and boosters
were counted by calculating frequencies. After obtaining the quantitative results
of evidential devices and boosters, examples were carefully analysed in context to
ensure that they performed a rhetorical function in the debate and could be incor-
porated into the counts. Raw occurrences were then normed to occurrences per
1,000 words to facilitate comparisons across the debates, as explained above.

Then, the statistical analysis was carried out using http://vassarstats.net/index
.html, a user-friendly tool for performing statistical computation. The tool has
been created and maintained by Richard Lowry, PhD, Professor of Psychology
Emeritus at Vassar College. In this study, the significance of the difference
between two independent proportions was calculated using ANOVA tests. We
established the p-value at <0.05.
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4. Results and discussion

The analysis of the corpus showed that the politicians who participated in the
Brexit campaign debate generally used more boosters than evidentials. We believe
that this may be attributable to the intentions of political discourse used in the
Brexit campaign, i.e. to convince voters to leave or remain, appealing to emotions
rather than to facts or evidence. In total, we obtained 108 occurrences (8.84 nor-
malised to 1,000) in the category of evidential devices and 281 occurrences in the
category of boosters (23.01 normalised to 1,000).

Table 2 illustrates the occurrences and normalised frequencies (NF) to 1,000
words of evidential devices and boosters used by the pro-Brexit and anti-Brexit
politicians:

Table 2. Occurrences of boosters and evidentials in the corpus

CORPUS
Boosters

occurrences/NF
Evidentials

occurrences/NF
Total

occurrences/NF

Leave campaigners (pro-
Brexit)

126/ 21.73 66/ 11.38 192/ 33.11

Remain campaigners (anti-
Brexit)

155/ 24.17  42/ 6.55 197/ 30.72

Total 281/ 23.01 108/ 8.84 389/ 31.86

After calculating the difference between two independent proportions, we
obtained that the proportion of boosters (0.023%) was higher than evidentials
(0.008%) with a p-value of< .0002. Thus, the normalised results showed that the
first hypothesis of this paper was confirmed, i.e. politicians preferred boosters to
motivate voters, increasing their illocutionary force.

A significant difference was not found in the use of boosters by pro-Brexit
(0.022%) and anti-Brexit politicians (0.024%), with a p-value of 0.368. The find-
ings are significant (p-value < .0001), but the difference was only 3.0 frequencies
per 1,000 words. On the contrary, the data obtained concerning evidential devices
(pro-Brexit speakers 0.011% and anti-Brexit 0.006%) displayed a significant dif-
ference (p =0.004). Pro-Brexit politicians provided more evidence about their
claims than anti-Brexit politicians. Considering the outcome of the referendum,
which resulted in 51.9% of the population being in favour of leaving the European
Union, it seems voters trusted politicians who used more devices with source of
information as its primary meaning (i.e. evidentials).
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4.1 Results and discussion of boosters used in the BBC’s “Great Debate”

The most frequent boosters used by both pro- and anti-Brexit politicians in the
campaign were all, know, and really. The overall results concerning the use of
boosters in the Brexit campaign debate and their normalised frequencies can be
seen in Table 3:

Table 3. Most frequent boosters in pro- and anti-Brexit political speeches

Boosters NF pro-Brexit Boosters NF anti-Brexit

All  3.58 Know 5.51

Actually  2.33 All 4.48

Know  2.18 Really 1.89

Clear  1.55 Believe 0.68

Right 1.4 Evidence 0.68

Really  1.24 Right 0.68

We have divided this section into two sub-sections; one is devoted to the
analysis and discussion of examples of the boosters found in the Remain EU (anti-
Brexit) sub-corpus, and the other to the boosters used in the Leave EU (pro-
Brexit) sub-corpus.

4.1.1 Boosters in the anti-Brexit sub-corpus
Figure 1 illustrates the results for the boosters used by politicians attempting to
convince voters to remain in the European Union.

Figure 1. Comparison of normalised frequencies (per 1,000 words) of boosters used by
anti-Brexit politicians

Anti-Brexit politicians used a limited range of frequent boosters to convince
voters of their beliefs (know, all, really). One of the most frequent was all, which
was used to refer to a big group of people (e.g. all the experts) or to emphasise
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the speakers address all the voters (e.g. all you). Some examples of the boosters
extracted from the remain EU corpus are shown below in (1), (2), and (3).

(1) “Well, the evidence is undeniable and all the experts agree – we are stronger,
safer and better off in Europe”. (REMAIN_KHAN).
“You’re going to be asked to vote in two days’ time and all you’ve heard tonight

(REMAIN_DAVIDSON)is trust us and it will all be fine”.
“I don’t think it’s unreasonable people worried about their local hospital, peo-
ple worried about their local school, worried what would happen if our econ-
omy went into recession or if they lost their jobs or businesses struggled,
because all the experts say, and you know this, that leaving the EU would cause

(REMAIN_KHAN)problems for our country”.

Here, Khan tries to motivate voters with the booster all, reinforced with the adjec-
tives stronger, safer, and better, boosting his speech act. Davidson also emphasises
the need to vote and participate in the referendum in “all you’ve heard” and “all
be fine”. In the third sample, Khan uses know to emphasize that not only all the
experts, but also voters, know a fact, boosting the importance of the sentence,
consolidating the speaker-voter’s commitment to the proposition.

(2) “Jane made a really, really important point in her question about our NHS,
and let’s not forget the NHS was built by and for working people, and we

(REMAIN_OGRADY)should all be really proud of it”.

The illocutionary force of boosters is obvious here, when O’Grady repeats really
before the attitude marker important, being used later again before proud.

(3) “We certainly haven’t had it throughout this campaign. Britain deserves better
than people who say they’ve got a quick fix but won’t tell you what it actually

(REMAIN_DAVIDSON)means for Britain”.

Thus, anti-Brexit politicians used several boosters in a sentence, with the two
functions identified by Jalilifar and Alavi-Nia (2012, 140) “making things less fuzzy
there by suppressing alternatives and emphasizing or boosting the force of a
speech act”. So, anti-Brexit speakers gave emphasis to their speech repeating the
same booster followed by attitude markers (e.g. really, really important) or using
different boosters in the same sentence to support the claim that British citizens
should remain in the European Union.

4.1.2 Boosters in the pro-Brexit sub-corpus
Figure 2 shows the results of devices used as boosters by the pro-Brexit politicians
to convince voters to leave the European Union.
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Figure 2. Normalised frequencies (per 1,000 words) of boosters used by pro-Brexit
politicians

Pro-Brexit politicians used a wide range of devices (all, actually, know, clear,
right, really, truth, complete, extraordinary, security…) to increase the illocution-
ary force of their campaign debates. It should be noted that while anti-Brexit
politicians used quite frequently three boosters (know, all, and really), pro-Brexit
politicians used a wider range of devices. Therefore, although the difference in the
frequencies of the two groups of politicians is not significant, we found a greater
variety of boosters in the Leave EU sub-corpus.

The function of boosters in this context is evident: to include all British cit-
izens, emphasizing the idea that leaving the European Union is the best option.
This can be seen in different parts of the speeches. Some examples of the func-
tions of the boosters used by pro-Brexit politicians are shown below in (4), (5),
and (6).

(4) “You do – you do deserve the truth and if the Prime Minister is refusing to say
that he would exercise his veto over Turkey, what do you think he’s going to
veto? And let’s just be clear about the United States of Europe, which Douglas

(LEAVE_STUART)addresses”.
“I think it was extraordinary to hear that – um, that we would have tariffs
imposed on us, because everybody knows that this country receives about a

(LEAVE_JOHNSON)fifth of Germany’s entire car manufacturing output”.

In the first sample, the booster clear (or even the whole sentence let’s just be clear)
signals honesty and transmits that the speaker is a politician who does not deceive
his audience. The speaker explains a fact using bare information and he implicitly
indicates that leaving the European Union is the option of honest voters. In the
second one, Boris Johnson uses the verb know to consolidate the politician-voter’s
commitment to the value advanced in the speech, emphasized with everybody.
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(5) “Now, the problem with free movement, for me as a mum, it’s not just about
uncontrollable numbers coming here and putting pressure on public services.

(LEAVE_LEADSOM)It’s all about security for all of our children, for all of us”.

In this speech, the speaker uses the booster security, one of the most frequently
used in the corpus of pro-Brexit politicians. Right was also commonly used to con-
vince voters that this was the correct option (to leave the European Union) as
shown in Example (6).

(6) “This is right, the EU has also created fifty percent youth unemployment
across southern Europe. It’s a total – it has wrecked the prospects for a genera-

(LEAVE_PATEL)tion of young people”.

The boosters clear, security, and right are used to support the idea that leaving the
European Union is a positive approach and thus that voters should support this
move. The semantic charge of these devices boosts the political discourse of the
speaker, thereby emphasizing the force or the speaker’s certainty about a fact.

4.2 Results and discussion of evidential devices used in the BBC’s “Great
Debate”

The evidential devices most frequently used by both pro-Brexit and anti-Brexit
politicians include the lemmas say and ask, which belong to personal evidential
devices. The overall results concerning the frequency of use of evidentials in the
Brexit campaign debate and their normalised frequencies can be observed in
Table 4.

Table 4. Most frequent evidentials in pro- and anti-Brexit political speeches

Evidentials NF pro-Brexit Evidentials NF anti-Brexit

Say 7.89 Say 3.41

Ask 1.77 Ask 1.02

Agree 0.46 Quote 0.68

Former 0.31 Show 0.68

Reporting 0.31 According 0.51

The sections below discuss the different evidential devices identified in the
corpus and some examples are commented.

Boosters and evidentials in British campaign debates 13

/#q6
/#tab4


4.2.1 Evidentials in the anti-Brexit sub-corpus
Figure 3 shows the evidential devices used by the anti-Brexit politicians to con-
vince voters to remain in the European Union.

Figure 3. Normalised frequencies (per 1,000 words) of evidentials used by anti-Brexit
politicians

The most frequently used evidential device is the lemma say, which is a quite
commonly used evidential verb to cite the opinion of other people (personal evi-
dential device). This is the reason why the results of the evidential devices found
in the anti-Brexit and pro-Brexit sub-corpora (see Figure 4) are quite similar. It
should be highlighted that anti-Brexit politicians used fewer evidentials than pro-
Brexit politicians did. This may indicate that they focused on other rhetorical
strategies to convince voters to stay in the European Union. Some examples of evi-
dentials extracted from the anti-Brexit politicians (remain EU corpus) are shown
below in (7), (8), and (9).

(7) “And perhaps the (inaudible) of the whole campaign is Michael Gove saying
we’ve had enough of experts. That’s perhaps an explanation of why he was

(REMAIN_FARRON)such a dreadful Education Secretary”.

Farron quotes Gove’s campaign to show evidence of the statement, i.e. a way
of criticizing the Education Secretary. Farron manages to mitigate the statement
with the repeated use of the hedge “perhaps”, which is an epistemic word used to
mitigate the evidence of what is being said by Michael Grove and to indicate that
he was ‘dreadful education Secretary’. Here, the evidential device is used to show
a negative aspect of one pro-Brexit politician.
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(8) “She said sixty percent of our laws are made in Europe and it’s simply not true.
Thirteen percent of our laws, according – according to the independent House
of Commons library – according to the independent House of Commons

(REMAIN_DAVIDSON)library, that number is thirteen percent”.

Davidson cites Andrea Leadsom, from the conservative party, and repeats an
impersonal evidential device (i.e. according) to highlight the source of informa-
tion and to convince future voters that Leadson included false information in her
speech. In this way, Ruth Davidson emphasizes that her ideas are based on real
facts, providing evidence from the independent House of Commons Library.

(9) “How is it – how is it having more control if you have less money in your
(REMAIN_KHAN)pocket as Martin Lewis the money expert says?”

Khan specifies the source of information with the use of the verb says referring
to Martin Lewis, in this way providing personal evidence of his statement. The
speaker refers to Lewis as an expert and so the speaker demonstrates that he is
right, reinforcing his statement.

4.2.2 Evidentials in the pro-Brexit sub-corpus
Pro-Brexit politicians also used evidentials to support their speech and to per-
suade voters about leaving the European Union. Frequencies are shown in
Figure 4.

Figure 4. Normalised frequencies (per 1,000 words) of evidentials used by pro-Brexit
politicians

As in the anti-Brexit speeches, pro-Brexit politicians preferred the lemma say
to express personal evidence, citing the statements of other politicians to base
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their speeches on real facts. Some examples of evidentials extracted from the
speeches of leave EU corpus are shown below in (10), (11), and (12).

(10) “Now, who do you think that was? It was – it was Sidi Khan, again. I agree, I
do agree with Sidi. I think you need a grown-up approach to this”.

(LEAVE_JOHNSON)

Johnson repeated personal evidentials (e.g. agree) to render the ideas exposed in
his speeches more certain; this is also emphasised with the personal pronoun I
and the auxiliary verb do.

(11) “And just to quote the former head of Interpol, Ronald Noble, he said, “The EU
border system is like hanging a sign welcoming terrorists to Europe”. It is mak-

(LEAVE_STUART)ing us insecure rather than making us securer”.

The pro-Brexit speaker refers to the personal opinions of other speakers partici-
pating in the debate and in some cases even quotes well-known people (Ronald
Noble, head of Interpol) to indicate that remaining in EU is insecure for British.

(12) “And it would be a fine thing if, as Lord Rose says, if people on low incomes
got a pay rise as a result of us taking back control of our country and our sys-
tem”. “And it is no wonder that they have not been, as Andrea rightly says, they

(LEAVE_JOHNSON)have not been able to do”.

In this case, Johnson quotes other politicians with the personal evidential verb
says, repeating the previous word or words before and after citing other politicians
and then reinforcing the meaning of the personal evidential device.

To sum up, similar boosting and evidential devices are used by pro- and anti-
Brexit politicians to increase the number of voters that believed in leaving or
remaining in the EU. Politicians aimed at increasing the degree of the truth of a
proposition using boosters or citing other politicians to endorse their ideas. It has
been proven that there was not a significant difference in the use of boosters, but
the use of evidentials was significant in the case of pro-Brexit politicians. The evi-
dential devices identified tend to work in combination towards the representation
of a credible self, challenging opposing views on the same issue, i.e. to leave the
European Union.

5. Conclusions

The results presented here relate to the use of evidential devices and boosters
from speeches given by eleven different British politicians and one trade union
representative at the BBC’s “Great Debate” held at Wembley Arena on 21st June
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2016. Results extracted from the analysis of the corpus reveal that British politi-
cians used boosters and evidentials to persuade future voters, but it was the use of
evidential devices that may have influenced the outcome of the referendum. Evi-
dentials were more frequently used by pro-Brexit politicians to provide evidence
about the topic discussed, i.e. leaving the European Union. If we consider the out-
come of the referendum (which resulted in most of the voters being in favour of
leaving the European Union), it may seem that the public preferred politicians
who endorsed their ideas with real facts and data to those using intensifiers.

The first objective of this research was to compare the evidentials and boost-
ers most frequently used in debates and to relate them to the speakers’ goals. On
the one hand, the evidentials most frequently used in both sub-corpora were the
personal ones, mainly say and ask. Statistical differences were observed in the use
of evidentials by pro- and anti-Brexit politicians, but no differences in the func-
tional or qualitative use of these devices were identified. On the other hand, the
boosters most frequently used by pro-Brexit speakers were all, know, clear, and
actually. The speakers used recurrently the inclusive term all to convince voters
and the term clear to transmit confidence. The boosters most used by anti-Brexit
politicians were found to be know and really.

The second objective and research question of our analysis was to contrast
the use of evidentials and boosters with the results of the referendum. The results
of the study showed that pro- and anti-Brexit politicians used similar frequencies
of boosters but the use of evidentials may have established a difference in the
speeches. At the time, Great Britain faced an uncertain future and may have
needed politicians who could convey security and evidence. As a consequence,
the use of evidential devices that convey confidence and rely on objective infor-
mation (impersonal evidentials) could have been crucial to convincing future vot-
ers to abandon the European Union. Pro-Brexit politicians showed that leaving
the European Union was necessary for Great Britain. In answering our second
research question, our view is that, in this debate, pro-Brexit politicians may have
used rhetoric to transmit a sense of security with evidential devices and this may
have had an impact on the results of the referendum.

We are conscious that the small size of the corpus used may have affected our
conclusions, and thus more research should be carried out on this topic. Our aim
was to show that evidentials and boosters are rhetorical devices are used by politi-
cians strategically to convince voters of their beliefs. Boosters emphasize the con-
victions of the politicians and evidentials might influence voters’ opinions. Our
future studies will be aimed at examining a larger corpus and identifying metadis-
coursal devices mostly used by politicians to persuade voters.
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