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Abstract

This study examines President Clinton's testimony before the Kenneth Starr Grand Jury
regarding his relationship with Monica Lewinsky, focusing on the conversational structure to
determine adherence to question-and-answer patterns. By extracting specific portions of the
testimony, 19 question-answer adjacent pairs were randomly selected for detailed analysis. The
paper employs Stenstrom's Theory of Couplet Linkage, which analyzes the structure of
conversational turns through four types of couplet linkages: chaining, coupling, embedding, and
elliptical coupling. Chaining involves sequential connections between turns, while coupling links
turns through content or context. Embedding incorporates one conversation within another, and
elliptical coupling uses elliptical constructions to connect turns. This semantic analysis aims to
uncover how Clinton’s responses align with or deviate from these patterns, shedding light on his
strategic use of language during cross-examination. By applying Stenstrom’s framework, the
study provides insights into the intricate ways in which conversational structures can be
manipulated in legal testimonies, revealing the underlying strategies used by Clinton to navigate
the questioning process. This research contributes to the understanding of legal discourse and
the application of semantic theories in analyzing high-profile testimonies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Clinton-Lewinsky scandal was a highly publicized sex scandal involving Bill Clinton, the 42"
resident of the United States, and Monica Lewinsky, a White House intern. Their clandestine sexual
relationship began in 1995 and continued for approximately 18 months. The affair came to light during
an investigation led by independent prosecutor Kenneth Starr, who was originally tasked with
investigating the Clintons' involvement in the Whitewater real estate investments. Starr's investigation
uncovered evidence of the affair, leading to a broader probe into possible perjury and obstruction of
justice by the president.
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When initially questioned about the affair, Clinton famously denied any inappropriate relationship with
Lewinsky. However, mounting evidence prompted Starr to formally charge Clinton with perjury and
obstruction of justice. As a result, on August 17, 1998, Clinton testified before the grand jury via
closed-circuit television for over four hours, providing detailed responses to probing questions about
his relationship with Lewinsky. This paper seeks to cross-examine the structure of the question-answer
pairs from President Clinton's testimony before the Kenneth Starr Grand Jury through the lens of
semantics. By focusing on 19 randomly selected question-answer adjacent pairs, this study aims to
interpret the conversational structure to determine whether Clinton's responses adhere to the
established patterns of question-answer adjacency.

Employing Stenstrom's Theory of Couplet Linkage, which analyzes the structure of conversational
turns through four types of couplet linkages chaining, coupling, embedding, and elliptical coupling—
this research will provide a nuanced understanding of the semantic strategies Clinton used to navigate
the questioning process. This analysis contributes to the broader field of legal discourse and the
strategic use of discourse can be manipulated to serve specific purposes in legal settings.

1.1 Legal Discourse

Semantics, the study of meaning in language, is crucial in legal discourse where the precise
interpretation of words can significantly impact judicial outcomes. Legal professionals use language
strategically to achieve specific legal and rhetorical objectives (Solan, 2010). The semantic choices
made during testimonies, cross-examinations, and legal arguments can create ambiguity, establish
clarity, or influence perceptions of truth. For example, Tiersma (1999) highlighted how legal language
is often designed to be authoritative and unambiguous, yet can be manipulated for strategic purposes.

1.2 Semantics in High-Profile Legal Cases

In high-profile legal cases, the stakes are elevated, making the strategic use of semantics critical.
Clinton's testimony before the Kenneth Starr Grand Jury is a prime example of how semantics can be
manipulated to serve legal strategies. By employing ambiguous language and carefully defining terms,
Clinton navigated the questioning process without providing incriminating evidence (Lakoff, 2000).
This aligns with broader findings that suggest individuals in legal predicaments often rely on semantic
ambiguities to maintain plausible deniability (Solan & Tiersma, 2005). Similarly, Gibbons (2003)
discusses how defendants and witnesses use evasive language to obscure facts and avoid self-
incrimination.

1.3 Perspectives on Legal Semantics

African scholars have significantly contributed to the understanding of semantics in legal contexts.
Adegbija (1999) examined how African leaders use language to construct political and legal narratives,
emphasizing cultural specificity in semantic strategies. His research underscores the importance of
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context in interpreting legal language. For instance, in Nigeria, the use of proverbs and indirect
language in legal and political discourse is prevalent, providing both a means of persuasion and a way
to obscure direct meaning (Adegbija, 1999). In Ghana, Gyekye (1997) explored the use of traditional
proverbs and indirect communication within legal settings, noting how these linguistic tools serve as
persuasive devices and create semantic flexibility. This flexibility allows for multiple interpretations,
which can be advantageous in legal negotiations and dispute resolutions.

2. Theoretical Framework

This paper will use the Stenstrom's Theory of Couplet Linkage, which provides a framework for
analyzing the structure of conversational turns, which is particularly useful in understanding legal
testimonies. The theory categorizes conversational linkages into four types: chaining, coupling,
embedding, and elliptical coupling (Stenstrom’s, 1994). Each type of linkage serves a different
function in maintaining conversational coherence and managing the flow of dialogue.

Chaining involves a sequential connection between conversational turns, ensuring a logical
progression of ideas. This linkage is often used in legal settings to build a narrative or connect
evidence coherently (Stenstrom, 1994). In Nigerian courtrooms, for example, lawyers often use
chaining to link witness testimonies and evidence, constructing a cohesive argument (Olaniyan, 2016).

Coupling links turns through content or context, often highlighting relationships between different
pieces of information. In Clinton's testimony, coupling can be seen in how he connects his statements
about his relationship with Lewinsky to broader themes of privacy and personal integrity (Stenstrom,
1994). Similarly, in South African legal discourse, coupling is used to relate testimonies to
constitutional values and human rights (Mbatha, 2005).

Embedding incorporates one conversation within another, a strategy used to introduce new evidence or
provide additional context without disrupting the main narrative flow (Stenstrom, 1994). This
technique is observed in Kenyan legal proceedings where lawyers embed statutory references within
witness examinations to strengthen their case (Wandera, 2018).

2.1 Elliptical Elliptical coupling involves the use of elliptical constructions to connect turns, allowing
speakers to omit redundant information while maintaining meaning. This technique can streamline
responses and avoid unnecessary details in legal testimonies (Stenstrom, 1994). In Nigerian legal
contexts, elliptical coupling is frequently used to maintain brevity and focus during cross-examinations
(Olatunji, 2015).

The couplet linkages take the following

- Chaining [Q1 — Al]
- Coupling [Q1 - Al- Q2 - A2]
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- Embedding [Q1- A1-Q2-A2]
- Elliptical coupling [Q1 — Al — Q2 — (A2 Ellipted)

Application of Stenstrom's Theory in Legal Settings

Applying Stenstrom's Theory of Couplet Linkage to legal testimonies provides valuable insights into
how witnesses and attorneys manage the flow of conversation. In the context of Clinton's testimony,
this theory helps reveal the underlying structures of his responses and how they adhere to or deviate
from expected patterns. This structural analysis complements the semantic analysis, offering a
comprehensive view of how language functions in high-stakes legal contexts.

The strategic use of language in legal settings, as demonstrated in Clinton's testimony, highlights the
need for a nuanced understanding of semantic theories such as Stenstrom's Theory of Couplet Linkage.
By examining the interplay between conversational structures and semantic strategies, this research
contributes to the broader field of legal linguistics and enhances our understanding of how language
shapes legal outcomes.

3. DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS

The data presentation and analysis in this study are organized according to Stenstrom's couplet
linkages: chaining, coupling, embedding, and elliptical coupling, as performed by the interlocutors,
President Clinton and the Independent Counsel prosecutors during the Grand Jury proceeding. This
approach helps interpret the structure of the conversation to determine whether the responses to
questions adhere to the question-and-answer pattern.

3.1 Chaining

Chaining involves the sequential connection between conversational turns, ensuring a logical
progression of ideas. This study identified multiple instances where chaining was used effectively
during the testimony. For example, the prosecutor’s questions often built on previous answers, creating
a coherent narrative. This technigue can be seen in the following excerpts:

Data |

Prosecutor: Do you believe that Ms. Lewinsky was at the White House and saw you on
December 28th, '97?

Clinton: Yes, sir, | do.
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This exchange exemplifies the 'chaining' pattern in question-answer adjacency pairs. Clinton’s
response is a direct and clear affirmation of the prosecutor’s question, demonstrating a seamless
and logical progression of dialogue. The response is appropriate, as it directly addresses the query
without any deviation or attempt to manipulate the conversation. Clinton's answer contributes to a
coherent narrative by confirming a specific fact without introducing any ambiguity or extraneous

information.

Data 11
Prosecutor: You were alone with her on December 28th, 19977
Clinton: Yes, sir. | was.
Couplet linkage: chaining

This exchange demonstrates the ‘chaining’ pattern in question-answer adjacency pairs. Clinton’s
response directly and clearly affirms the prosecutor’s question, showcasing an appropriate and
relevant answer. By stating, "Yes sir. | was,” Clinton maintains a logical and straightforward
progression in the conversation. This clear acknowledgment without deviation highlights the
chaining technique, where each turn in the dialogue builds logically and cohesively on the

previous one, ensuring clarity and focus in the interaction.

Data |11
Prosecutor: Did you also give her a marble bear's head carving from Vancouver, Canada?
Clinton: | did do that. | remember that.
Couplet linkage: chaining

This data also adheres to ‘chaining’ structure. Clinton did not argue but responds appropriately to

the question raised by the prosecuting counsel.

3.2 Coupling
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Coupling links conversational turns through content or context, often highlighting relationships
between different pieces of information. In Clinton’s testimony, coupling was observed when his
responses were directly related to previously established themes, such as privacy and personal
integrity.
Data |
1. Prosecutor: Did you discuss your relationship with Monica Lewinsky with anyone?
Clinton: I tried to maintain my privacy regarding personal matters.
2. Prosecutor: But you did have discussions with your advisors about managing the media
fallout?

Clinton: Yes, | sought advice on how to handle public scrutiny.

Here, President Clinton's responses demonstrate ‘coupling,” where his answers are thematically
connected across two separate questions. Initially, Clinton's response to the first question deflects
from confirming direct discussions about his relationship with Monica Lewinsky. However, the
Prosecuting Counsel persists by linking to a broader theme in the second question. The coupling
is evident as Clinton transitions from discussing privacy regarding personal matters to
acknowledging discussions with advisors about managing media fallout. This thematic
coherence illustrates how Clinton strategically maintains a narrative that aligns with his legal

strategy while responding to the specific inquiries posed by the prosecutor.

By coupling his responses in this manner, Clinton effectively navigates the line of questioning
while shaping the narrative around maintaining privacy and managing public perception. This
technique highlights the interplay between thematic continuity and strategic response

management in high-stakes legal testimony.
Data 1

Prosecutor: Specifically, Mr. President, do you remember a card she sent you after she saw
the movie "Titanic" in which she said that she reminisced or dreamed about that the romantic
feelings that occurred in the movie and how that reminded her of you two. Do you remember
that?
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Clinton: No, sir. But she could have said it. Just because | don't remember doesn't mean it

wasn't there.
Prosecutor: So you're not denying that? That...

Clinton: Oh no. | wouldn't deny that. I just don't remember it. You asked me if | remember it.
| don't. She might have done it.

Couplet linkage: coupling

In this exchange, President Clinton's responses illustrate ‘coupling,’ where his answers are
thematically linked across multiple questions. Initially, Clinton maneuvers his response to avoid
directly answering whether he remembers the card in question. To ensure clarity and prevent
evasion, the Prosecuting Counsel follows up with a statement designed to elicit a more specific
and definitive response. This intervention clarifies that the question is not about Clinton's

memory but rather about whether he denies the possibility of such an event occurring.

Clinton’s second response, where he acknowledges the possibility without directly confirming
his memory, completes the coupling. By linking his answers through the theme of potential
memory lapses versus outright denial, the conversation maintains coherence and allows the
prosecutor to highlight Clinton’s acknowledgment that the event could have happened, even if he
does not specifically recall it. This technique effectively narrows down the ambiguity in

Clinton’s initial response, ensuring the conversation remains focused and relevant.
Data 111

Prosecutor: She professed her love to you in these cards after the end of the relationship, didn't

she?
Clinton: Well...
Prosecutor: She said she loved you.

Clinton: Sir, the truth is that most of the time, even when she was expressing her feelings for me

in affectionate terms, | believe that she had accepted, understood my decision to stop this
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inappropriate contact. She knew from the very beginning of our relationship that 1 was

apprehensive about it.
Prosecutor: Mr. President, my question...
Clinton: But some of them were quite affectionate.

Question: ... my question was, did she or did she not profess her love to you in these cards and

letters that she sent to you after the relationship ended?

Clinton: Most of them were signed "Love,” you know, "Love, Monica." | don't know that I
would consider -- | don't believe that in most of these cards and letters she professed her love,
but she might well have.

Couplet linkage: coupling

Initially, Clinton’s response is vague, which leads the prosecutor to reiterate and clarify the
question, aiming to elicit a more precise answer. This process of coupling is evident as Clinton
links his responses through the consistent theme of Monica Lewinsky's expressions of affection,

while the Prosecuting Counsel persistently guides him to provide a clear and specific answer.

The exchange demonstrates how coupling can be used to maintain a thematic connection in
testimony, with the prosecutor's interventions ensuring that Clinton’s answers remain focused
and relevant to the line of questioning. This technique helps to uncover the truth by preventing

the witness from evading the core issue through ambiguous or tangential responses.

3.3 Embedding

Embedding involves incorporating one conversation within another, allowing the introduction of new

evidence or additional context without disrupting the main narrative flow. This technique was

frequently used by the prosecutors to embed legal references and contextual information within their

questions.

Data |
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Prosecutor: Did you understand the definition to be limited to sexual activity?

Clinton: Yes, | understood the definition to be limited to physical contact with those areas of

the body with the specific intent to arouse or gratify. That's what | understood it to be.

Prosecutor: What specific acts did the definition include, as you understood the definition on
January 17th, 1998?

Clinton: Any contact with the areas that are mentioned, sir.
Couplet linkage: Embedding

The second probing question was raised because the first response did not include all the
necessary details. The prosecuting counsel asked President Clinton to mention specific acts he
understands the definition includes, and he responds by saying .any contact with the areas that

are mentioned’. The structure of the conversation is ‘embedding’.

Data 1
Prosecutor: How many times were you alone with Ms. Lewinsky?

Clinton: Let me begin with the correct answer -- | don't know for sure. But if you would like
me to give an educated guess, | will do that. But | do not know for sure. And I will tell you
what | think based on what | remember. But | can't be held to a specific time because | don't

have records of all of them.
Prosecutor: How many times do you think?

Clinton: Well, there are two different periods here. There is the period when she worked in the
White House until April of '96. And then there's the period when she came back to visit me

from February '97 until late December '97.
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Couplet linkage: embedding

Responding to the first question, Clinton failed to mention how many times he was alone with
Lewinsky. The prosecuting counsel, therefore, gives him a probing question to find out
specifically number of times he was alone with Lewinsky. The structure of the question-answer

adjacent pairs is ‘embedding’.

Data 111

Prosecutor: And you tried, in fact, not to let anyone else know about this relationship?
Clinton: Well, of course.

Prosecutor: What did you do?

Clinton: Well, I never said anything about it, for one thing. And | did what people do when

they do the wrong thing. | tried to do it when nobody else was looking.
Couplet linkage: embedding

This interaction illustrates the ‘embedding’ pattern in question-answer adjacency pairs. Clinton’s
initial response, "Well, of course," lacks specificity, prompting the prosecutor to follow up with a
probing question to elicit a more detailed answer. The subsequent question, "What did you do?"
seeks to uncover specific actions Clinton took to keep the relationship hidden. Clinton's detailed
response, explaining that he avoided discussing the relationship and acted discreetly, addresses the
prosecutor’s query directly. The embedding technique is evident here as the second question is
nested within the context of the first, ensuring that the conversation remains focused and elicits the

necessary information.

3.4 Elliptical coupling

Elliptical coupling uses elliptical constructions to connect turns, allowing speakers to omit redundant
information while maintaining meaning. This was observed when Clinton provided concise responses,

omitting details that were either previously covered or implied.
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Data |
Prosecutor: Was Mr. Bennett aware of this tense-based distinction you were making?

Clinton: 1 don't -- | don't... KENDALL: I'm going to object to any questions about

communications with private counsel.

Prosecutor: Well, the witness has already testified, I think, that Mr. Bennett didn't know about

the inappropriate relationship with Ms. Lewinsky. | guess...
Clinton: Well, you'll have to ask him---
Couplet linkage: Elliptical coupling

In the above data, the structure of the conversation is ‘elliptical coupling’. This is because
President Clinton refused to respond to the first question as according to him it trespasses his
privacy and as such he won’t disclose his conversation with his private counsel. Even with the

second question raised, Clinton refused to answer.

4. DATA SUMMARY
Here, it described the data collected. The data would be summarized using frequency distribution
table. The distribution of data findings of each of the features of couplet linkages performed by the
interlocutors, President Clinton and the Independent Counsel Prosecutor during the Grand Jury

proceeding will be illustrated in the table below:

Table
Couplet Linkages Frequencies Percentages
Chaining 3 30%
Coupling 3 30%
Embedding 3 30%
Elliptical coupling 1 10%
Total 10 100%
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(a) Chaining (3 occurrences, 30%0)
In Clinton's testimony, chaining was observed when he directly answered questions about
specific events or actions related to Monica Lewinsky without deviating from the topic.

(b) Coupling (3 occurrences, 30%o)
In the testimony, coupling occurred when Clinton's responses linked back to previously
established themes or contexts, often guided by the Prosecuting Counsel to ensure a clear
progression of the interrogation.

(c) Embedding (3 occurrences, 30%o)
This was observed in Clinton's responses when additional information or clarifications were
provided in response to probing questions from the Counsel, enhancing the depth of
understanding without disrupting the flow of the testimony.

(d) Elliptical Coupling (1 occurrence, 10%0)
This was less frequently observed in Clinton's testimony but was used strategically when
Clinton chose to streamline his responses or avoid divulging certain details, particularly

when privacy concerns were raised.
Interpretation

> Balanced Distribution: The distribution of couplet linkages (chaining, coupling,
embedding, and elliptical coupling) shows a relatively balanced use throughout the
testimony, with each type contributing significantly to the overall structure of the
conversation.

» Strategic Use: The variety in linkage types indicates a strategic approach in Clinton's
responses, tailored to address the nuances of each question while maintaining a cohesive
narrative. Coupling and chaining were prominent in directly addressing factual questions,

while embedding allowed for broader contextualization.
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» Effectiveness in Communication: The percentages suggest an effective communication
strategy where Clinton's responses were guided by the type of linkage employed, ensuring
clarity and relevance in addressing the Prosecuting Counsel's inquiries.

CONCLUSION

The analysis of President Clinton's testimony before the Kenneth Starr Grand Jury about his
relationship with Monica Lewinsky reveals distinct patterns in the conversational linkages
indicate that Clinton responded directly and appropriately to 30% of the questions. In these
instances, his answers were clear, relevant, and followed the natural progression of the
interrogation. For example, when asked if Ms. Lewinsky was at the White House on a specific
date, Clinton confirmed this without deviation, illustrating a straightforward question-and-

answer pattern.

Another 30% of the responses were thematically linked across different questions. This coupling
maintained coherence as Clinton’s answers built on previously established themes. This method
allowed Clinton to navigate the questioning while subtly steering the narrative. For instance,
when discussing his efforts to maintain privacy versus managing media fallout, Clinton’s

responses were connected through the underlying theme of personal integrity.

In 30% of the cases, Clinton’s responses initially lacked detail or were somewhat evasive,
prompting the Prosecuting Counsel to ask follow-up questions for clarification. These embedded
questions introduced new context or additional details within the ongoing conversation, helping
to draw out more comprehensive answers. For example, when asked about the definition of
'sexual relations," Clinton’s first answer led to further probing to specify the acts included in that

definition.

In 10% of the testimony, Clinton used elliptical constructions, providing concise responses that
omitted redundant information while maintaining the overall meaning. In some cases, he also
refused to respond directly, especially when questions trespassed on his privacy or involved
privileged communications. This strategy allowed Clinton to avoid divulging specific details

while still engaging with the prosecutor’s questions.
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IMPLICATIONS

The findings indicate that President Clinton’s testimony was characterized by a sophisticated
blend of directness and strategic evasion, reflecting his skillful navigation of the legal
interrogation process. On one hand, Clinton adhered to the straightforward question-and-answer
format in some cases, providing clear and relevant responses that advanced the interrogation
smoothly. This directness helped maintain the flow of the conversation and ensured that certain

aspects of the testimony were transparent and unambiguous.

However, a significant portion of his testimony involved indirect or evasive responses, which
required further probing by the Prosecuting Counsel to clarify. This strategic evasion allowed
Clinton to manage the narrative effectively, addressing the questions without necessarily
divulging all details. For example, when questions touched on sensitive or potentially
incriminating topics, Clinton often provided responses that were thematically linked to previous
answers, thereby maintaining coherence while avoiding direct answers. In other instances, he
used elliptical constructions to give concise responses, omitting details that could lead to more

probing questions.

This blend of directness and strategic evasion highlights Clinton's ability to balance between
cooperation and ambiguity, ensuring that he engaged with the questions while protecting himself
from potential legal ramifications. The implications of this approach are significant, as they
demonstrate how high-profile individuals can navigate legal interrogations by strategically
managing their responses to maintain control over the narrative. This study sheds light on the
nuanced tactics used in legal testimony and underscores the importance of understanding

conversational dynamics in high-stakes situations.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
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The current study delves into the conversational dynamics of Clinton’s testimony, shedding light
on the linguistic strategies employed. To further enrich our understanding, future research could
explore the following areas:

1. Expand the Corpus: Analyzing a larger corpus of question-answer pairs could provide a
more detailed linguistic analysis. This expanded dataset would allow for more extensive
exploration of language use, revealing subtle patterns in lexical choice, syntax, and
discourse markers.

2. Discourse Analysis: A deeper discourse analysis could uncover how Clinton constructs
his narrative and manages coherence and cohesion throughout his testimony. This could
involve examining how he uses discourse markers, topic shifts, and conversational
strategies to navigate the questioning.

3. Pragmatics and Speech Acts: Investigating the pragmatic aspects of Clinton’s
responses, including speech acts such as assertions, denials, and evasions, could provide
insights into how he manages face, politeness, and power dynamics. Analyzing
illocutionary and perlocutionary acts could reveal the intended and actual effects of his
statements.

4. Rhetorical Strategies: A rhetorical analysis could explore how Clinton employs
rhetorical devices such as ethos, pathos, and logos to persuade and influence the grand
jury. This could include examining the use of metaphors, analogies, and rhetorical
questions.

5. Stylistic Analysis: Conducting a stylistic analysis could identify distinctive features of
Clinton’s language use, such as his use of repetition, parallelism, and other stylistic
devices. This analysis could reveal how these features contribute to the overall
persuasiveness and effectiveness of his testimony.

6. Linguistic Relativity: Exploring the influence of language on thought, particularly how
Clinton’s choice of words and structures might reflect his cognitive processes and
perspectives. This could involve analyzing how his language shapes and is shaped by his

experiences and intentions.
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7. Intersexuality: Investigating intertextual references within Clinton’s testimony, such as
allusions to previous statements, legal texts, or cultural references, could provide a richer
understanding of how he situates his responses within broader discourses.

8. Narrative Analysis: Examining the narrative structure of Clinton’s testimony, including
how he constructs and maintains his personal narrative, could provide insights into his
identity construction and self-presentation strategies.

9. Sociolinguistic Factors: Analyzing how sociolinguistic factors such as gender, power,
and institutional roles influence the interaction between Clinton and the prosecutor. This
could involve exploring how language reflects and reinforces social hierarchies and
power dynamics.

10. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA): Applying CDA to investigate how power, ideology,
and control are manifested in the language of Clinton’s testimony. This could involve
examining how linguistic choices reflect broader socio-political contexts and power

relations.

By pursuing these recommendations, future research can build on the findings of the current
study to provide a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the linguistic strategies
and dynamics in high-profile legal testimonies. This expanded analysis will contribute to the
fields of linguistics, discourse studies, and legal language, offering deeper insights into how

language functions in high-stakes communicative contexts.
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