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RHETORICAL DEVICES OF POLITICIANS
(ON THE MATERIAL OF BARACK OBAMA’S SPEECHES)

Аннотация. Цель данной статьи- проанализировать риторические приемы,используемые по-
литиками.Статья рассматривает ораторство как эффективный способ убеждения, к которому 
политики часто прибегают, чтобы сделать свою речь эффективной и убедительной. Материалом 
исследования послужили 20 речей (приблизительно 73720 лексических единиц) Барака Обамы. Ста-
тья выявляет часто используемые американским президентом лингвистические приемы, описывает 
их особенности и определяет их прагматическую силу. Результаты статьи показывают, что лин-
гвистическими приемами, которыми часто пользуется Барак Обама, являются повторы, «правило 
тройного повтора», метафоры, обращения и вопросы, т.е. те приемы, которые служили «инстру-
ментом речи» для древних ораторов. Были использованы методы качественного и количественного 
анализови метод сплошной выборки.

Nowadayspolitical discourse is one of the topical issues for a great number of linguists. Political speeches 
are public-oriented, that is they are directed to people of different ages and backgrounds. However, to interpret 
the speeches the politicians deliver, to understand the real meaning they convey one need to draw attention 
to linguistic means and devices politicians use. And some devices are those of ancient orators, which are still 
willingly used by modern politicians. 

Thepowerofthespokenwordwaswell-knownin ancient times, and knowing that the word had the power to 
influence the consciousness, emotions and feelings of an audience, and that it had the power to persuade, to 
induce to certain actions and thoughts, ancient philosophers, thinkers and politicians willingly used the word 
as a tool of a speech. But, of course, not the word itselfbut the art of using it was crucial in achieving the goals 
a speaker pursued. 

Metaphors, repetitions, rhetorical questions and other linguistic devices which present politicians use in 
their speeches to achieve their political goals were well-known in times of Socrates andAristotle, and the skill 
of using it in public speeches, i.e. oratory, was considered as art. «Oratory was considered even as «the queen 
of arts» - since so strong was its influence ondecision-making of State affairs, so effective was its influence 
on feelings and thoughts of people» [1,9].

Speaking about the history of oratory, ancient Greece is considered to be a homeland of the public speech 
art and ancient public speakers whose names we associate with the development of oratory and whom we 
consider to be connoisseurs of the public speech art are Demosthenes, Democritus, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle 
and others.A great contribution to the development of oratory made Aristotle with his work “Rhetoric”, 
where he describes general principles of oratory and depicts key devices that orator should follow to make his 
speech persuasive, since according to Aristotle “rhetorical study is concerned with the mode of persuasion”[2].  
Aristotle in his work gives three divisions of oratory: political, forensic, and the ceremonial oratory and 
points out that “each of the main divisions of oratory has its own distinct purpose” [2]. As for political 
oratory he states that “political speaking urges us either to do or not to do something”, this suggests that the 
purpose of political speech is to persuade an audience.The art of persuasion is one of the core issues Aristotle 
addresses in his treatise.From this we can infer that the art of persuasion was crucial in political speech, and 
Laurent Pernot also points out that “for the speakers the power to persuade was a necessity” [3,26], and she 
then poses that “persuasion’s principal realm is public discourse, where its specific application is to political 
and civic issues, that is, those where the interest of the city and the citizens is at stake”. [3,10]Moreover, 
her observation that «instead of “the power” in ancient times many preferred to speak of “the art”» [3,10], 
indicates that these notions were indivisible.

Further, Aristotle in his work proposes“If you find yourself in difficulties, follow the lead of the Athenian 
speakers, and that of Isocrates, who makes regular attacks upon people in the court of a political speech” [2], 
and the key implication here is that he offers to use those linguistic means and devices such as metaphor, 
simile, repetitions which the Athenian orators utilized, in order to give the speech impressiveness and 
persuasive effect.  And he thengives descriptions to each of these devices providing them by examplesfrom 
ancient orators’ speeches. 

G.Z. Apresyanalso describes the speeches and linguistic devices of ancient Greek orators. According to 
the author Demosthenes willingly and skillfully used direct addressing to the citizens of Athens [1,12]. He 
states that his frequent addressings to the citizens and instant reaction to the mood of the public were directed 



Л.Н. Гумилев атындағы ЕҰУ Хабаршысы

362

to keep the hearers in tension, in state of co-creation and like-mindedness and to make every hearer to 
ponder actively with the orator over facts and events he stated. The same aim pursued the questions, which 
Demosthenes put to the audience and answered them himself. Using question-answer device, i.e. dialogue 
form, Demosthenes skillfully dramatized his speech. This method helped him to create a living picture of 
characterized public events, influencing the audience [1,12]. Similes and metaphors also made his speech 
colorful, expressive and impressive. Ancient orator Democritus, stating that “a word can be more convincing 
than gold”, took into consideration the role of an auditory perception during the listening to the speech, and 
he utilized such colourful devices that his speech was rather apoetry [1,15].

The author also argues that in ancient times an orator was mostly a politician, since «by those times 
oratory became a serious factor of public life, in particular of ideology and politics. And politicians being 
orators simultaneously became sovereigns of thoughts» [1,23]. Hence, to be a good orator was a necessity 
for ancient politicians. For example, Laurent Pernotnotes that “Solon’s elegies are true political speeches in 
verse, in which the author explains his actions and exhorts his fellow citizens”. She also describes an episode 
from an ancient Greek tragedian Aiskhylos’s work named the Suppliants, wherethe king of the Pelasgians is 
presented as a political orator who wins the decision of the Argive people thanks to “the persuasive, subtle 
windings of his speech” [3,9].By the author’s point of view these examples show that by the middle of the 
fifth century B.C., public discourse had acquired civic status, particularly at Athenes [3,9].

Thus, the observations presented above demonstrate how important oratory was in ancient political life, 
and emphasize interrelationship of oratory and politics. QuotingLaurent Pernot “Isocrates like Demosthenes 
saw in rhetoric a means of political action”[3,33], and as Gary Remer notes “Cicero, like other classical 
rhetoricians, identified deliberative oratory as the primary model of political speech” [4,39],it can be 
concluded that oratory is a crucial condition for effective political speech, hence, no political speech can be 
delivered without oratory.

Those bases and principles of oratory laid and worked up in Athens and other cities of Greece were 
acquired and developed in other countries and they do not lose their meaning in our times, since present 
politicians use those principles of oratory to influence the public and to achieve their political goals.

Thus, analyzing the data (approximately 73720 lexical units) we revealed key linguistic devices to which 
Barack Obama frequently resorts in order to make his discourse persuasive, appealing, and effective. They 
are devices which were used by ancient orators to persuade the audience and to influence their thoughts 
and emotions.So, our analysis shows that Barack Obama’s speeches are characterized by a high degree of 
repetitions of words and phrases. 

Repetition – Maurizio Marinellistates that repetition is common for political speech, since it has the 
pragmatic attribute to successfully convey the implicit meaning of the message.

According to the author «strategically, where a few fundamental words are repeated over and over, they 
can be learnt by heart and sediment in the receiver’s mind. Second, from the subjective perspective, the use 
of repetitions is a powerful tool of hegemonic discourse, typical a brainstorming techniques» [5]. Further, he 
compares listening and reading«If one is listening to a speech, one cannot go back to the previous paragraph 
and read it again, therefore the key concepts must be repeated over and over to be sure that they are heard, 
absorbed and memorized by the listeners» [5]. In the extract below Barack Obama utilizes a great quantity 
of repetitions: 

This time we want to talk about how the lines in the Emergency Room are filled with whites and blacks 
and Hispanics who do not have health care; who don’t have the power on their own to overcome the special 
interests in Washington, but who can take them on if we do it together.

This time we want to talk about the shuttered mills that once provided a decent life for men and women 
of every race, and the homes for sale that once belonged to Americans from every religion, every region, 
everywalk of life. This time we want to talk about the fact that the real problem is not that someone who 
doesn’t look like you might take your job; it’s that the corporation you work for will ship it overseas for 
nothing more than a profit.

This time we want to talk about the men and women of every color and creed who serve together, and 
fight together, and bleed together under the same proud flag. We want to talk about how to bring them home 
from a war that never should’ve been authorized and never should’ve been waged, and we want to talk about 
how we’ll show our patriotism by caring for them, and their families, and giving them the benefits they have 
earned. (Obama’s Race speech)

In this fragment we see the following repetitions:
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Table 1.
Lexical  Structural

Every (3); together (4); and (10); we (8);who (3); 
them (4); you (2); that (2);

This time we want to talk about (3);who do not 
have (2); We want to talk about (2);

Barack Obama frequently uses personal pronouns «we», «you» to make the audience an active participant 
of the event and to create relationship among them [speaker and audience]. He repeats the phrase «This time 
we want to talk about» several times to emphasize that he and they (audience) togetherare pondering over the 
problems he raises, and demonstrates that their thoughts and ideas are the same. Moreover, the purpose of this 
repetition is alsoto reinforce the effect of the speech and to make it memorable.

Also, according to our analysis one of the main features of Barack Obama’s speeches is «The rule of 
three». In “Rhetoric”Aristotle also dwells upon the rule of three as a kind of repetition and calls it an illusion 
by means of which Homer emphasized the importance of a subject he mentions many times. «Usingthe 
rule of three allows you to express concepts more completely, emphasize your points, and increase the 
memorability of your message» [6].According to Andrew Dlugan the rule of three describes triads of all types 
– any collection of three related elements.The author of the article also gives the examples of two specific 
triad variants:hendiatris and tricolon. Further,he gives the following definitions to them:«A hendiatris is a 
figure of speech where three successive words are used to express idea, and tricolonis a series of three parallel 
elements (words or phrases) », and points out that «in a strict tricolon, the elements have the same length but 
this condition is often put aside». Below are given examples ofhendiatris and tricolon: 

Hendiatris: “Veni, vidi, vici.” (I came, I saw, I conquered) [Julius Ceasar]
Tricolon: “Be sincere, be brief, be seated.” [Advice for speakers from Franklin D/ Roosevelt][6].
Thus, our analysis demonstrates that Barak Obama’s speeches are fraught in the rule of three elements. 

In the extract of Barack Obama’s speech displayed above we see the following examples of the rule of three:

whoserve together, and fight together, and bleed together
everyreligion, every region, every walk of life
on every channel, every day and talk

A fewotherthe rule of three elements from Barack Obama’s speeches are illustrated below:
For we have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that breeds division, and conflict, and 

cynicism.(Obama’s Race speech)
What I do know is that meeting these challenges will require the same vision, hard work, and persistenceof 

those men and women who acted so boldly decades ago. (Barack Obama Nobel Prize Acceptance Text)
I know there is nothing weak –nothing passive – nothing naïve – in the creed and lives of Gandhi and 

King. (Barack Obama Nobel Prize Acceptance Text) 
Homes have been lost; jobs shed; businesses shuttered. (Obama Inaugural Address)
I mean, we’re a nation of tinkerers and dreamers and believers in a better tomorrow. (Remarks by the 

President at the White House Science Fair)
Take risks. Try new things. Work hard. (President Obama’s Back to School Speech, 2011).
There are also the notions of duo and quartet. And they can be also found in Barack Obama’s speeches:
Duo:Because it is in those times when we roll up our sleeves and remember that we will rise or fall 

together - as one nation, and one people. (Obama’s Labor Day Speech, 2010).
The road ahead will be long. Our climb will be steep. We may not get there in one year or even in one term.

(Barack Obama’s victory speech, 2008)
Quartet: And as important as government policy may be in shaping our world, we are reminded that it’s 

the cumulative acts of kindness and courage and charity and love … (Full Text Of President Obama’s Speech 
At National Prayer Breakfast)

As a loving husband, or a supportive parent, or a good neighbor, or a helpful colleague -- in each of these 
roles, we help bring His kingdom to Earth.(President Obama’s Speech At National Prayer Breakfast)

In spite of examples like these, «There is something magical about the Rule of Three» [6], and itproduces 
better and stronger effect and impression on public.

Addressing. As it was already mentioned Demosthenesoften used addressing in his speeches. So does 
Barack Obama:
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Your Majesties, Your Royal Highnesses, Distinguished Members of the Norwegian Nobel Committee, 
citizens of America, and citizens of the world:

I receive this honor with deep gratitude and great humility. (Barack Obama Nobel Prize Acceptance Text)
Thank you. Please, please, everybody have a seat. Well, good morning, everybody. (President Obama’s 

Speech At National Prayer Breakfast)
My fellow citizens:
I stand here today humbled by the task before us, grateful for the trust you have bestowed, mindful of the 

sacrifices borne by our ancestors. (Obama Inaugural Address)
And I want you to hear me, Kansas: I will veto any effort to delay or defund or dismantle the new rules 

that we put in place.
Hello, Chicago. (Barack Obama’s victory speech)
Thank you, Detroit! Thank you, Michigan! Oh, this is a - … (Remarks by the President at Detroit Labor 

Day Event)
Hello, Ohio! ...Ohio, four years ago, you and I began a journey together… But I tell you what, Ohio — the 

American people are tougher…Ohio, I tell you what: We cannot give him that chance…Well, Ohio, I’m here 
to say that we were there, we remember, and we are not going back…That’s what’s at stake, Ohio…That’s 
what we’re fighting for. That’s what we’re fighting for, Ohio…Ohio, this election will be even closer than 
the last…Because I still believe, Ohio… I have kept that promise, Ohio. (Remarks by the President, May 5, 
2012).

As our analysis shows, the president frequently addresses the public using the names ofcities and states. 
In the last fragment he repeats the name of the state Ohio throughout his speech, as if making a face-to-face 
interaction with the state as in «That’s the true lesson of our past, Ohio. That’s the right vision for our future. 
And that’s why I’m running for President». He emphasizes that it is Ohio that unites all of them. And in 
this way the politician wants to unite the public listening to him, tries to build a rapport with the public, and 
intends to decrease the distance between the speaker and the audience.

Metaphors. Metaphor is one of the devices that make speech colourful,expressiveandimpressive.However, 
«metaphors far exceed the ornamental function, andthey can be powerful rhetorical tool» [7,78]. Therefore, 
«metaphor is also strategic» [8,127]. Rut Scheithauer in her researchstates that «metaphors linguistically 
very efficient: They communicate a lot with minimal linguistic effort, whereas attempts at literal paraphrases 
are often lengthy, clumsy and graceless». According to the author, when using metaphors «speakers adhere 
to a maxim of minimization, i.e. they tend to produce the minimal linguistic clues sufficient to achieve their 
ends» [7,79]. Citing  Aristotle “…words express ideas, and therefore those words are the most agreeable 
that enables us to get hold of new ideas… it is from metaphor that we can best get hold of something fresh” 
[2].  Further he adds that the «metaphor has the power of surprising the hearer, since for the hearer expecting 
something different, the acquisition of the new idea impresses him all the more» [2]. Hence, ancient orators 
new about the power and effect it produced on the audience and widely used this device. 

Christopher Hart quotes in his work that «metaphors may be coercive as it achieves cognitive, emotive and 
perlocutionary effects» [8,128]. He considers the metaphors to be «important part of ideology and political 
discourse as they are produced by politicians». The author also gives a classic definition to the metaphor at 
the pragmatic level,«metaphor is an incongruous linguistic representation that has the underlying purpose of 
influencing opinions and judgments» [8,129].

Examples of metaphors from Barack Obama’s speeches: 
It is award that speaks to our highest aspirations – that for all the cruelty and hardship of our world, we are 

not mere prisoners of fate.(Obama Nobel Prize Acceptance Text).
Compared to some of the giants of history who have received this prize – Schweitzer and King; Marshall 

and Mandela – my accomplishments are slight. (Obama Nobel Prize Acceptance Text).
And yet, over the last few decades, the rungs on the ladder of opportunity have grown farther and farther 

apart, and the middle class has shrunk.(Barack Obama’s speech in Osawatomie, Kansas).
And that’s still what this election is about.  It’s still what this battle is about in this country.(Remarks by 

the President at a Campaign Event).
Thus, metaphors whose power was well-known in ancient times are the device which American president 

often resortsto. In addition to ornamental function it also produces a great effect on hearers. Moreover, using 
minimal effort and minimal quantity of words, the politician conveys maximum information. For instance, 
comparing Nobel-prize winners as Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King togiants, he implies that they were 
people who achieved a lot,and that in comparison with them he attained little and has much work to do to be 
compared to them.
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Questions. As it was mentioned above questions werealso used by ancient orators as a device to involve 
the public into the speech. Barack Obama also uses them as a strategic tool.

According to Antonio Reyes «questions, even some of them are rhetorical, imply connections with the 
audience since the questions are formulated in the here-and-now moment of discourse. They lower the 
formality of the speech event, establishing a fake dialogue where the politician seeks confirmation from 
the audience. Therefore, these questions constitute confirmatory questions, used often as solidarity devices» 
[9,63].Examples from Barack Obama’s speeches:

And often this argument is framed in moral terms: Why should we punish people who are just trying to 
earn a living?(Obama’s Immigration Speech)

What might this evolution look like?  What might these practical steps be? 
To begin with, I believe that all nations – strong and weak alike – must adhere to standards that govern the 

use of force.(Nobel Prize Acceptance Text)
Do we go back to the policies of the past? Or do we move forward? I say we move forward. America 

always moves forward. And we are going to keep moving forward today. (Obama’s Labor Day Speech, 2010) 
Do you want to give them the keys back? Me neither. (Obama’s Labor Day Speech, 2010) 
Thus, using questions Barack Obama creates certain interaction with his audience, and as Demosthenes 

did, answers these questions himself. However, in the following example the audience answersthe question 
put by the politician:

Why? Does anybody here think that the problem that led to our financial crisis was too much oversight of 
mortgage lenders or debt collectors?

Audience: No!
Obama: Of course not.(Barack Obama’s speech in Osawatomie, Kansas)
Here, the president creates the environment of a real conversation.Seeking support from the audience and 

confirmation of his idea he receives them by means of questions. This example demonstrates a real dialogue-
form speech, and such kind of face-to-face interactions sometimes occur in the speeches of American 
president.

Conclusion
Our analysis revealed that Barack Obama frequently resorts to the linguistic devices of ancient orators, 

and it demonstrates that attractiveness and impressiveness these devices impart to the speech and their power 
to influence the audience allows the politician to achieve his political goals, i.e. to make the public support his 
ideas, and persuade them in rightness of his thoughts and trustworthiness of information he conveys.

Thus, since the main objective of political speech is to persuade the public the American president utilizes 
above-mentioned devices to give his speech persuasive effect.

References
1. Апресян Г.З. Ораторское искусство. –Москва: МГУ, 1969. –160 с.
2. Aristotle. Rhetoric.Translated by W. Rhys Roberts. Electronic source:http://classics.mit.edu//Aristotle/rhetoric/

html 
3. PernotL. Rhetoric in Antiquity. The Catholic University of America Press.2005. –269 p.
4. RemerG. Political oratory and conversation, Cicero versus Deliberative Democracy. Sage Publication. Inc.1999. 

– 64 p.
5. MarinelliM. Journal of global cultural studies. Names and Reality in Mao Zedong’s Political Discourse on 

intellectuals. 2009. Electronic source: transtexts.revues,org
6. DluganA. How to use the rule of three in your speeches. May 27th, 2009. Electronic source: www.sixminutes.

dlugan.com
7. FetzerAnita, LauerbachGerda Eva (eds.). Political discourse in media. ScheithauerR. Metaphors in election night 

television coverage in Britain, the United States and Germany. John Benjamins Publishing Company. 2007. – 384 p.
8. HartC. (ed.) Critical Discourse Studies in Context and cognition. John Benjamins Publishing company.2011. –231 

p.
9. Antonio Reyes. Voice in political discourse. Castro, Chavez, Bush and their strategic use of language. Continuum 

International Publishing Group. 2011. – 192 p.

Поступила в редакцию 13.10.2012.


