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ABSTRACT

Persuasive strategies in political discourse provide opportunities for politicians 
to influence, guide, and control their audiences according to their desires and 
benefits. This study examines the persuasive side of the language used in 
presidential speeches delivered by Barack Obama and Hassan Rouhani. This 
contrastive study delineates persuasive strategies based on the Aristotelian 
approach towards the methodology of persuasion. Through extracting our 
corpus from the internet, we analyzed it using Aristotle’s three means of 
persuasion (ethos, pathos, and logos). The corpus analysis was performed 
through qualitative content analysis according to the predefined themes and 
considering earlier investigations within the frame of Aristotelian rhetoric. 
The results indicated the prominent role of logos in presidential speeches as the 
most frequent strategy. Also, the analysis indicated three contrastive themes 
of religion, time, and participant names in the speeches of the presidents 
which signified their different cultural and political discourse. The impact of 
contextual aspects has also been discussed.

Keywords: contrastive analysis; persuasive strategies; political discourse; 
Aristotelian rhetoric

1 INTRODUCTION

The purpose of most speeches is to persuade listeners to believe or perform 
an action. For instance, in order to make us believe that they are right, public 
speakers use an emotional language and various techniques to grab our 
attention, establish reliance, encourage a desire for the product or policy, 
and inspire us to act. Persuasion has been defined as the art of persuading 
audiences to focus their attention on our opinions (Osborn & Osborn, 1997) 
which gives us two components of persuasion, namely, acknowledging the 
artfulness of persuasion by delineating the ends of persuasion and persuading 
others to reflect favorably of our opinions. Specifically, the main purposes of 
persuasive speeches are to affect the attitudes, views, principles, and acts of 
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others (O’Hair & Stewart, 1999). Therefore, while in a persuasive speech the 
speaker endeavors to affect the public to think or behave in a specific way, in 
an informative speech the speaker provides some information known to an 
audience (Watt & Barnett, 2013).

Furthermore, leaders depend on the verbal power to persuade people 
of the profits that arise from their control in all kinds of political structures 
(Charteris-Black, 2005). As societies become more democratic, the 
responsibility of the leaders becomes greater to convince potential followers 
to ensure that their policies can be trusted. Also, speeches play a vital role for 
politicians in declaring their policies and convince others to agree with them 
(Beard, 2000). Therefore, political rhetoric used by activists, government 
officials, lobbyists, or politicians, by involving more emotional issues and 
editing by others is more difficult to analyze. The consequences of discourse 
become so significant by identifying the persuasion techniques in public 
discourse. Through knowing the language of persuasion, we may reform 
intricate emotional issues, describe the main arguments, and decide about 
the problems facing us. Furthermore, the language of politics become special 
when politician twist it to dispute for an item or an idea. In short, in an attempt 
to convince people, lecturers apply various methods or systems of persuasion 
(Beard, 2000).

This paper is an attempt to examine, identify, and contrast persuasive 
language and corresponding strategies used in presidential campaign speeches 
of English and Persian language which is a process to influence attitude, 
behavior, and opinion. Accordingly, there is an emphasis on the convincing 
role of political discourse and the types of persuading approaches used by the 
political figure in their lecture (Seifi, 2014).

2  REVIEW OF RELATED THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL 
BACKGROUND

The Aristotelian approach which consists of three categories of persuasions 
(Ethos, Pathos, and Logos) is the theoretical outline for the analysis of speeches. 
I will review the theoretical foundation and define the keywords that make the 
analytic component of this research.

2.1 ARISTOTELIAN RHETORIC

Rhetoric defined by Aristotle appears to have huge implications in the realm 
of convincing which was described more than 2300 years ago and many 
philosophers still discuss Aristotelian rhetoric through examining the issues of 
persuasion (Beard, 2000; Halmari, 2004). Aristotle considers a rhetorician as a 
person who has the capacity to perceive persuasive means, and similarly, rhetoric 
as the capacity to realize the available resources of persuasion in each specific 
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circumstance. Even though the rhetorician could not persuade everybody, he 
has complete control of his approaches by discovering the available resources of 
persuasion (Rapp, 2002). Furthermore, Aristotle (1967) believed that everyone 
can gain knowledge in the art of rhetoric, and does not limit to those who hope 
to persuade people while hiding their real intents. Thus, even a person who 
only attempts to deliver a true and honest point requires the tools of persuasion, 
provided by the art of rhetoric (Fudold, 2010). In other words, even if that person 
might own great knowledge and expertise in the subject s/he tries to deliver, there 
is no guarantee that the audiences will listen and take the message. Accordingly, 
in order to persuade people, the speaker requires rhetorical expertise to grasp 
their attention. According to Halmari (2005), the capacity to look like a reliable 
individual and to have people’s attention involves not only the speaker’s rhetorical 
skills but other aspects of persuasiveness like performance skills. The basic 
conceptualization for Aristotle’s perspective on the persuasion process is based 
on his three means of persuasion and appeals of ethos, pathos, and logos which 
will now be explained further (Fudold, 2010).

2.2 PERSUASION

Rhetoric means the art of convincing others which makes rhetoric and 
convincing inseparable since any definition of rhetoric inevitably involves the 
idea of persuasion. They differ in that, while persuasion involves both lecturer 
intentions and positive consequences, rhetoric means the act of communication 
from the listeners’ viewpoint. In other words, only through the speaker’s 
successful rhetoric, hearers are convinced (Charteris-Black, 2005).

2.3 ETHOS (GREEK FOR ‘CHARACTER’)

Ethos involves making the lecturer appear reliable since it could shape the 
second-order conclusion for the population to accept the propositions presented 
by a reliable speaker (Rapp, 2002). Therefore, the lecturers may easily persuade 
the population about their reasons and benefits. Through exhibiting (a) a 
righteous character, (b) practical intelligence, and (c) decent will, the lecturer 
looks like a reliable person and his/her propositions could not be logically 
suspected. In a nutshell, ethos is convincing through character and posture 
(Beard, 2000); and correspondingly, rhetoricians can construct a personality 
that appears clever through appearing knowledgeable about the matters they 
argue (Crowley & Howhee, 2004).

2.4 LOGOS (GREEK FOR ‘WORD)

Simply, persuasion by reasoning is considered Logos (Beard, 2003) and it is 
one of the principles of persuasion through utilizing opinions that look to be, 
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or are rational. In other words, through demonstrating that something is true, 
we try to persuade through the case itself (Rapp, 2002). Persuasion, as stated 
by Aristotle (2007), is essentially realized by rational discussion because using 
reasoning is the most valid way of persuasion. In other words, if a dispute 
seems to be logical it would be irrational to contradict it. Nevertheless, it is 
inadequate to attempt to convince only by utilizing rational discussion (logos), 
and it should consist of the other two principles of persuasion: ethos and pathos 
too (Fudold, 2010).

2.5 PATHOS (GREEK FOR ‘SUFFERING’ OR ‘EXPERIENCE’)

According to Halmari (2005), pathos as an additional means of convincing is 
the method of generating positive emotions and associations in the thoughts 
of audiences. Through pathos, the audiences would often be susceptible to 
believe, accept, and perform upon the disseminated information without a 
comprehensive rational examination. According to Rapp (2002), Aristotle 
considers pathos as promoting emotions by the lecturer, since emotions have 
the power to revise our decisions and conclusions.

2.6 STUDIES ON PERSUASION STRATEGIES

There have been some empirical inquiries on persuasion methods that have 
identified and examined specific strategies with specific underlying theoretical 
assumptions and in different discourses that develop certain perspectives in 
the application of the science of persuasion. For instance, the role of persuasive 
language has been considered in advertisement and communication (Lapierre, 
2013; Wright, Friestad, & Boush, 2005; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Umi F. 2010). 
In addition, the impact and use of persuasive strategies in speeches have been 
considered by some researchers who explored the application of persuasive 
strategies in political discourse and communications. For instance, Grice 
(2010) who analyzed the content of presidential speeches to school children in 
order to recognize persuasive strategies and image development within such 
discourses, and sought to investigate the application of persuasive theories to the 
analysis of speeches designed for children. This study suggested that persuasive 
strategies, based on persuasive theories established for adult applications, are 
used in presidential speeches to school children. In another study by Jarraya 
(2013), persuasion in political discourse in the last speech of the former Tunisian 
president has been investigated through analyzing sentences to explore their 
illocutionary force in light of Searle’s typology of Speech Act Theory and 
through using the three appeals of Aristotle. The findings of this study indicated 
that multiple speech acts are utilized in the same utterances and the use of ethos, 
which is a crucial strategy of persuasion in political discourse, was evident in his 
speech.
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Political discourse and rhetoric is multifunctional which means: it may 
be used to perform a variety of speech acts (to protest, legitimize, intimidate, 
particularly to persuade) by leading us to a certain view of political reality and 
to act in a consistent way with this view (Woods, 2006). Persuasion strategies 
in rhetoric are critical means that help us understand how persuasive discourse 
forms the way people act, think, and move audiences.

Due to the lack of contrastive study on the use of persuasive strategies 
on presidential speeches, this study was launched to critically analyze some 
properties of the presidential speech of the U.S former leader, Barack Obama, 
and president of Iran, Hassan Rouhani, to indicate how they could convince 
and motivate the nation and their potential followers to choose them as their 
presidents. Furthermore, this study seeks to answer the following questions:

RQ1:  What persuasive strategies do presidential messages contain?
RQ2:  What similarities and differences exist between Persian and English 

presidential speeches in the use of persuasive strategies?

3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 CORPUS DESCRIPTION

Two presidential speeches were used for this study, one Persian speech given 
by President Rouhani and one English speech given by former President 
Obama which represents the speeches given by presidents in the modern era. 
The transcripts of these speeches were obtained from two internet archives 
like “http://obamaspeeches.com” and “http://www.president.ir”.

3.2 DATA ANALYSIS

After translating Rouhani’s speech by two independent translators, the selected 
corpus was analyzed qualitatively through content analysis of the messages 
and according to the Aristotelian appeals. By analyzing the whole chunks of 
sentences according to a coherent common meaning, the data then transformed 
into a graph.

4 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of the speech in light of the Aristotelian appeals, logos, ethos, 
and pathos, will be applied to coherent segments of meanings and not whole 
sentences. Below is the distribution of the three appeals and a brief analysis 
of each. In addition, the sentences in the tables may be incomplete due to 
the space issues, you may refer to the websites in the references to study the 
complete speech.
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Before discussing the analysis of speeches from the Aristotelian appeals 
perspective, I will consider some features dominant in these speeches. The first 
contrastive element evident in the speeches is the theme of religion which has 
been excessively utilized in Iranian presidential speech regarding its Islamic 
and religious nature and its prominent role in the policy and persuasion. This 
theme has been rarely used by Obama in his speech and has been compensated 
by stating personal virtues like integrity. The second factor is the theme of 
time. By the time, I mean how they represent and refer to the past, the present, 
and the future. Obviously, both presidents hope a promising future, but 
considering the present and past time we may simply conclude that President 
Obama chooses the past over the present by so many references to historical 
events and values. On the other side, we see Rouhani’s frequent reflections on 
the present situation which indicate his choice according to his purpose. The 
third contrastive factor is the participants and names present in these speeches 
which indicate American’s president free will in mentioning his family (even 
his grandmother), his competitor (Senator Mc. Cain), and prominent figures 
(Luther King). But, we see no trace of a family name, or competitor name in 
Rouhani’s speech and the prominent figures which have been frequently used 
are simply religious. The other contrastive factor is the use of important values 
for them and their people in creating pathos and have emotional loads. While 
Obama refers to the American dream in his speech and the American way 
of creating change, Rouhani refers to Iran’s great revolution and its values to 
create a sense of loyalty and pathos. For instance, Obama employed effective 
human wishes for the concern of others and spoke about being a group that 
would make a difference in order to generate great positive emotions and social 
character by using slogans such as “Yes We Can” and “We Believe”. On the 
other side, Rouhani made consecutive references to the prominent religious 
quotes (e.g. Imam Ali) and concepts (e.g. Justice) to strengthen ethos and logos 
which is regarded as an appeal to authority in order to justify the credibility 
of his character and his argument. The appeal to authority or old wisdom is 
considered to be an effective tool to present practical intelligence, a virtuous 
character, and justification for a point of view. (Halmary, 2005).

Consequently, the use of personal pronouns in political discourse has been 
considered to affect the message transition process. According to Jones and 
Wareing (1999), while the first person singular pronoun “I” evidently defines 
who is accountable, the first person plural pronoun “we” makes the position 
of accountability vague. Even by a cursory look at the two corpora, you may 
recognize, almost, the proliferation of the first person singular and plural 
pronouns in Obama’s and Rouhani’s speech which indicate their attempt to 
provide clear and uncertain information, hopes, and plans and to share their 
responsibility with people in uncertain situations.

Tables 1 and 2 demonstrate that the three appeals are used in an intertwined 
way most of the time, as described by Aristotle (1967) which is a persuasive 
strategy that is driven by a good knowledge of the context. Although 
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“self-representation” (Poggi, 2005, p. 314) is of great importance, Logos was 
the prominent appeal used in these speeches.

According to Figure 1, logos and pathos are the common persuasive 
strategies identified in the presidential speeches, and ethos is infrequently 
utilized in our corpus. The role of logos in persuasion has been emphasized 
by Aristotle who considers persuasion to be mainly achieved through logical 
argumentation since the appeal to logic is the powerful way of convincing. 
Simply put, if a dispute seems to be logical it would be irrational to contradict 
it. But, as Cockcroft (2004) claimed ethos is the strongest appeal since it 
expresses values shared by the persuader and the persuadee and is intended 
to establish a rapport with the audience, in these instances you can evidently 
see examples of ethos in their speeches by different techniques like self-
degrading and request for help. Therefore, Aristotelian appeals are mostly 
intertwined with an emphasis on ethos and logos in political discourse to create 
a trustworthy and credible image of the persuader. Furthermore, Aristotle 
considers the role of pathos and emphasizes the influence of emotions like pity, 
anger, fear, and oppositions on our logical conclusions. Correspondingly, lots 
of advertising, as well as political discourses we see, is focused on affecting 
our feelings like irritation which is considered as a very strong stimulating 
force. Interestingly, these speeches had been designed according to the 
contextual aspects and addressed specific instances of contextual factors in 
achieving certain persuasive appeals. For instance, Obama indicated signs of 
being a great leader and nobility in victory by praising the defeated and had 
rarely criticized the present situation to direct people’s attention to the failure 
of the previous president. But, Rouhani did the reverse and did not mention 

Figure 1. Frequencies of persuasive strategies in the presidential speeches.
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his competitors and severely referred to the present situation and only briefly 
thanked the last president in the end. Rouhani, also, did not shake hands or talk 
to him before or after his speech despite two meters distance. So, contextual 
factors also may determine the content of the speech and corresponding 
persuasive strategies.

5 CONCLUSION

The present study aimed at providing an understanding of persuasion in 
political discourse through the use of different strategies. However, no hasty 
generalization can be formed, since a larger corpus of data, such as the 
previous speeches of these presidents, would be required in order to evaluate 
any deviation from the way they used to deliver their speeches. Moreover, 
the corpus was originally delivered in oral form. This can be beneficial in 
scrutinizing paralinguistic features such as voice quality, intonation, pitch, 
postures and gestures, and to check whether they have any correlation with the 
Aristotelian appeals. Nonetheless, the findings of this study indicate that much 
work can be done in the field of political discourse, and provide a ground for 
further investigation of persuasion.
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