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Review of the Literature

The Speaker: Donald J. Trump 

Born and raised in Queens in 1946, Donald Trump, is an American case study in and of himself. Trump 
lived an upper-middle class life growing up, first attending military prep school before going to Fordham 
College and finally ending up at Wharton Business School with a Bachelor of Science (B.S.) in Economics. 
His story from here is well-documented. Trump took his father’s real-estate business to new heights by 
investing in and renovating properties in Manhattan, including The Plaza hotel. Trump’s wealth and rug-
ged “consider-it-done” mentality propelled him to national fame in the 1980s, despite his many failures, 
including investments in Atlantic City, Trump Airlines, and Trump University. “The Donald,” however, 
continued to expand not only his wealth, but his brand image. Early on it became apparent that Trump 
was a much savvier marketer than real-estate mogul or businessman.  

In 1987, Trump wrote his bestselling book The Art of the Deal, which stayed on the New York Times Best 
Seller list for 48 weeks. Later in 2002, Trump, along with Mark Burnett, created the famous NBC show 
“The Apprentice.” Because of this show, Trump’s catchphrase “You’re fired!” became part of the American 
lexicon.  

Politically, Trump has been all over the spectrum. He first registered as a Republican in 1987, switched 
to the independent “Reform Party” in 1999, the Democratic Party in 2001, and finally back to the Republi-
can Party in 2009.  

Aristotle's Proofs and Rhetorical Devices 

One of the most basic tenets of Communication Studies is the understanding and implication of 
Aristotle's Rhetorical Proofs. As Keith and Lundberg (2008) point out in their book The Essential Guide to 
Rhetoric, logos (logical appeal), ethos (credibility appeal), and pathos (passion/emotional appeal) are the 
foundation of any persuasive address: “Proofs are the ways we can make speech persuasive” (Keith & Lund-
berg, 2008, p. 29). Whether known or unknown to the speaker, Trump uses some form of these proofs as 
a means to reach his audience. Given the focus on rhetorical proofs, research also focused on the “rhetor-
ical situation,” which is again defined by Keith and Lundberg (2008) as “the context, time, audience, and 
circumstances that surround a speech” (p. 77).

Additionally, other rhetorical devices were constantly used by Trump and evaluated by the researcher. 
Perhaps most significant in Trump’s case is the fallacy of the “ad hominem attack.” This is defined by Keith 
and Lundberg (2008) as “instead of focusing on the argument, the speaker makes judgements or personal 
attacks about the person advancing the opposite side of the argument” (p. 48). Trump is notorious for his 
ad hominem attacks in the form of nicknames such as “Crooked Hillary” or “Lying Ted.”  

Trump’s use of ad hominem attacks and other fallacies has faced questioning, often focused on his effec-
tiveness. One of the foremost questioners is Orly Kayam. In her piece “Donald Trump’s Rhetoric” (2016), 
Kayam claims that Trump used typically anti-political devices such as “negativity, simplicity, repetition and 
hyperbole” to paint himself as an outsider. Kayam (2016) makes a point to say that Trump promotes the 
message of anti-intellectualism. This article takes a markedly pessimistic view of the President’s then cam-
paign, going as far as calling him a deceptive communicator. 
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Nonverbal communication 
Just as important as one’s spoken language is one’s use of body language to convey a message. Nonver-

bals can make or break a political candidate as Knapp, Hall, and Horgan (2014) point out in their work 
Nonverbal Communication in Human Interaction. With regard to political nonverbals, the researchers refer 
back to the 1960 Presidential debate where candidate John F. Kennedy put much more time into his ap-
pearance, posture, gesture, and tone than Richard Nixon. In one of the closest elections in history, many 
researchers like Knapp, Hall, and Horgan (2014) argue that Nixon’s sweaty upper lip may have cost him 
the White House.  

Trump knows the importance of image. From his very first speech where he descended from the esca-
lator in Trump Tower, candidate Trump has constantly altered his environment and his body to appeal to 
his audience. His gestures, using emblems and his frequent repetition, make him a daunting candidate to 
study from a nonverbal perspective (Knapp, Hall, Horgan, 2014). 

Trump’s deliberate use of nonverbal communication illustrates that he does give a substantial amount 
of thought to the field of communication performance. In fact, in his 2004 book How to get Rich Trump 
dedicates two chapters of the book to “The Art of Public Speaking.” In one instance, the American billion-
aire describes how much he enjoys rhetoric: “I know some people dread the thought of having to give a 
presentation. . . . Not me. I get so much energy from audiences that it's always fun” (61). Trump is a nat-
ural performer. The man does not shy away from the spotlight. While he may not be the most eloquent 
speaker, his performances are “must-see-TV.” Trump gives perhaps his most important tool to understand 
his delivery: “Think about your audience first. The rest will fall into place. . . . Involve your audience. They 
will appreciate being included” (64).

At the conclusion of his two chapters on public address, Trump gives the reader 11 points to consider:
1. Think about your audience first. 
2. Get your audience involved. 
3. Be prepared.
4. Be a good storyteller.
5. Be aware of the common denominator.
6. Be an entertainer.
7. Be able to laugh at yourself.
8. Think on your feet.
9. Listen.
10. Have a good time.
And, of course . . . .
11. Study Regis Philbin (68). 
Trump utilizes tenets 1, 2, 4, 6, and 10 in his campaign speeches. Trump frequently refers to Regis Phil-

bin, host of daytime talk show Live with Regis & Kathie Lee, as an inspiration for his demeanor and speak-
ing style.  
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Method
In answering if Trump’s rhetoric played a vital role in securing his presidency, I set certain strict guide-

lines to ensure that the research could be manageable. The method for this data collection focused on 
three aspects of rhetorical analysis within seven of Trump’s speeches. This section will outline why the 
speeches were chosen and the three aspects of rhetorical data examined in each.  

Because Trump has given an overwhelming number of speeches, a substantial part of the methodolog-
ical process was narrowing down sources in order to get meaningful qualitative data. The first constraint 
to delimit the study was establishing that this thesis would focus only on President Trump’s rhetorical 
performances between his announcement on June 15, 2015 and his victory on November 8, 2016. In keep-
ing with the spirit of communication studies, the goal is to focus only on the spoken word. This means 
that, despite their probable effectiveness in swaying voters, candidate Trump’s social media tweets were 
not analyzed. Looking at Trump’s speaking engagements, it became apparent that his rallies were the most 
well-attended and electric of all his public addresses. With that in mind, the focus of this study remained 
mostly on “Trump Rallies.” This means that Trump’s performances in debates with other Republicans 
and/or (potential) Democratic nominee Secretary Clinton, no matter how effective they may have been, 
were not analyzed.  

Speech Selection

The following list contains seven of Trump’s speeches, along with a brief rationale for why each speech 
was chosen to analyze. A common theme with each rally is location and timing. The question, “Why did 
Trump and his campaign choose to speak here at this time?” was considered throughout the analysis. 

1. June 15, 2015, New York, NY— Campaign Announcement Speech 
Rationale: This speech from the Trump Tower in New York City, NY lays the framework for 
Trump’s campaign. However, it is more of an outlier than the other speeches. It is scripted at 
times and there is not a lot of audience engagement. This speech marks the first time Trump 
attacks the media. 

2. March 12, 2016, Cleveland, OH—Campaign Rally 
Rationale: One of the first Trump speeches to have his trademark rally-like atmosphere, this is 
the largest crowd at a primary event with 20,000 people. 

3. June 07, 2016, New York, NY—Remarks after Winning Primaries in Montana, South Dakota, New   
  Mexico, New Jersey and California 

Rationale: This is Trump’s first speech after becoming the presumptive Republican nominee. 
Trump visited the areas where he would struggle in the general election, western states. 

4. July 21, 2016, Cleveland, OH—Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at the Republican   
  National Convention 

Rationale: A small outlier amongst Trump speeches, it has more of a scripted and traditional 
feel. This speech was very different when compared to the speech in Cleveland four months 
earlier.  
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5. August 19, 2016, Dimondale, MI—Remarks at the Summit Sports and Ice Complex 
Rationale: Here, the geographic location is an interesting one, with a population of only 60,000. 
Dimondale is one of the smallest towns Trump held a rally in; the closest major town is Lansing, 
an hour and a half drive away.  

6. November 01, 2016, Valley Forge, PA—Remarks on Obamacare 
Rationale: This speech occurred the week of the general election in a crucial swing state. Here, 
Trump only speaks on Health Care issues, particularly Obamacare. This speech was part of 
Trump’s famous “PA Push” to flip the state. Ironically, this speech would feature an ill/low ener-
gy candidate Trump.

7. November 07, 2016, Raleigh, NC—Remarks at J.S Dorton Arena 
Rationale: This was Trump’s final speech before the primary election, held in a state Trump won 
by a very narrow margin.   

Data Collection

A crucial aspect of method collection was determining what type of rhetorical data to collect from 
these speeches. Obviously, quantitative data would be extremely difficult to collect given that many of 
these speeches are longer than an hour in length. Therefore, three aspects of communication studies, 
which are deemed crucial to effective communication, were identified as the focus: 1) Aristotle's proofs 2) 
Nonverbal communication and 3) Frequency/repetition. 

Aristotle’s Proof’s and Rhetorical Devices 

First, I conducted a search for rhetorical elements. The foundation of communication studies relies on 
Aristotle's proofs: logos, ethos, and pathos. In many ways, Trump’s communication challenged traditional 
notions of “effective communication” that rely on these three core tenets. Through conducting rhetorical 
analysis on Winston Churchill’s speeches in the 1940s, I gained prior knowledge on traditional and presi-
dential rhetorical elements. On the first pass through Trump’s speeches, observations focused heavily on 
the elements of the rhetorical situation. Whenever a moment which held significant rhetorical weight was 
observed, the time and line were marked in a document and analysis was also added.  

Nonverbal Communication 

Next, research focused on the nonverbal component of candidate Trump’s speeches. Nonverbal com-
munication offers important aspects of effective communication, and Trump is known and often parodied 
for his frequent and over-the-top nonverbal gestures. To analyze Trump’s nonverbal communication, I 
watched all of the listed Trump speeches without sound, noting the type and frequency of the gesture. 
Within three speeches, a rhetorical analysis on candidate Trump’s use of gestures and emblems was effec-
tively conducted, as gestures were clear and consistent. A decision was then made to cease further analysis 
of the remaining four speeches due to the saturation of data by this point. 

Strategic Message Use 

Finally, the researcher looked for overall repetition, overlapping messages, and tone within Trump’s 
speeches. To conduct this analysis, an Excel spreadsheet was utilized to note the frequency within individu-
al speeches and also frequency of messages across the collection of the campaign. The types of messages 
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were broken down into seven categories: 1) Immigration/The Wall, 2) Black America 3) Ad Hominem 
Attacks 4) Jobs 5) Trade 6) “Classic Conservativism” and 7) Make American Great Again (MAGA). The 
“Classic Conservativism” category refers to messages which had also been used during Presidents Ron-
ald Reagan and Richard Nixon’s campaign. Phrases such as “The silent majority,” or “Government is the 
problem,” would fall into this category (Whitney, 2004). As speeches were listened to for the third time, 
tally marks were kept for each speech in their respective categories when a message was heard. This pass 
marked more than 14 hours of listening to candidate Donald Trump.  

Results
The following section presents the data collected and contains the results of three passes through sev-

en of Trump’s addresses. In the first pass, I analyzed the use of rhetorical devices. In the second pass, non-
verbal communication was analyzed. Finally, the third pass contains an Excel table to illustrate repetition. 
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Discussion
At the podium, Trump is unlike any other politician. He is not afraid of the consequences of his words. 

One of the most frowned upon strategies and rhetorical fallacies in the communication studies commu-
nity, the ad hominem attack, is thoroughly embraced by Trump. He is expressive, and uses so many non-
verbals that an analysis on Trump’s nonverbal communication reached research saturation by the third 
message. Trump is not afraid to be loud, boisterous, and uses a teleprompter only as a suggestion.  The 
message candidate Trump delivered is one fed by two distinct themes: disruption-based populism and 
nostalgia.  

Disruption-based Populism: America First, the Wall, and Winning 

Every political candidate in history has added an element of populism to their speeches. However, 
Trump’s wave of populism brought an element of disruption to the political and social systems, which had 
been accepted as the norm for decades. Since the end of World War II, American foreign policy was built 
upon the need to be a shepherd for the world. It was generally accepted that with great power in the world 
comes great responsibility. Republican and Democratic administrations supported this notion. However, 
Trump empathetically adopted an “America first” message. He used the unpopular wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, generous trade deals, and global organizations’ dependency on U.S. assistance to illustrate the 
idea that America was being taken advantage of by the global community.  

From an immigration stand-point, Trump’s message again disrupted a social norm which has been 
accepted since the founding of this nation. Immigration has been feverishly encouraged. Themes such as 
Kennedy’s “A nation of immigrants,” Truman’s “Immigration is the greatest form of flattery,” and the Stat-
ue of Liberty’s “Bring me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to be free,” were all chal-
lenged in Trump’s frequent messages about “The Wall.” He quietly supported legal immigration, however, 
he feverishly bashed on illegal immigration, promising to strip rights afforded to illegal immigrants in this 
country.  
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Economically, Trump’s message used logos and ethos to show he could bring greater fiscal prosperity. 
What Trump admittedly lacked in military and political experience, he made up for by frequently brag-
ging about his business successes. As an appeal to ethos, he mentioned his net worth five times in the 
seven speeches observed.  Perhaps the greatest use of the President's logos was in Dimondale, Michigan 
where he physically pointed to a closed down Ford plant in his speech. In a speech targeting the economic 
suffering of African American communities, he used logos via a rhetorical question asking Black voters 
“After all these horrible truths, I wonder, what do you have to lose by voting for me?”  

Nostalgia: Make America Great Again 

A discussion of Trump’s rhetoric would be remiss if it did not look at his use of American nostalgia. 
Perhaps most prominent is his use of the slogan “Make America Great Again.” Ironically, this is not a new 
political rally cry. This slogan was used by the Reagan campaign in the 1980’s. It is not the only recycled 
message from days of old. Frequently at Trump rallies, the sign “The Silent Majority Stand with Trump” 
was handed out.  This harkens back to President Richard Nixon who used the term “Silent Majority” to 
describe how a majority of Americans supported the Vietnam War, but they were not the most vocal about 
it. Trump indirectly referenced classical conservative notions used by Ronald Reagan, Barry Goldwater, 
and Richard Nixon fourteen times throughout eight speeches. Trump ended every speech with the MAGA 
slogan, and the marketing guru funded $45 million of his campaign off sales of the Make America Great 
Again hats.

Audience Impact: Excite, not Pander
Despite Trump’s consistent deviation from what academia believes is the proper way to deliver and 

write a public address, Trump does follow one major conventional tenet of our discipline: a speech is only 
as effective as the audience receives it.  

Trump knew his audience. Geographically, the eight speeches observed targeted key swing voters in 
Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Florida, and Nevada. Each speech highlighted slightly 
different themes which addressed specific voters in those states. An example comes from Trump’s address 
in Valley Forge, PA. Pennsylvania was one of the most aggressive states to embrace the Affordable Care 
Act. Candidate Trump dedicated an entire speech to those in rural Pennsylvania who felt like their health 
needs were being dictated by Democratic legislators in Harrisburg, and it worked. Those rural Pennsylva-
nians showed up as 70.11% of registered voters participated in the 2016 election. The highest turnout since 
1992.  

Many campaigners for the Democratic party targeted young, diverse, and educated individuals. Trump 
defied many pundits and pollsters by believing he could rally older, white, rural voters to outnumber the 
new target demographic of the Democratic Party.  

When analyzing Trump’s audience, it becomes apparent that he uses pathos masterfully. Trump em-
bodied what his audience craved: an angry outsider willing to fight for them. To quote from his Republi-
can National Convention speech, he was “their voice.” Trump understood and promoted his role as mes-
senger. From his storytelling, to the conversational structure Trump used in his rallies, he connected with 
his audience and gave them a feeling of empowerment. He excited the Republican base in every state he 
went to and caused voter turnout to rise to a greater level than ever seen before. 
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Normally, in a democratic-republic like the United States of America, the answer to the research ques-
tion (if the President’s rhetoric helped secure his presidency) lies in the hands of the people and the final 
outcome of a Presidential Election. However, in this case, the answer is not clear. On November 9, 2016, 
the popular vote overwhelmingly sided with candidate Hillary Clinton, but the electoral college elected 
Trump. However, from a communication perspective, Trump used central tenets such as Aristotle's proofs, 
unique nonverbal communication, and repetition to highlight his message. He also used ad hominem 
attacks and a brash delivery to shock the world into listening and his rhetoric, which was proven a major 
factor in securing his victory.  

Perhaps what was most effective about Trump’s rhetoric is not that he tried to “sway” voters, as most 
political candidates have done, instead he focused on exciting his voter base. Both Trump and his cam-
paign team believed that there were enough voters out there to get him elected; they just had to give 
voters a performance worth going to the polls for. In the end, the Trump rallies did just that. More than 
the tweets or the debates, it was the Trump Rally that became the catalyst for his campaign. They were not 
just speeches, but performances. For many of these small, rural towns, the Trump Rally was the biggest 
performance to happen in years. Trump Rallies were televised and covered like no other political event 
during that election season. Trump knew the people wanted a show, and he gave them one. He captured 
his audience via humor, storytelling, anger, and hope in the span of an hour and a half production. Ulti-
mately, Donald J. Trump’s rhetoric was a key factor in allowing him to secure the presidency.

Conclusion
Key takeaway for Communication Studies

 Ultimately, this research is only as useful as it can be applied to the communication studies disci-
pline. Perhaps the biggest takeaway for the discipline from this research is distinguishing between what 
is appropriate communication and what is effective communication. For example, it has long been taught 
that the ad hominem attack was inappropriate in a public address. However, that does not mean it is not 
effective. Donald J. Trump’s campaign was clear evidence that when an audience has a common enemy (i.e. 
Hillary Clinton) the use of the ad hominem attack is effective in connecting with them. 

Further research

 This study was delimited for several reasons, one being that the sheer amount of data points was 
enormous. Future research should consider factors such as Trump’s Twitter and his debate performances. 
Additionally, while seven speeches returned a vast amount of data, I would suggest a greater sample and 
variety of speeches to further add to this research.

 Furthermore, Donald Trump’s performance in the 2016 rallies and speeches is only one factor in how 
he secured the presidency. Further analysis should be conducted on Democratic presidential candidate 
Hillary Clinton’s rhetoric. A comparative study using this research could help paint a more thorough and 
balanced picture of the rhetoric of the 2016 election.
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