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Figure 2.1: Clinton attacked online by the GOP 
 

In addition to the six boxes, articles, and videos that are dedicated to Clinton, she is featured in 

two tabs at the top of the site: “Hillary Clinton,” listed second out of seven tabs, and “Benghazi,” 

listed seventh; each tab, upon clicking, leads to further articles, blog posts, and infographics 

about each of the listed topics. The content of these items dedicated to Clinton focuses 

predominantly on one issue: How Hillary Clinton cannot be trusted. With captions such as “False 

Statements and Unsettling Admissions From Hillary's Benghazi Testimony,” “The Ultimate 

Guide to Hillary’s Flip Flops,” “Missteps Under Oath,” etc., the theme of “untrustworthy” 

weaves through every aspect of Clinton’s highlighted image. This barrage of anti-Clinton 

propaganda was sponsored early on in the campaign process by a Republican party that knew 

that in order to ruin Clinton’s presidential chances, they first were going to need to instill 

Americans with a deep-seeded skepticism and distrust of the most viable 2016 democratic 

candidate. They were right. According to analysis of Clinton’s April 12th announcement from 



	

24		

The New York Times, “Rather than gliding into the spotlight as an above-the-fray former 

secretary of state, Mrs. Clinton entered the 2016 race in the midst of lingering questions about 

her exclusive use of a private email address while at the State Department and about donations 

from foreign countries to her family’s philanthropic foundation.”42 Thus, from before her 

campaign even began, Clinton’s reputation would be challenged by conservative media and the 

growing association of the word “untrustworthy” with the name “Clinton.” 

In addition to protecting the credibility of her image from the Republicans, Clinton also 

had to bolster her image to stand strong in the face of the Senator who would become her 2016 

primary challenger: Bernie Sanders. Sanders entered the presidential race on May 26th, roughly 

two months after Clinton. Campaigning on a platform of ideas considered radically liberal by the 

country—“revolutionary,” in Sanders’ own words—such as that our country is run by the 

wealthiest 1% and that the big banks need breaking up; that big money should be removed from 

politics; that climate change is one of the most serious problems of our age; that college tuition 

should be free for all; that it’s time to instate a living wage for real people living in the United 

States,43 etc. Bernie Sanders slowly introduced his name and his plan for real, reformative 

change to the United States. In these beginning months, Sanders started to gather attention, 

introducing policies so radically reformative, that as he traveled the country and spoke to 

different groups, people gradually and curiously began to listen. By the time the first Democratic 

debate was held, on October 13th, 2015, Sanders had sky-rocketed in the polls, rivaling Clinton 

significantly for the support of liberal voters—a dramatic increase in popularity in just roughly 

under five months.  

																																																								
42 Amy Chozick, “Hillary Clinton Announces 2016 Presidential Bid,” The New York Times, April 12, 2015, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/13/us/politics/hillary-clinton-2016-presidential-campaign.html. 
43 “Issues,” Bernie Sanders, accessed November 4, 2015, https://berniesanders.com/issues/.	



	

25		

Now, during the 2016 primaries, Clinton faces the same obstacle that she did with Barack 

Obama—remaining a likable candidate competing against someone with less money and 

political capital, yet with a new face, with change-driven ideas, and with a powerful, authentic 

momentum. In an interview with Politico, on January 22, 2016, President Obama stated that,  

 
 

I think Bernie came in with the luxury of being a complete longshot and 
just letting loose. I think Hillary came in with both the privilege and burden of 
being perceived as the frontrunner. And, as a consequence, you know, where they 
stood at the beginning probably helps to explain why the language sometimes is 
different . . . Bernie is somebody who, although I don't know as well because he 
wasn't, obviously, in my administration, has the virtue of saying exactly what he 
believes, and great authenticity, great passion, and is fearless. His attitude is, 'I got 
nothing to lose.'44 

 

Whether Clinton is better prepared to face this recurring dynamic in 2016 than she was in 

2008 will only be discovered as the primaries unfold. However, regardless of the candidate who 

ultimately advances to the general election, the comparison of Clinton’s guarded, manufactured 

image, to that of Bernie Sanders’ authentic pleas to bring about a people’s revolution will 

inarguably challenge Clinton in her ability to appear trustworthy in comparison to her new 

opponent.  

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
44 “Full Transcript: POLITICO’s Glenn Thrush Interviews President Barack Obama on Iowa, 2016, and the Choice 
between Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders,” POLITICO, accessed April 20, 2016, 
http://www.politico.com/story/2016/01/off-message-podcasttranscript-obama-218167.  
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Chapter 3: Foundational Literature and Methodology 

 

Hillary Clinton’s image, after nearly 40 years in the public eye, is as rich and complex as 

her political career itself. This study, however, focuses on examining Hillary Clinton’s rhetorics 

of trust from the year 1992, during Bill Clinton’s presidential campaign, to the 2016 primary 

election season unfolding in the present, with emphasis on five key moments of her public 

career. In order to dissect how her public image and her rhetorical appeals in crafting trust have 

been shaped, essential literature in the field can provide a necessary theoretical foundation for 

understanding the makings of trust, and driving toward answers to these ultimate questions: How 

performing gender authenticity has shaped the expectations that Clinton is expected to meet in 

order to be considered trustworthy, and through those altered public expectations, how her 

proclamations of trustworthiness have functioned as rhetorical appeals. I will analyze Clinton’s 

rhetorics of trust in pursuit of answers to these questions, with work from the following theorists 

providing necessary rhetorical context for understanding Hillary Clinton, and how her appeals to 

public trust function.  

 

3.1 Ethos of Aristotle and Isocrates  

In Aristotle’s famous treatise, On Rhetoric, he discusses rhetoric as “an ability, in each 

[particular] case, to see the available means of persuasion.”45 In explaining further that the 

pisteis, or the proofs—the means of persuasion—are made up of aspects that a rhetor both can  

and cannot control, he explores how to see “the given” around us in terms of what can and 

cannot be seen as persuasive. Of Aristotle’s artistic proofs, there are three: Ethos, pathos, and 

																																																								
45 Aristotle and George Alexander Kennedy, On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, 2nd ed (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 37. 
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logos. The proof that is most relevant to this study is ethos, “found in the character of the 

speaker.”46 Aristotle writes that, “[There is persuasion] through character whenever the speech is 

spoken in such a way as to make the speaker worthy of credence; for we believe fair-minded 

people to a greater extent and more quickly [than we do others], on all subjects in general and 

completely so in cases where there is not exact knowledge but room for doubt.”47 In his 

explanation of ethos, Aristotle refers to the image that a speaker creates and supports of 

themselves—the power structures that they allude to and draw from as they speak—as the fair-

mindedness that often sways listeners on the receiving end of rhetoric. Where there is “not exact 

knowledge but room for doubt,” he says, is when the ethos of a figure takes the place of exact 

knowledge, making an audience feel safe and secure enough in placing trust in that  figure.  

Aristotle goes on to later say that, “There are three reasons why speakers themselves are 

persuasive; for there are three things we trust other than logical demonstration. These are 

practical wisdom [phronesis] and virtue [arête] and good will [eunoia] . . . a person seeming to 

have all these qualities is necessarily persuasive to the hearers.”48 Through this discussion of  

various aspects of character, Aristotle touches on the various necessities for speakers to be 

trusted.  

Before Aristotle, too, Isocrates elaborated on the role of character in persuasion with the 

following: 

 
Mark you, the man who wishes to persuade people will not be negligent as 

to the matter of character; no, on the contrary, he will apply himself above all to 
establish a most honorable name among his fellow-citizens; for who does not 
know that words carry greater conviction when spoken by men of good repute 
than when spoken by men who live under a cloud, and that the argument which 
is made by a man's life is of more weight than that which is furnished by 

																																																								
46 Ibid.,38.	
47 Ibid.,38. 
48 Ibid.,112-113	
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words? Therefore, the stronger a man's desire to persuade his hearers, the more 
zealously will he strive to be honorable and to have the esteem of his fellow-
citizens.49 

 
 

As Isocrates speaks on rhetoric and its best practices in his autobiographical speech, “Antidosis,” 

he explains the importance of a public figure’s reputation. Going beyond Aristotle’s articulation 

of credence, Isocrates highlights the role of the public figure in society and the collective actions 

to their name, which affect the persuasion of their speech, even outside of the moment in which 

they are speaking.  

 In analyzing Hillary Clinton as a public figure, the notion of ethos is present in much of 

how she crafts appeals to be trusted. As Clinton’s rhetorics of trust shift in nature and in function 

as she moves from one public context to the next, it is important to continue asking whether her 

appeals to trust and authenticity in each situation align with the credibility of her public 

reputation—whether she represents wisdom, virtue, and good will, and how those aspects lend 

themselves to her overall power of persuasion. The work of both Aristotle and Isocrates lends 

itself nicely to this task.  

 

3.2 Burkean Identification 

Building on Aristotle’s and Isocrates’ ideas of evaluating figures through the rhetorical 

lens of credibility, Burke’s concepts lay the foundation for understanding the process of 

identification, and the bases on which audience members choose to relate symbolically with 

figures. In Kenneth Burke’s work on strategies of persuasion, he defines rhetoric as “the use of 

																																																								
49 George Norlin, “Isocrates with an English Translation in three volumes,” Harvard University Press, accessed 
November 3, 2015. 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0144%3Aspeech%3D15%3Asection%
3D278, Antidosis 278 
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words by human agents to form attitudes or to induce actions in other human agents.”50 The 

persuasive nature of humans responding to symbols manifests widely throughout Burke’s work, 

particularly in regards to his notion of identification. According to Burke,  

 
Individuals form selves or identities through various properties or substances, 
which include such things as physical objects, occupations, friends, activities, 
beliefs, and values. As they ally themselves with various properties or 
substances, they share substance with whatever and whomever they associate 
and simultaneously define themselves against or separate themselves from 
others with whom they choose not to identify.51 

 

The idea that as individuals identify with others, they are sharing substances—or parts of 

themselves—and thus, communing over those shared substances is known as consubstantiality, 

used synonymously with the term identification.52 In seeing human agents and their substances 

that overlap with others as symbols, Burke argues that humans can use those symbols to tether 

ourselves to one another, creating alliances that motivate us in the future to act. Just as important 

as the notion of identification though, notes Burke, is the notion of division. In order for human 

agents to identify with one another, they must first be divided from one another in order to 

experience the moment in which shared substances draw them together.  

 Burke charts out three levels of identification. First, identification may be used as a 

means to an end, to create a sense of shared experience in the moment. When Hillary Clinton 

reminds Americans that she grew up as a part of a poor family living in a suburb of Chicago, she 

seeks to directly identify with lower and middle-class families in that moment as a means to an 

end. 

																																																								
50 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), 41 
51 Sonja K. Foss, Karen A. Foss, and Robert Trapp, Contemporary Perspectives on Rhetoric, 30th Anniversary 
edition (Long Grove, Illinois: Waveland Press, 2014), 190. 	
52 Foss, Foss, and Trapp, Contemporary Perspectives on Rhetoric, 190.  
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 Second, identification can be formed through the shared substance of common enemies. 

When fighting for improved women’s healthcare and blaming limited policies on ideologically 

wayward Republicans, Clinton attempts to identify with voters who may not necessarily like her 

as a politician, but may choose to rally along with her regardless, because those particular voters 

dislike the same Republicans who limit women’s healthcare to a greater extent than they dislike 

Hillary.  

 Finally, the third—and often most powerful—form of identification operates in situations 

in which it affects human agents on unconscious levels, yet goes directly unnoticed. If Hillary 

Clinton knows that Bill Clinton and Barack Obama are figures that are well-liked by the 

American public, she may try to appear in public with them as often as possible. Although public 

appearances with popular figures may not seem like a direct attempt at persuasion to an 

American voter, Clinton and her campaign know that the more frequently she is seen with 

figures who are widely liked, the more closely voters will associate her with those well-liked 

figures, unconsciously identifying with Clinton and her ties to likeable figures in the process. 

Burke wrote that, “You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, 

gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his.”53 Through these 

three levels of identification, public figures can persuade audience members, changing attitudes 

and moving them towards action.  

Understanding persuasion through the lens of Burkean identification aids this study in 

analyzing Hillary Clinton’s attempts to relate to the American public. Through her rhetorics of 

trust, Clinton asks voters to ultimately place enough trust in her that they will vote for her; yet, in 

the process of crafting that request, she must ask them to identify with her first. Burke’s notion 

of consubstantiality highlights the values or shared substances through which Clinton tries to 
																																																								
53 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives, 55	
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form symbolic ties with her audience. Meanwhile, Burke’s different levels of identification 

provide a necessary foundation for recognizing how Clinton’s rhetorical appeals are operating.  

 

3.3 The Narrative Paradigm  

Walter Fisher,54 in his foundational essay on human communication paradigms, argues 

that humans often communicate through crafting narratives. This paradigm centers on the idea 

that counting and recounting the events of our lives is a way of telling stories, and thus, relating 

to those around us. Fisher relates the idea to Burke’s paradigm of dramatism,55--the study of  

language through action— suggesting that we are constantly entering into conversations that 

have been going on around us even before we enter them, and that continue once we leave. By 

crafting these ongoing conversations into stories that are more relatable, we create a more 

accessible, symbolically richer representation of society.  

The interconnected nature of narrative also brings the ability to create entire webs of 

thought, in which each piece of a narrative at hand holds a significance, and can be tied to 

another element of the same, or even a different story. Thus, being able to conceptualize how 

narratives fit into the scheme of surrounding narratives, or conversations, as Burke would say, is 

not only having a much deeper understanding of how particular ideas or actions are functioning 

rhetorically, but also, understanding the origin of the idea, and the possibilities for the idea to 

expand, grow, and apply itself in future context; understanding how one narrative shapes another 

is key in positioning the contexts of Clinton’s life that are intricately woven to one another.  

																																																								
54 Walter Fisher, “Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm: The Case of Public Moral Argument.” In 
Contemporary Rhetorical Theory: A Reader, edited by John L. Lucaites, Celeste M. Condit, and Sally Caudill, 
265—287. New York, NY: The Guilford Press, 1999.  
55 Foss, Foss, and Trapp, Contemporary Perspectives on Rhetoric, 196. 	
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Analyzing Hillary Clinton’s rhetorics of trust through a narrative lens enables readers to 

see her communication as more than just the strategic manipulation of rhetorical tools, but rather, 

as the deliberate choices of an experienced actor, responding to contextual incentives in a 

political realm defined by woven loyalties and calculated contingencies. In this study, the 

narrative lens will serve, first, as an explanation for Clinton’s actions. In order to understand how 

her various rhetorics are functioning, or why they were conceived in the first place, we must first 

be aware of the contextual surroundings that have defined and will continue to define her 

situation. Throughout the process of evaluating her past encounters with the American 

constituency, social attitudes about gender and competency, transparency, and relatability, 

political attacks from competitors, and persuasion tactics used in past political arenas, the  

construction of these contexts as pieces within a larger narrative will help to explain the 

rhetorical choices Clinton makes in relation to the moving variables surrounding her.  

 Second, viewing Clinton’s communication through the narrative lens will lay the 

foundation for understanding her rhetorical choices as part of a pattern with a discernable 

structure. When analyzing persuasive appeals, examining the scope of the appeal can provide 

one with an understanding of how language itself functions; however, that understanding is 

limited. In broadening the analysis to how the appeal is functioning within the context of the 

overarching narrative, the reader begins to understand Clinton’s rhetorical appeals as threads of a 

larger web that intertwine and affect each other as the web continues to grow, and the direction 

begins to change. With a clear view of the structure as well as the contextual constraints that 

Clinton’s rhetorics of trust operate within, her communication can be more accurately 

understood. 
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3.4 The Ideograph 

In viewing the political arena that Hillary Clinton calls home through the lenses of ethos, 

identification, and narrative, the intricacies of language on a micro level become increasingly 

significant. Michael McGee examines symbolic language from the perspective of power and 

ideology with his rhetorical tool, the ideograph. McGee’s discussion of the ideograph56 arises 

from a conflict between the notions of “ideology” and what previous voices in the discipline 

have called “the philosophy of myth,”57 created as a construct to “explain the phenomenon of 

‘public’ or ‘mass consciousness.’” In his essay, McGee contends that Marx’s conception of 

“ideology” attributes an unrealistically high portion of the control over society to be wielded by 

the wealthy elite of society,58 while the “philosophy of myth” gives an unrealistic amount of 

power to poetically symbolic language. McGee argues that while neither are faulty constructs, a 

linguistic middle ground that fuses the two is needed.  

The ideograph is a piece of politically-charged language that symbolizes abstract 

concepts from the dominant cultural ideology by evoking associations of socially-shared values, 

histories, and experiences into one easily-accessible word or phrase. By attaching the various 

abstract values to movements, ideas, and societal phenomena, these abstract concepts become 

easier to comprehend, to visualize, and to apply to everyday communication. However, in the 

process, these words that come to symbolize instances of cultural meaning become 

simultaneously immersed within a hierarchy of persuasive contextual connotations, which 

quickly translate into a the very fusion that McGee sought—symbolic language containing 

political power.  

																																																								
56 Michael C. McGee, “The ‘Ideograph’: A Link Between Rhetoric and ideology.” In Contemporary Rhetorical 
Theory: A Reader, edited by John L. Lucaites, Celeste M. Condit, and Sally Caudill, 265—287. New York, NY: The 
Guilford Press, 1999. 
57 Ibid., 425. 
58 Ibid., 426-427. 
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Ideographs are culturally bound, and thus can possess different meanings in different 

cultures, as well as in the same culture but throughout different historically defining pockets of 

time. Common examples of American ideographs are “liberty,” “equality,” “religion,” 

“freedom,” “property,” and “the American Dream.” Due to the interdependent nature of words 

within a linguistic system, ideographs are not defined singularly, but rather, in relation to each 

other; the concept of one ideograph is likely to be used within the definition of another, as value 

systems are often designed with a dynamic of intermingling values in mind. Therefore, the 

associations attached to ideographs are often closely tied to one another, representative of a 

network of ideologies, rather than isolated concepts. Because ideographs immediately begin to 

socialize citizens within their communities as they grow, becoming increasingly fundamental 

parts of people’s concept of society the longer that they exist within it, the persuasive powers 

over individual thought that ideographs possess are profound. In his essay, McGee provides the 

example of the Vietnam War59: It’s no wonder, he argues, that so many young men willingly 

shipped off to fight a war that scores of the American population opposed—that few could 

clearly justify; the relentless use of ideographs such as freedom and justice and good old 

American apple pie told the society as a whole to understand the war as something Americans 

had to do, in the name of all the democracy-driven ideographs. The ideograph’s roots in a 

society’s grammar structure as well as its sense of collective identities makes it so highly 

rhetorical. 

In the political arena, symbolic language tied up in constructions of power abounds. To 

analyze Hillary Clinton’s language through the lens of McGee’s ideograph is to recognize the 

weight that her individual words carry when used throughout her public discourse. From the 

words Clinton chooses to represent her personal brand, to the words she repeats throughout 
																																																								
59 Ibid., p.428.	
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speeches and rallies, to the words she prints across Twitter and Facebook and on bumper stickers 

and t-shirts, the lens of the ideograph can decipher what power these words hold, and how it 

plays into the successes and the failures of her rhetorical appeals to the public to appear 

trustworthy.  

The importance of the ideographic lens to this study lies also in identifying the cultural 

justification behind Clinton’s rhetorical appeals. Because ideographs are so culturally bound, 

examining the specific power-language correlations chosen to build Clinton’s image as a 

trustworthy official is paramount to understanding the successes and failures of the images at 

their core. In reality, the bulk of crafting a successful public image for Hillary Clinton, as with 

any public official, lies in task of choosing the right words for her to embody—which aspects of 

her character, which political aspirations, which core values of hers should be emphasized in 

order to create a reputation sure to garner respect from American citizens. The notions of ethos 

and identification are strong here too, playing into the creation of appeals. The linguistic 

responsibility though that lies in crafting a public image is recognizing that choosing words to 

represent who Clinton projects herself to be involves not only embodying those words at the core 

of what she stands for, but also, the interconnected stigmas of related words and the societal 

baggage that trailing connotations hold on the images as well.  

By viewing Clinton’s public moments through the lens of the ideograph, the images that 

she attempts to establish through trust rhetoric can be further analyzed beyond the ideas behind 

the images. In addition to imagery, Clinton’s ideographic language can be analyzed for the 

networks of meaning and association bound up in ideological symbols, and nods to societal 

power that hover underneath the surface of the language that she chooses. The ideographic lens 

establishes a cultural explanation for the messages she sends, identifies which institutional norms 


