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'Using at least two media texts of your own choosing related to at 

least two rhetorics from the course, identify and discuss the use of 

rhetoric in your texts in relation to the issues discussed in the course, 

employing and commenting on a rhetorical approach to make sense of 

the relationship between communication, politics and governing.'    

Contrary to popular belief, rhetoric is a powerful tool for persuasion and 

communication. When used effectively, rhetoric has the ability to sway 

communities and restore faith in a leader or cause. Unfortunately, 

rhetoric is commonly used to describe empty and disingenuous 

language used by politicians. Examples of this include Scott Morrison’s 

Climate Summit Speech, where the Saturday Paper described how his 

“shift in rhetoric” sparked false excitement in the media. The Prime 

Minister’s speech did not contain an emissions target, yet he used 

rhetoric to create a sense that Australia was going to commit more 

strongly to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The information 

included in Morrison’s speech was later proved to be misleading, 

undermining his speech and use of rhetoric. As a point of contrast, Julia 

Gillard’s “Misogyny Speech”, is recognised for the use of language and 

representation of the feminist cause. In her speech, Gillard used 

rhetoric to assert herself as strong leader and Prime Minister of 

Australia. In Foucault's theory of power, he does not describe power as 

something to acquire, but rather as “something exercised within 

interactions.” A leader’s ability to persuade a community can often be 

seen in their use of rhetoric within these interactions.  

 

According to Miller and Rose (2008, p94), society can be “governed 

through our allegiance to particular communities of morality or 

identity”. On October 2012, former Prime Minister Julia Gillard pointed 

her finger at then Opposition Leader, Tony Abbott, and declared, “I will 

not be lectured about sexism and misogyny by this man.” The fifteen 

minute speech occurred in the House of Representatives and has been 

recognised as a broader call to the community to recognise the 

discrimination faced by women in positions of power. The speech has 

over 3.5 million views on YouTube, making it a powerful and widespread 

message. Julia Gillard used rhetoric of a community to appeal to not 

only Australian women in politics, but people across the world who 

recognise the underrepresentation of women in politics. "Rhetoric of 

community” refers the use of specific language to target groups who 

identify and share values with each other. Miller and Rose (2008, p84-

113) highlight that there is an inherent paradox within communities. 

Labelled communities such as “feminists” and “Labour voters” are seen 

as pre-existing, yet they require ongoing work for individuals to be 

mobilised as members of these communities. For example, Julia 
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Gillard’s speech worked for members of the feminist community to 

“mobilise them toward some ends” (Miller & Rose, 2008, p151). The 

speech reaffirms their importance as a community in society as it 

highlights gender inequality, reason why the community was first 

established. Communities are not seclusive, and they often overlap as 

individuals identify as a member of a number of groups. For example, it 

can be assumed that Julia Gillard used rhetoric to appeal to the feminist 

community, in addition to women in general. This is an incorrect 

assumption because Gillard’s speech did not appeal to all women, and 

not all women identify as part of the feminist community. This lack of 

social cohesion lead to what Miller and Rose (2008, p88) describe as 

“the death of the social” and thus the “birth of communities”. This 

movement stemmed from the realisation that society is more complex 

than an “existential sphere of human sociality (Miller & Rose, 2008, 

p87).  Society is the result of how humans thought and acted on their 

“collective experiences within a limited geographical and temporal 

field” (Miller & Rose, 2008, p87). Not all women have thought or acted 

similarly on their “collective experience”, and therefore identify as part 

of different communities. Whilst Julia Gillard was Prime Minister of 

Australia, her rhetoric did not appeal to all communities within 

Australia. This was arguably her intention, as she challenged Tony 

Abbott and the communities who do not support her belief that she and 

other women in Parliament have experienced sexism. The support 

Gillard received following her speech reasserted her position as not only 

the first female Prime Minister of Australia, but also as a successful 

Prime Minister in her own right.  

  

There is a “...widespread Enlightenment assumption that rhetoric is a 

special, and slightly underhand, use (or abuse) of language.” (Leith & 

Myerson, 1989, p2). Politicians who use wordy, extravagant language 

have created these negative connotations around the term “rhetoric". 

Rhetoric is now commonly seen as a tool for elitist mystification, as 

opposed to a tool for persuasion and effective communication. In April 

this year, Prime Minister Scott Morrison addressed the Global Climate 

Action Summit without introducing a more ambitious emissions target.  

The PM used the rhetoric of nation in phrases such as “Australia has a 

strong track record of....” and “We have met and exceeded...” to 

encourage Australian listeners to feel a sense of connection to his 

speech. Rhetoric of nation uses familiar and inclusive language to target 

a sense of connection to “our” country. This sense of connection stems 

from nationalism, a type of imagined community. Imagined 

communities are essential to understanding nationalism. In our limited 

community bound by international borders, we consider ourselves 
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connected to people we have never met. Anderson (1991, p26) 

compares the “idea of a sociological organism moving calendrically 

through homogenous, empty time” to the idea of a “nation which is 

conceived as a solid community moving steadily down (or up) history”. 

This sense of simultaneity in time helps to form a cohesive sense of 

national community, as we are all together in this particular time in 

history. Scott Morrison uses rhetoric of a nation to tie into rhetoric of 

future. His rhetoric was essentially “an exhortation to the public to keep 

the faith” (Quirk, p.134, 2008). However, Scott Morrison said in his 

speech, “For Australia, it is not a question of if or even by when for net 

zero , but importantly how.” This statement juxtaposes the outlook of 

the Government with the scientific community and younger generation, 

who consider the speed of emissions reduction to be critical. Scott 

Morrison is adhering to the general public’s definition of rhetoric; 

disingenuous language designed to mislead an audience. The Saturday 

Paper describes how Scott Morrison’s “shift in rhetoric” (par 3) sparked 

excitement in the Australian media that “Australia was set to ramp up 

its climate ambitions” (par 3) despite no new emissions target being 

introduced. This use of language reflects on Scott Morrison’s 

communication as a leader, and also to the extent in which media and 

communication are embedded in governing.  

  

Rhetorics (plural) are not reserved for the capital P of politics. They can 

be understood as a “process” (Leith & Myerson, 1989, pxii) and as a 

“perpetual dialogue” (Leith & Myerson, 1989, p3). It is important to 

note this is in the context of the Cultural Model of Communication, 

where communication is seen as the constant work of negotiating 

between individual apprehension and shared social codes and contexts. 

The alternate model of communication, the Transmission Model, does 

not take social context into account. According to Leith and Myerson 

(1989, p1-6), rhetoric is derived from three principles: address, 

argument and play. For example, Julia Gillard delivered her speech in 

the House of Representatives, and her arguments were carefully 

constructed for that social context. She frequently addresses the 

“Leader of Opposition” Tony Abbott, who is sitting across from her, and 

chooses to “remind the Leader of Opposition” of certain instances 

where he has allegedly made sexist and misogynistic comments. She 

also addresses “this Parliament” directly in order to involve her 

audience. However, audience can be an elastic term, and the speech 

was not necessarily intended for 3.5 million viewers (on YouTube). This 

large audience is likely to interpret the speech differently, which is 

beyond the conscious control of Julia Gillard. The “Misogyny Speech” is 

an example of “rhetoric is not representational... but is performative” 
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(Dearman, 2018, p22). Julia Gillard’s delivery of speech was authentic 

and inspiring, as indicated by its international popularity. This can be 

juxtaposed to Scott Morrison’s Climate Summit Action Speech, where 

due to audio issues, the first half of the speech was muted. Whilst audio 

issues were not at the fault of the Prime Minister, they did affect the 

delivery of his speech. The Prime Minister did not attempt to use 

rhetoric to engender new states of affairs, capacities or relations. In 

fact, it was a demonstration of his power as Prime Minister when he 

restated Australia’s previous climate policy, despite the number of 

Australians who had deemed this target insufficient. Whilst 

“communication may not be enough to relieve the racial tension in our 

society or, for that matter, end a war” (Grossberg, & Wartella, 2006, 

p17), communication remains a critical part of our governing system. 

This implies media and communication are embedded in governing (not 

separate to governing). According to Foucault (1994, p254), the 

rationality of power is characterised through tactics. Tactics such as the 

use of formulated and styled arguments to achieve a desired outcome 

from a particular audience are invaluable in good governance. 

Understanding government, therefore, necessarily entails attention to 

governing rhetorics.  

  

Effective communication is not simply the transmission of a message 

from a sender to a receiver. It is the use of persuasion and argument to 

achieve a desired social outcome, which can be defined as “rhetoric”. 

Rhetoric is tailored towards particular audiences in the context of 

specific occasions. Julia Gillard used rhetoric when she spoke fearlessly 

to the former Opposition Leader sitting across from her, igniting 

audience participation from the House of Representatives. With the use 

of rhetoric, Scott Morrison was able to spark false hope that Australia 

was intending to commit more strongly to reducing emissions. Rhetoric 

is ultimately an exercise of power through communication. In turn, 

media and communication are embedded in governing, not a separate 

tool used for the transmission of information.  
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