
Using Rhetoric     1

Using Rhetoric to Advocate Democracy

Jennifer Love

Section 03

Purdue University



Using Rhetoric     2

In the midst of the Cold War, the imminent threat of communism and nuclear 

proliferation prompted President Reagan to promote his contention that the world desperately 

needed to advance the cause for democracy.  In his June 8, 1982 speech The Evil Empire, 

Reagan skillfully expressed his desire to preserve peace and freedom throughout the world while 

condemning the Soviet Union’s military expansion and its record on human rights.  In his 

speech, he not only acknowledged the urgency of his cause, but steadfastly conveyed his 

unequivocal optimism that democracy would prevail.  The use of both classical and 

contemporary rhetoric throughout his speech allowed Reagan to effectively appeal to his 

audience.  In The Evil Empire Speech, President Reagan’s use of Burke’s contemporary theory 

of identification and Aristotle’s classical theory of logos permitted him to convincingly advocate 

democracy and human rights by contrasting the values of a free and democratic society to the 

subversive and destructive consequences of the Soviet Union’s totalitarian regime.

Burke’s contemporary theory of identification is evident throughout The Evil Empire 

speech.  By using this rhetorical method, Reagan skillfully delivers his message condemning 

totalitarianism while stating his cause for democracy.  Reagan uses associational appeal to unite 

the American people in support of his position.  In his speech, he recognizes the thriving 

characteristics of a democratic society and the devotion it has for its citizens.  “It is the 

democratic countries that are prosperous and responsive to the needs of their people.”   Another 

example of associational appeal is Reagan’s statement about his vision of a free and peaceful 

world.  This statement also reveals his unwavering optimism for freedom.  “Well, this is 

precisely our mission today: to preserve freedom as well as peace.  It may not be easy to see; but 

I believe we live now at a turning point.” 
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Another example of Burke’s theory of identification, dissociational appeal, is used 

effectively by Reagan in The Evil Empire speech.  During the speech, Reagan refers to 

totalitarianism in threatening and suppressive terms.  By this characterization, Reagan is clearly 

identifying totalitarianism as the common enemy to a free and peaceful world.  “We’re 

approaching the end of a bloody century plagued by a terrible political invention –

totalitarianism.”  To further condemn this form of government, Reagan points out the sensitive 

predicament that the world was facing while highlighting the subversive intentions of the enemy.  

“We see around us today the marks of our terrible dilemma – predictions of doomsday, anti-

nuclear demonstrations, an arms race in which the West must, for its own protection, be an 

unwilling participant.  At the same time, we see totalitarian forces in the world who seek 

subversion and conflict around the globe to further their barbarous assault on the human spirit.”  

A third example of Burke’s concept of identification is the frequent use of the word “we” 

throughout the speech.  This persuasive technique allows Reagan to appeal not only to 

Americans but to all free and democratic nations in the world.  By using the word “we”, Reagan 

draws together all people who denounce the Soviet Union’s totalitarian regime.  “We are 

witnessing today a great revolutionary crisis, a crisis where the demands of the economic order 

are conflicting directly with those of the political order.”  In this statement, Reagan refers to the 

economic difficulty within the Soviet Union, which in his view, has been caused by the 

government’s focus on expanding its military.  He further highlights the difficulties being 

experienced in the Soviet Union by revealing its inability to feed its own people despite having 

one-fifth of the population employed in agriculture.  Reagan also appeals to his audience by 

criticizing the Soviet Union’s history of denying human rights to its citizens.  He unites his 

audience by delivering a firm and powerful message for freedom and individual rights.  “We 
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must be staunch in our conviction that freedom is not the sole prerogative of a lucky few but the 

inalienable and universal right of all human beings.”  Reagan believed that the Soviet Union 

could not be considered a trustworthy advocate for world peace as long as the Soviet government 

continued to disregard the basic human rights of its people (Howell, 2008).  During his speech, 

he continually emphasizes the importance of human rights in a free and peaceful world.  He 

refers to Great Britain as a model government and promotes its record on individual rights.  

“Here is the enduring greatness of the British contribution to mankind, the great civilized ideas: 

individual liberty, representative government, and the rule of law under God.” 

Throughout The Evil Empire speech, Reagan is proficient in contrasting the differences 

between democracy and dictatorship.  He effectively uses the classical theory of logos, one of 

Aristotle’s three artistic proofs, to present his argument for democracy.  Reagan makes his 

argument by asking intriguing questions which depict revealing differences between the two 

types of government.  “Who would voluntarily choose not to have the right to vote, want 

government repression of religious liberty, a single political party instead of a free choice, a rigid 

cultural orthodoxy instead of democratic tolerance and diversity?”  In his speech, Reagan 

expressed his belief that if given a choice people would choose democracy over totalitarianism.  

He supported this point of view by recounting the flight of millions of refugees who fled from 

communist regimes to democratic countries.  Reagan felt strongly that those who opposed 

repressive governments would continue to rise up and fight for freedom, particularly in the 

Soviet Union.   “We cannot ignore the fact that even without our encouragement there has been 

and will continue to be repeated explosion against repression and dictatorships.” Regan’s 

inspiring speech motivated opposition within the Soviet Union and helped to strengthen their 

commitment for change.  The Soviet dissidents experienced a sense of hope when they learned 
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that Reagan acknowledged and supported their cause (Ledden, 2003).  By contrasting the two 

governments, Reagan allows his audience to see first hand the obvious differences.  While 

effectively noting the lack of individual freedom in a totalitarian government, Reagan makes a 

convincing argument for democracy.

  President Reagan delivered The Evil Empire speech during an extremely critical time in 

our country’s history.  At the time of his speech, the tension between the United States and the 

Soviet Union was increasing.  The use of both classical and contemporary rhetoric in his speech 

allowed Reagan to effectively articulate his argument for democracy and individual rights.  His 

use of Burke’s theory of identification and Aristotle’s theory of logos permitted Reagan to 

effectively contrast the values of democracy to the repressive qualities of the Soviet Union’s 

totalitarian government.
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