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Abstract  
 
This study analysed the the derogative rhetoric of Ben Gordon, Vice Consul US 
Consulate Nigeria, that Nigeria is full of ‘energy’. Using Interjectional and 
Symbolic Theories, hinging on paralinguistic elements as viewpoints that 
emphasize intricate shades of meanings as well as  tenets in forensic research,  the 
paper is of the opinion that in exchanging political symbols, the hidden elements 
of rhetoric, plays a significant role that determines where the pendulum of public 
opinion will swing any day.   
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Introduction 
 
When the history of the  struggle for true democracy and the thoughts of the twenty years or so of 
the return of the nation to democratic rule, comes to be written, (or whatever the relevant technique 
is at the time), one outstanding feature for comment will surely be the growing importance of  
rhetoric in this trajectory. It is popularly believed that the early Greeks started rhetoric, while the 
Romans improved on it as their democratic institutions developed. In this classical era, rhetoric was 
seen as a powerful force relying on the power of oratory, in getting the business of the world done. 
          

Rhetoric embraces the use of symbols to generate the same meaning in both the 
communicator and the communicatee. The aim is tostimulate the audience to follow a particular 
course of action as well as change attitude and behavior. Aristotle, the father of rhetoric, saw rhetoric 
as “the faculty of discovering all of the available means of persuasion.” The layman’s meaning of 
the word rhetoric as hollow bombast or inflated language meant to hoodwink the audience to accept 
a particular view or thought dominated the idea about rhetoric for a long time. Despite this pejorative 
connotation, rhetoric is depicted as a systematic body of knowledge, much as any other academic 
discipline.  

Akpan, (1987, p.252) talks about the field of rhetoric in the following way: 
 

Rhetoric is that body of knowledge and that intellectual discipline which 
concerns the effective expression of thought. Originally, it is the “art” of 
oratory. Today, it is the art of effective communication in general. It is the 
particular responsibility of the educated man to be honestly articulate and 
this makes rhetoric the study of honesteffective communication. 
 

         Although Qwuamalam’s statement that inadequate infrastructure exposes Nigerian 
communities to the vagary of political rhetoric on the dividends of democracy, much as media events 
than as veritable dividends of popular governance, this fact does not detract from thesound- bites of 
the convention (Owuamalam, 2005, p.156.). However, the approach to the rhetorician’s task is by 
selecting and deploying appropriate symbols that can evoke the response of people, in this case the 
audience – delegates as well as those who watched the proceedings live. 
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          Nigeria’s leadership issues continue to resonate at every forum, local national and 
international. Issues bordering on the perceived poor performance of the All Progressives Party 
(APC) led administration provides the forensic discourse that the organizers and stakeholders 
presented and how the main opposition party did this are the central focus of this study. 
 
Conceptual Framework  
 
Since rhetoric is vital to the survival of the society and there will always be occasions when we will 
need the support of others to structure or restructure the perception of those whom we seek their 
understanding and cooperation, it follows then, that no matter how informative or expository 
language can be, it is the rhetoric that changes the order of things by providing the audience with 
new experiences designed to alter their feelings. It is for this singular reason that the rhetorician 
evaluates the symbols which are his tools and deploys them accurately to generate desired response 
(Winterowd, 1965, p.2). 
 
         The object of rhetoric is to create harmony and agreement. Feelings are aggregated on a given 
issue to determine the most effective way to process it. The operating norms and values in the 
society present the context: between tribalism and unity, racism versus equality; technological 
development versus preservation of environment, financial inducement versus honesty, desire for 
peace versus fear of defeat and so (Makay, 1977). 
 

          Studies from American voting behaviour have shown that the context of elections leads to 
emphasis on one or another of the voter’s overlapping group affiliations. While a partisan election 
might weigh party identification, non-partisan municipal elections are often plagued by ethnic group 
conflict and rivalries propelled by ever greater fragmentation and separate following, bolstered by 
patronage. The conclusion to be drawn from the two experiences of partisan and non-partisan 
elections here is that it is the aim of rhetoric to get people to do something immediately or urgently 
(White, 1999). 
 
Nature of Rhetoric  
Rhetoric describes a certain kind of use of language. This involves interaction with others in ways 
that elicit desired response. Some people with empathy, intuition and imagination often feel that they 
can interpret another’s feelings and motives and by doing so determine the course of their actions. 
Oftentimes, they may succeed in this approach but it is far from being reliable because the action 
does not involve the manipulation of symbol but a sort of mind reading. Those who use force to 
bring their audience to agreement are in similar shoes. For instance, the trouble the All Progressives 
Congress (APC) is having in their internal democratic process has been acerbated by the provision in 
the party’s constitution that frowns at aggrieved parties approaching the courts.  That explains why 
the party’s internal conflict management mechanism seems to be dysfunctional, as aggrieved 
members have no choice but to fight the system. Thus, symbols generate the meaning while the 
audience acts as judges; they weigh what the speaker has presented and choose a course of action 
based on the weight of his argument. In relation to rhetoric, it is the same meaning that the speaker 
tries to generate to the listener that he makes himself. 
 

Types of Rhetoric 
          
There are two types of rhetoric: verbal and non-verbal. Verbal rhetoric use language to sway 
emotions. Such approach is often twiddled by considerations of event and character of the persons.  
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In a conversation between two of Caesars’ conspirators Cassius and Decius, for example, the later 
makes the former to understand that Caesar’s superstition of late is not an issue:  
 

Never fear that. If he be so resolved, I can o’ersway him; for he loves to hear 
that unicorns may be betrayed with trees, And bears with glasses, elephants 
with holes, Lions with toils, and men with flatters. But, when I tell him he 
hates flatters, He says he does, being then most flattered. Let me work; For I 
can give his humour the true bent; And I will bring him to the Capitol (p.71).  
 

      According to Akpan (1987, p.254), in verbal rhetoric we make symbols the same way birds 
build nests. This involves: labeling, naming and categorizing that helps the ‘rhector’ place things in 
perspective by evaluating a phenomenon and making the audience associate with other members of 
the category. Advertising is also a form of rhetoric in the sense that it promotes interest and 
relevance by providing new experiences that alter the behaviour of the audience.  The legendary 
Groucho Marx who did quite a number of Scotch marketing promotional advertorials in the early 
70s said: Scotch is thicker than water; everyone knows that Teacher’s wasn’t one of the Scotches 
everybody and his brother drinks (Jefkins, 1976, p.127). 
      
   Non-verbal rhetoric involves ways other than powerful statements, through the following non-
verbal forms:  

1. Use of symbols (examples: the cross, candle, incense, ring, Eucharist: the first three are 
used for prayers). 

2. Manner of dressing( rhetoric of clothes) 
3. Time and place (The Chief Executive’s office is  more spacious than those of his 

subordinates; time: the length of it or time of the day)  
4. Music (that is used to send very powerful messages: Timaya’s ‘Politicians pity for us’; and 

Idris Adbulkareem’s ‘Nigeria jagajaja’are few examples) 
5. Elaborate preparation (renting of crowd, people wait for arrival, sing song and so on) 
6. People of exceptional character (a politician that plays politics without bitterness) 

 
Ethos factor in rhetoric 
           Faced with a piece of evidence, the searcher for truth, according to Barzum and Graff (1979, 
p.149), asks the fundamental question: 
Is the rhetoric object of interest genuine? 
Is its message trustworthy? 
How do I know? 
This leads to an unfolding series of subordinate questions: 

1. Who is the speaker? 
2. What does he say? 
3. What is the relation in time and space between the speaker and his statement overt or 

covert? 
4. What do we know independently about the speaker and his credibility? 

The point of these questions is easily grasped; 
1. Gauging the truth of any statement is obviously assisted by the knowledge of who made it 
2. It is  necessary to ascertain the source of the message and what may be inferred from it 
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3. The value of a piece of testimony is that it usually increases the possibility of nearness 
between the event and the witness. In other words an eyewitness has a good chance of 
knowing what happened. 

 
Rhetorical situations  
            The type of discourse on an occasion depends on the relevant situation and how the elements 
of interests between the speaker and audience come to play out. The situation and its analysis as 
well as the solution proffered help the audience to make up his/her mind.Since rhetoric deals with so 
many issues, our concern here is to situate these discourses along three conceptual planksin 
Aristotle’s view: 

1. Deliberative 
This type of discourse falls under subjects such as: national defense, legislation, economy, 
war and peace, ways and means of doing things, etc. Occasions such as when board of 
directors or stakeholders are meeting, fundraising speeches, programme proposal, manifesto 
presentation and such discourses where attempts are made to sway emotions or persuade the 
audience to follow the course intended falls under this category. 

2. Epideictic Discourse 
Epideictic discourse has to do with ceremonial speeches during dedication, farewell, prize 
giving, acceptance speeches, etc. It is substantially based on ethics and ethics has to do with 
judgment as to the rightness or wrongness, desirability and undesirability, approval and 
disapproval of a course of action (Isika, 2018, p.5).  Ethical materials here include: 
happiness, virtue, vice, wrongdoing, honour pleasure, equity, laws, friendship, ideas and so 
on. 

3. Forensic Discourse 
This deals with facts of the past, especially aspects of investigation, prosecution, defense- 
whether or not an act was committed. Subjects that touch on justice, injustice, proof of 
believability of the speaker that depends on the logicality or otherwise of the speaker’s 
presentation are the concerns (Akpan, 1987, p.257). 

 
Theoretical Underpinnings 
 
          While the theory is generally understood as a set of ideas that can help to make sense of a 
phenomenon, there is less to say about rhetorical theories, being a body of thoughts on the uses of 
symbols. This study is under guarded by two theories: Interjectional and Symbolic Theories. The 
interjectional theory is hinged on the paralinguistic view point that “emphasizes shades of meanings 
on what people say.” Ritzer (1996) contends that all communications is in some way an expression 
or exchange of these symbols and the task of the internationalist is to discover or recover the nature 
of the pattern of exchange. 
 
         Touted to be limited to verbal communication, the theory holds that paralinguistic elements 
such as body language, gestures and pitch of voice presents strong persuasive influence on audience 
than any other linguistic cue or device that can ever be imagined. Propounded bythe pre-Socratic 
philosopher Democritus,  (460 BC to  370 BC), Democritus argues that since human speech derives 
from a variety of sounds and outcries of an emotional nature, there is a sense in which   language 
not only deals with the ‘how’ of  speaking  but also its determinants and correlates in social and 
cultural life (Wikipedia).  
         The basis of this theory seems to be the observation by linguists of expressive meaning in 
natural language. Meighan (1986) also adds that we speak with our vocal organs but we converse 
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with our entire bodies…the study of paralinguistic behavior is part of the study of conversation. The 
conversational use of language cannot be understood unless paralinguistic elements are taken into 
account. In socio-scientific working of communication, symbolic elements help to nurture the words 
and furnish their meanings. It does indeed seems plausible that there can be no language which does 
not make use of interjections (Sapir, 1961, p 7; Banjo (1987).  
 
           The symbolic interaction theory owes its beginning to developments in sociological theory 
which followed the publication of G. H. Meads’s “ Mind , Self and Society” in 1934. Mead and his 
disciples argue that men are unique in their ability to use symbolic communication, and in this 
sense, language which represents the symbol system is used to reflect certain universal truths or 
structure which in turn, reflect universal orders within the human mind. The contentions in the 
foregoing narrative represent the thoughts, related as it were, to the burgeoning study.  
 
Rhetoric Symbols at the PDP Convention 
The presidential primary started in the evening of Saturday, 6th October, 2018 inside the main bowl 
of the Adoiye Amasiemaka Stadium, Port Harcourt, Rivers State. The arrival of the Chairman of the 
party,Prince Uche Secondus at 9.17 p.m. along with members of the Central Working Committee 
(CWC), signaled the commencement of the night-long convention.  His speech titled:  
“Nigerians, take back your country” reads in part:  
 

…this presidential primary will be conducted in a transparent manner. The whole 
world is watching us, and we are going to deliver. The simple message is President 
Buhari “it is time to go home”. Let’s take back our country. We are returning to 
help Nigerians stabilize their country. The international community and the whole 
world must note that the APC-led government has the lowest job approval rating 
recorded in recent times. International analysts, banks, respected newspapers and 
magazines are united in the single view that Nigeria does not deserve this type of 
government. Before I end this address, may I appeal to delegates to note that the 
choice you make from our eminently qualified aspirants each of whom has 
extraordinary record of leadership achievements will go a long way in rescuing our 
nation from the inept governance of APC. Nigerians and international community 
outside this arena are anxiously waiting for your choice because they expect you to 
choose one who will defeat President Buhari in 2019 and go further to rescue the 
country. May I again reiterate to all our aspirants that this presidential primary is 
going to be conducted in the most transparent manner to make it a pace setter in 
Africa. However we have finished our role as human beings we must submit our 
will to that of God who is the ultimate decider and this shall guide as we accept the 
result that comes out of this process. The simple message from across Nigeria and 
the globe is: President Buhari, “it is time to go”. We are returning to stabilize 
Nigeria, to unite a visibly fractured country. We are returning to create a new 
Nigeria where peace and justice would triumph and where rule of law and respect 
for human rights will prevail. We will end the carnage in the Northeast we will stop 
the bloodletting whether by cattle rustlers or farmers and herdsmen conflict through 
a law and order approach. PDP will educate our youths, our numerous investments 
in education over the years in the country and expression of opportunities through 
increased capacity and private sector involvement will be reinvigorated. PDP will 
reduce poverty in the land. We will restore Nigeria to the path of growth from the 
current stagnation.  We will work with the private sector to expand the present 
opportunities for our most valuable resources, the people. We will rebuild the 
middle class that has been decimated under the directionless government of APC. 
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We shall restore the mortgage system we started years ago… (Willy Eya ,Ndubisi 
Orji, and Tony John, 2018,p.10). 
 

         The text is clearly directed at Nigerians, whom the speaker empathizes with as having borne the brunt of a 
lackluster and clueless administration. The statementspeaks in unmistaken terms, of a situation in which the 
nation has been held hostage. First, it appeals to the delegates to vote wisely, and to put forward someone who 
has the clout to square up with the incumbent President. There is the need for unity, especially of purpose on the 
part of the delegates of whom this utmost discretion is required. The watchword is the international 
communities’ interest in the developments in the country.  

 
           In addition, the speech reveals the characteristic use of simple words common to such speeches meant to 
carry everyone along. This style also involves utterances which are meant to elicit support such as being 
transparent, “submitting our will to that of God…”, and suing for peace and justice, etc. The speech is devoid of 
order or command because the situation does not call for that. Finally, the speaker presents a list of items that 
needs to be fixed. These are couched in strong terms to show the pains and sufferings that ordinary Nigerians are 
going through. This symbolism occurs in form of information and instruction, both implicit and explicit, meant 
to ensure obedience. 
                The primary fielded 12 aspirants mainly from the Northern part of the country as it was zoned to the 
North: Atiku Abubakar, Aminu Tambulal, Bukola Saraki, Datti Ahmed, Sule Lamido, Jonah Jang, David Mark, 
Ahmed Markafi, Kabiru Turaki, Ibrahim Dankwambo, Rabiu Kwankwaso and Attahiru Bafarawa. Dr. Okowa’s 
declaration of Atiku as the winner at the end of the exercise, was quickly followed by Uche Secondus’ 
announcement of  his emergence as the flag bearer of the party. In his acceptance speech, Alhaji Atiku noted that 
his fellow aspirants displayed a rare sense of purpose, unity and commitment by putting the interests of the 
people and the party above theirs. The text of the speech is below:  
 
                             … and I am ever ready to work with every one of you for the success of our election.I 

need your support, understanding and participation. It is not a one man’s job. It is a 
collective responsibility and I cannot do it alone. Nigerians are yearning for the 
return of the PDP because under PDP they had years of prosperity, unity, security 
and development and they have seen the gross mismanagement of resources by 
APC. History beckons on all of us for the return of PDP. We have enumerated the 
problems and what we would do – the next phase of this electioneering campaign is 
proffer solutions. It is not enough to say APC has failed, we should proffer 
solutions. This would make us different from the clueless government of APC. My 
hope is that when we return to power, we improve on … building of democratic 
processes, not getting intoxicated by power. It is clear no one has tried to influence 
your choice.  You had the freedom to choose and you exercised that freedom. I 
wish you well as you return to your destinations. Finally, on a personal note, I will 
not be standing here if my former boss, former President Olusegun Obasanjo had 
not made me his VP. I studied under his tutelage and learnt a lot and I believe the 
experience I got will impact a lot on how I govern. I wish to personally offer my 
tribute. Having said this, we shall not forget our leaders who fought for democracy. 
Mr. Chairman, I am humbled, I pledge to you and members of this party you will 
not find me wanting. This is a culmination of a career that is almost 40 years. I have 
participated in five primaries in all these years, some successful others not. I am 
moved by the outcome of this convention I cannot thank you enough for this 
opportunity and I will not fail you. God bless you all; God bless our country and in 
conclusion, I hereby accept your nomination to be the candidate of our great party, 
The Peoples’ Democratic Party. God bless you all! Thank you very much. 
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        Atiku’s speech begins with an appeal to the party to focus attention on the mission ahead; the 
words “it is a collective responsibility” meaning that the pitfall of the APC government was not 
going to be allowed. That is to say that   if the PDP finally wrestles the governance from the ruling 
APC, the government would not indulge in blame game which characterized the present 
administration. Instead, it would go after solutions.  
        

Another important statement he made has to do with leadership “being power drunk”. This 
reflects a new style of governance that may manifest in specific behaviours pertaining to authority. 
Again, liberal use of words characterized the speech but of much importance is the direction of the 
speech. It is specific to both the situation and the individual. Unlike the former, that is not directed 
to Nigerians. “I will not be standing here if my former boss Ex. President Olusegun Obasanjo had 
not made me his VP”. This simple act of appreciation or tribute is to appeal to the former President 
to forget the past and join forces in order to present a common front. Atiku also said the era of 
abandoned projects was over (Abubakar, 2018). 

 
Rhetoric Elements 
 
Rhetoric of Place 
          The choice of the venue was made after serious consideration by party stakeholders. Port 
Harcourt was chosen due to several reasons: it is a PDP stronghold and the state has since the return 
of democracy returned governors elected under the platform of the PDP. It is the home base of the 
party Chairman and for the kind of political activities expected to ruffle some feathers within the 
presidency, the venue was considered quite safe. Adoiye Amasiemaka Stadium,Port Harcourt, the 
venue, was agog with activity and literally turned into a carnival of some sort. At strategic locations 
in the state capital were stationed highly colourful mobile outdoor advert platforms that were used 
to project the leadership qualities of various aspirants. The stadium was full to the brim with 
delegates, party officials, observers and journalists among others.  
 
Rhetoric of Personality 
The Chairman of the Local Organizing Committee Sen. Dr. Ifeanyi Okowa and his assistantEngr. 
David Umahi are two personalities of interest. For Okowa, his some-worth detachment and 
apolitical stance may be the consideration. His successful handling of the party leadership tussle that 
eventually produced Uche Secondus may have given him out. .Although a well known grassroots 
politician, the Delta State Governor rarely engages in controversies. Paired with him is another 
tactful politician, governor Umahi. The  Ebonyi State Governor is touted to have a personal 
relationship with President Buhari. A regular face in the president’s list of officials on outside 
engagements, the President’s right hand man needed to be there, to lend credence to the event. The 
organizers had these strategies in presenting their candidate to Nigerians.  
 
Rhetoric of Colour 
Colour is a very important symbolic element used to convey the message of this event. There were 
several colourful parades of uniforms of diverse shades. The delegates were all over the place 
displaying their colourful wears. The podium was decorated in the colours of the party which made 
it easy for anyone to understand that it was a PDP affair. In fact, the colours were identifying 
features for delegates from different parts of the country.  
 
Rhetoric of Umbrella  
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The umbrella is the emblem of party. The green, red and white coloured umbrella is a 
communication tool in the sense that one familiar with political parties in the country can easily 
identify with this symbol. The party says that it is also a symbol of protective coverage for 
everyone. Members of the party believe that the PDP umbrella is large enough to accommodate all. 
This is suggestive of the party’s national spread and its non-discriminatory posturing.  
 
Rhetoric of Music 
There were several musical instruments and tunes at the event, including a live performance by one 
of the most recognizable music exports from Nigeria, David Adeleke, known more popularly as 
Davido but the one that caught the most attention was when the Deputy Senate President, Sen. 
Ekweremadu satirically sang Bongos Ikwe’s “Amen!” Alleluya!! (This he did while mentioning the 
ills of the APC government such as selective persecution of opposition, erosion of democratic 
values, corruption, etc). (It is widely speculated that the impact of that song could be the attack at 
the Senator’s residence few weeks later.)  
 
Conclusion 
          The study examined the rhetoric application of the event of the PDP Primaryfrom conceptual 
understanding of rhetoric and its strategic and stylistic processes. The aim is to offer a generally 
efficient presentation, wedded as it were, in the spirit than the formalisms of speeches. One of the 
values of the soapbox culture that has suffered recession like several other aspects of our national 
life is epitomized by the share display of political sagacity, captured in all of its rhetoric dimensions 
by this study. The contention however, is that from the enduring reality of this discourse, effective 
oral communication can be realized. Besides, being an intelligible tool for influencing people and 
resolving problematic situations, the study has stressed the intricate relationship between contrastive 
antagonistic positions and reassurances by the same set of speakers.  This paper also holds that 
history will be kind to the political actor who inspires hope and manifest confidence in rhetoric, by 
making their word their bond.  
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