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Introduction

Every four years in November, the United States fights over who they think
the best presidential candidate is. Sometimes people choose their favorite candidate
based on their political party, others because their parents like the candidate, and
many because they believe them to be the best for our country’s future. Each typically
has different things that make them appealing to the public. One good example is
Donald Trump’s unorthodox or eccentric way of speaking. Another is Barack
Obama’s intricate and unique speech writing and speaking ability. Barack Obama has
always been a president that people considered a great speaker, but why were his
speeches so compelling and moving? By looking at some of Barack Obama's speeches,
one can see that many of the things he habitually included were things that united
everyone together and explain how we, as Americans, can do the greatest good. I
hypothesize that because he constantly used words that appealed to the majority of
Americans, he was able to be more compelling and genuine to his audience.

Background

Throughout Barack Obama’s presidency he was always known for his
compelling and entertaining speaking ability. Some people believe that he is one of
the best presidential speakers of all time and they state that it is mostly because he
uses creative language with a clear purpose. Obama often uses the “rule of three” in
which he addresses things that are deeply embedded in our culture, and he uses lots
of repetition or restatement of ideas to really drive his points to his audience (“Why
Barack Obama will be Remembered,” 2016). These uses of language allow for Obama
to appeal to the variety of people and to effectively get his points across to his
viewers. Part of his charm may also be because he was very personable who never
had any outbursts or negative scenes portrayed in the media. He was always
respectful to others and this was reciprocated through his speeches. Barack Obama's
intentions are clear when you look at his word choice and the repetition of words that
he chooses. These words show the type of president that Obama was and the ideals
that he held close to him which makes him one of the most praised speakers of all
time.

Study of Corpus

Learning about the corpus, which is a collection of written texts, was quite a
different and somewhat difficult task to learn about. At first, I thought it would be
easy because it was simply plugging in the speeches that I chose and finding
similarities within the word choices that were used throughout the speeches. This led
me to discover the words that were used most frequently, specifically nouns, and to
filter out the ones that weren’t used as frequently. After conducting my corpus, I
realized that it is much more time consuming and tedious than I first thought.
Honestly, I think I learned the most about creating a corpus while I was creating it, in
that, there are several features that you can limit your results to. I decided for my
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project to limit my word count results to nouns. I decided to do this because my word
count list was so large that most of the results I was getting were simple words that
are commonly used such as conjunctions and pronouns. This limited my search to
meaningful word choices that could help me narrow down some of the more
important words that he was using throughout his speeches.

In my study, I decided to use a variety of different speeches that all
happened at different times during Obama’s presidency. When deciding between
which ones to use, I first looked at some of the speeches he was most known for and
then opted for a more variety of years during his presidency to account for some of
the changes that he may have made to his speech tendencies over time. When
analyzing these sources, I used the electronic transcript of what Obama said and
filtered out any words that weren’t said by him. For example, I omitted the words
like applause, laughter, and any words that were spoken by anyone other than
Obama (only for the interview source). I used transcripts to avoid as much bias as
possible because they go off of exactly what President Obama spoke during these
speeches, even if what he prepared beforehand might be slightly different.

Word Count

Overall, the corpus containing all 20 of my articles included 61,965 words
and 3,263 sentences. Figure 2 illustrates the words, articles, and sentences used in the
speeches. This significant amount of words allowed for me to have a broader idea of
what words were actually used most often over the course of these speeches. Three of
the most common words that were significant and used a lot throughout the corpus
were “people,” “Americans,” and “nation.” Figure 1 illustrates the most commonly
used words in the speeches/articles. These words indicate some of the reasons why
people may have been so compelled during his speeches as well as demonstrate what
some of his ideals were based on the use of these words. It's not surprising that
Obama’s most commonly used noun is “people” because he commonly used this
word when referring to different groups that he discussed in his speeches.
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Word Interplay

After analyzing the nouns that were found in my corpus, I further analyzed
the chosen words for their meanings in context with the speeches that I chose. The
words I looked at were people,” “Americans,” and nation.” One of the most
commonly used words was “people,” and as you can imagine, it was used in many
different forms. However, after analyzing the bulk of Obama’s use of the word, I
came to the conclusion that he referred to a wide variety of different groups as people
with human qualities, even in some of his speeches about controversial matters. This
highlights one of Obama's main ideals that we should care for everyone regardless of
where they are from or what nationality they may be. This leads me into his use of
“Americans” which he uses as a technique to appeal to his audience, which is in this
case, Americans. He uses patriotism and praise to help be a part of an inclusive,
sympathetic, and peaceful existence. This allows Obama to connect with his audience
on a deeper level. The last word I used was “nation” which encompasses the unity
and goodness that our nation should be. This shows Obama’s clear vision of creating
a nation where we all help others and unite together for good. He uses the word
“nation” to play off of the American idea that we, as Americans, should help other
nations in any way that we can. He praises America and encourages us to help others
because of our goodness and kindness as a nation.

For the word “people,” I found that Obama talked about a variety of
different kinds. Figure 1 illustrates the use of the word “people” throughout the
speeches. He mostly mentions Americans but also brings up Trinity, black, Alaskan,
Iraqi, people in general, and others. The use of the word “people” seems to be used as
a pattern to describe his audience or who he is addressing. The use of “people” could
relate to Obama wanting to acknowledge the fact that everyone is a person and he
makes it clear what type of people he is addressing in his speeches. One of the most
common uses of the word “people” is referring to Americans. This is no surprise
considering that Americans are typically his audience and the people he is trying to
appeal to. He refers to many American ideals when talking about people.

When it comes to Obama's use of the word “Americans,” he uses many
different variations of who is included as an American. Figure 2 illustrates the use of
the word “Americans” in the speeches. He purposely chooses to use “American”
multiple times throughout his speeches in order to appeal to his audience. Obama
will typically refer to different minority groups as Americans because he wants to
group them into the same group as the majority, who may not align themselves with
the minority group in any other way. For example, a white, conservative man might
not align himself with a radical, black, gay man. By including all groups into the term
“American,” he unites people together, even with their perceived differences. Obama
uses this tactic often in order to promote unity and to promote the inclusive agenda
that he supports.

The word “nation” is used throughout Obama’s speeches to indicate groups
of countries or people that are united together. Figure 3 illustrates the use of the word
“nation” in that speeches. In the corpus, I noticed that when he talks about “nation”
he specifically refers to mostly “our nation.” He continuously refers to many ideals
that we hold as Americans to talk about what we need to accomplish or work for,
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such as rebuilding, renewing, achievement, and well-being. However, he also
discusses the things that we need to improve on in order to achieve the ideal America
that he is trying to accomplish. The things he talks about are rising and falling,
conquering fear, stains, issues, and concerns, among others. These words are used to
appeal to Americans because we do not typically align ourselves with these
attributes, meaning that we feel the need to fix it in order to create a better America of
achievement, which is what Americans are good at doing.
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Conclusion

After completing my corpus, the real agenda and ideals that Barack Obama
held as a president really stuck out to me. Many things, such as being good and
helpful people to others, were emphasized with his use of rhetoric convincing his
audience that we should want to do the same. One can tell that Obama really cared
about unity, not just in the United States, but for all countries. He does accept the fact
that we will not always agree, but he never alienizes or villainizes the other side,
which I think says a lot about who he was as president. After analyzing this data, it
made me think about the things that we can learn from simply putting together a
corpus of information to find tendencies or similarities in data. I think it would be
quite interesting to try these same projects with other presidents, like Bush or Trump,
to see if any of their true ideals come out in their speeches. The rhetoric and word
choice that Obama uses is unique and creative, allowing for many people to feel
moved by his speeches. This corpus only confirmed the fact that Obama was one of
the best presidential speakers of all time and that his ideals align with the greater
good for the entire world, not just the United States of America.

References

Obama, B. (2002). American rhetoric: Barack Obama - speech on the Iraq War at
federal ... American Rhetoric. Retrieved November 12, 2022, from
https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barackobama/
barackobamairagwarspeechfederalplaza.htm

Obama, B. (2006). Energy Independence and the safety of our planet. Obama Speech -
Energy Independence and the Safety of Our Planet - Complete Text. Retrieved
November 11, 2022, from
http://obamaspeeches.com/060-Energy-Independence-and-the-Safety-of-
Our-Planet-Obama-Speech.htm

Obama, B. (2008, March 18). Transcript: Barack Obama’s speech on Race. NPR.
Retrieved November 11, 2022, from https://
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyld=88478467

Obama, B. (2008, November 5). Transcript of Barack Obama's victory speech. NPR.
Retrieved November 11, 2022, from https://
www.npr.org/2008/11/05/96624326/transcript-of-barack-obamas-victory-
speech

Obama, B. (2009, June 4). Text: Obama’s speech in Cairo. The New York Times.
Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/06/04/us/politics/04obama.text.html

Obama, B. (2010). American rhetoric: Barack Obama - speech to troops in Afghanistan.
American Rhetoric. Retrieved November 12, 2022, from
https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches
/barackobama/barackobamatroopsafghanistan.htm

The Navigator: Excellent Student Writing Across the Disciplines 47



Obama, B. (2011). American rhetoric: Barack Obama - speech at the together we
thrive ... American Rhetoric. Retrieved November 12, 2022, from
https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barackobama/
barackobamatucsonmemorial.htm

Obama, B. (2012, December 17). Transcript: President Obama at Sandy Hook Prayer
Vigil. NPR. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://www.npr.org/2012/12/16/167412995/transcript-president-obama-at
-sandy-hook-prayer-vigil

Obama, B. (2013). Inaugural address by president Barack Obama. National Archives
and Records Administration. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-

office/2013/01/21/inaugural-
address-president-barack-obama

Obama, B. (2015). Barack Obama - speech honoring the Golden State Warriors.

American rhetoric. Retrieved November 12, 2022, from
https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barackobama/
barackobamagoldenstatewarriors.htm

Obama, B. (2015). Remarks of president Barack Obama — state of the union address
as delivered. National Archives and Records Administration. Retrieved
November 11, 2022, from
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/01/12/remarks-
president-barack-obama-%E2%80%93-prepared-delivery-state-union-
address

Obama, B. (2015). Remarks by the president at naturalization ceremony. National
Archives and Records Administration. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/12/15/remarks-
president-naturalization-ceremony

Obama, B. (2015, March 7). Full text of President Obama’s 'bloody Sunday’ speech in
Selma. Time. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://time.com/3736357/barack-obama-selma-speech-transcript/

Obama, B. (2016). Remarks by president Obama to the people of Cuba. National
Archives and Records Administration. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/03/22 /remarks-
president-obama-people-Cuba

Obama, B. (2016). Remarks by the president at Interfaith Service in Boston, MA.
National Archives and Records Administration. Retrieved November 11,
2022, from https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-
office/2013/04/18/remarks-president-interfaith-service-boston-ma

Obama, B. (2016). Remarks by the president at the dedication of the National
Museum of African American History and Culture. National Archives and
Records Administration. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/09/24/remarks-
president-dedication-national-museum-african-american-history

48 Volume 3 o 2023



Obama, B. (2016). Remarks by the president on equal pay day at the Belmont-Paul
Women's Equality National Museum. National Archives and Records
Administration. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/04/12/remarks-
president-equal-pay-day-belmont-paul-womens-equality-national

Obama, B. (2016). Remarks by the president on Memorial Day, 2016. National
Archives and Records Administration. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/05/30/remarks-
president-memorial-day-2016

Obama, B. (2017). Barack Obama - final presidential press conference - american
rhetoric. American Rhetoric. Retrieved November 12, 2022, from
https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barackobama/
barackobamafinalpressconference.htm

Obama, B. (2017, January 11). Transcript: Read the full transcript of president
Obama’s Farewell Speech. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved November 11, 2022,
from https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-obama
-farewell-speech-transcript-20170110-story.html

Why Barack Obama will be remembered as one of the greatest speakers of all time.
Ginger Leadership Communications. (2016, November 3). Retrieved
November 11, 2022, from
https://www.gingerleadershipcomms.com/article/why-barack-obama-will-
be-remembered-as-one-of-the-greatest-speakers-of-all-time

The Navigator: Excellent Student Writing Across the Disciplines 49



