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The Effectiveness of Pathos in Hillary Clinton’s Women’s Rights Speech 

 

 When she was First Lady of the United States to Bill Clinton, Hillary Rodham Clinton 

gave a speech in 1995 at the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing. 

Addressing a group of diverse women, and even men, Clinton speaks openly about fighting for 

the rights of all women across the globe. This is a speech that fully embodies what pathos is, and 

the effectiveness of using that to sway an audience. Pathos is the foundation of Hillary Clinton’s 

speech, with ethos and logos embedded within to create credibility and proof to back up her 

claims. In the same way, the speech is arranged with the ease of a six-part oration, while still 

delivering a speech that is entirely her own. Since pathos is the key part of her speech, Clinton 

overlaps exordium, narration, division, proof, refutation, and peroration, so that almost every part 

is filled with emotion. Close analysis of this speech shows clear intentions that are used through 

rhetoric as a way to motivate the audience. Hillary Clinton engrosses her listeners, both those 

opposed and supportive, and tells them everything they either want or need to hear. 

Exordium is the introduction that the speaker is giving to the audience, and where the 

most amount of ethos is portrayed. Hillary Clinton uses this time to note her involvement with 

the UN council, stating that she attended a World Health Organization forum earlier in the day, 

which addressed the health problems of women and girls. She then says that the next day she will 

be attending the United Nations Development Fund for Women, which focuses on local 

programs to help women and their families1. She includes a long list of past involvements in both 

small and large scales. Hillary does this with the intention of showing her interest and investment 
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in this topic. There is no emotional appeal here, as Hillary must make it clear what her 

foundation is on the topic of equality in order to gain the trust of the audience. Without 

credibility, the pathos that follows will fall flat and be ineffective. 

Division and proof overlap within Hillary’s speech, and each are filled with logos. While 

division is defined as “what you and your opponents agree about; and the areas in which you 

disagree,” proof is the logos of the argument that confirms your stance with “laws, witnesses, 

contracts, tortures, oaths”2. Clinton continuously makes claims and immediately supports them 

with her personal experiences or with indisputable facts. For example, Hillary declares that 

“women must enjoy the rights to participate fully… if we want freedom and democracy to thrive 

and endure”3. This is the division of her argument: that women are necessary for democracy. She 

then defines freedom as “the right of people to assemble, organize, and debate openly”4. From 

that, she goes on to say that 150 years after the American Declaration of Independence was 

signed, women received the right to vote after “72 years of organized struggle”5. She projects 

that the audience look at “the good that comes when men and women join together to combat the 

forces of tyranny,” implying that without women, progress could never be made6. She begins her 

division and proof with logos; however, she ends with pathos by reminding everyone what that 

struggle was meant to achieve – and how the battle is still being fought.  

Interestingly, Hillary includes a refutation in the middle of her exordium. A refutation 

simply outlines the opposing force or where you “smash you opponent’s argument”7. Hillary 
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boldly claims that “there are some who question the reason for this conference… there are some 

who wonder whether the lives of women and girls matter to economic and political progress”8. 

She never distinguishes who these people are. However, the sheer notion that there are those who 

contest her, creates the dynamic for this speech. In essence, this entire speech is a refutation; it is 

an opposition against those that believe women have no value or purpose. It is expertly done, 

showing that changes need to be made while creating an unforeseeable “enemy” that this crowd 

needs to face. 

When Hillary begins her speech, one of the most striking forms of rhetoric she imposes is 

actually in something she never says: who she is. It is assumed that Hillary is introduced by 

another member of the convention; however, she never feels the need to exclaim her role as First 

Lady of the United States. This may be because the audience is already aware of who she is. Yet 

it is more persuasive to see that by giving the speech without addressing her title, she appears 

eager to fight for women everywhere simply because she is a woman herself. She has the trust of 

the audience through her rhetoric, which is what makes Hillary Rodham Clinton’s speech so 

prominent and successful.  

It is only after this refutation and establishing the ethos, that pathos can become Hillary’s 

main focus. She mixes emotion with different forms of rhetorical devices, such as repetition, 

climax and word choice, and encompasses them into what is known as pathopoeia, which is 

defined as a “speech that moves hearers emotionally… by way of demonstrating his/her own 
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feelings”9. Pathopoeia is a rhetorical device that is exemplified throughout Hillary’s moving 

speech, and displayed consistently with use of repetition. 

On a grand scale, repetition is used through the entire speech by continuing to remind the 

audience of why they are gathered: to fight for the equality of all women. The number of times 

that Hillary says “women” is impossible to count, since it is in nearly every sentence. However, 

Hillary cleverly makes sure that no one feels excluded, and embodies pathos in a way that forces 

everyone to be affected by this inhumane inequality. She continuously encourages the world to 

understand that when women succeed, the world succeeds. An overlap of logos and pathos 

within this speech illuminates the impact women had and why the world must take notice. 

Hillary states that “What we are learning around the world is that if women are healthy and 

educated, their families will flourish… And when families flourish, communities and nations do 

as well.”10 She goes on to say “That is why every woman, every man, every child, every family, 

and every nation on this planet does have a stake in the discussion that takes place here”11. The 

repetition of the word “every” is critical because this is Hillary’s first call to action for her 

audience, and she is reaching out to every single listener. The emphasis of every person repeated 

before each word further demonstrates the audience Hillary is speaking to and why she’s 

invested in their support. This word choice is critical here, as Hillary needs to make this a global 

issue, not just a women’s issue. 

The most pivotal, climactic, and pathos filled portion of Hillary Clinton’s speech occurs 

when she repeats “It is a violation of human rights…”12. She repeats that phrase seven times in a 
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row, each time listing a new heartbreaking reality, and boosting those words so that it resonates 

to the audience on how important it is for women to have equality. It all leads up to the moment 

Clinton makes her most remarkable declaration of the entire speech: “human rights are women’s 

rights and women’s rights are human rights once and for all”13. However, this line would not 

have created the same booming round of applause without the steady buildup. It was crucial for 

Hillary to begin by listing the violations against women as them being violations against humans 

in order to drive her main point across.  

This entire speech is pure pathos, hoping to motivate and educate this crowd of mostly 

women, as well as the world that is watching her. At the end of the speech, Hillary calls the 

crowd to action as she repeats the goal of this convention: for equality of women and men. It is 

made even more emotional when Hillary exclaims that she wants the work they do for equality to 

be done to create a better world “for our children and our grandchildren”14.  

While Hillary Rodham Clinton’s Women’s Rights speech may not be filled with 

metaphors or jokes, it is effective in its own way. Through the constant use pathos, as well as 

logos and ethos, Hillary Clinton creates a speech that is still remembered and recognized 22 

years later. Without her eloquent and subtle use of rhetorical devices, embodied within her 

emotional stand for women’s rights, the speech would’ve been flat and the emphasis would have 

been nonexistent. However, this speech is a foundation for the fight for women’s equality to this 

day, and continues to be an outstanding display of pathos.  
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