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    From Aspiration to Desperation 

   An Analysis of Leader Danielle Smith's Rhetoric 

 

 "Well then, to me, Gorgias, rhetoric seems not to be an artistic pursuit at all, but that of a 

shrewd, courageous spirit which is naturally clever at dealing with men; and I call the chief part 

of it flattery, " answered Socrates in Plato's dialogue on rhetoric (Plato, 1997). Recently, Dr. 

Frank Luntz wrote his book titled Words that Work, in which he extols language that "taps into 

people's idealized self-image" and "make[s] appeals to [people's] most idealistic conceptions of 

themselves" (Luntz, 2007). The tradition of rhetoric from Plato to Luntz seems to have 

continuity with respect to the role that flattery plays in the art or "knack" (Plato, 1997) of 

persuasion. The Wildrose Alliance, the newest right-of-centre political party in Alberta elected 

Danielle Smith to be the Party's leader on October 17, 2009. Filled with the optimism and 

idealism fuelled by the new political start-up, Danielle Smith began speaking to Albertans. Did 

her works work? Do they work now? I will argue that what began in the Wildrose Alliance as 

personalized, humanized messaging (Luntz, 2007) became government-centred, self-conceited 

messaging. Danielle Smith's move away from results-oriented language focused on people to 

process-oriented language focused on policies has resulted in the Wildrose lexicon shifting from 

aspiration to desperation. This trend will be explored through an analysis of her Leadership 

Acceptance Speech (Smith, 2009), a Policy Speech (Smith, 2010), and an Annual General 

Meeting Speech (Smith, 2011).  

     A Winning Speech 

  "And we can win because we have become a party of winners." 

           - Danielle Smith  
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 In her acceptance speech delivered at a leadership convention on October 17, 2009 

Danielle used the words win and winning fourteen times. Her speech is less about her win and 

focused on the potentiality of future wins. She repeatedly asserts, "We can win" which is very 

akin to the enormously successful Obama campaign slogan "Yes We Can." Drawing on years of 

experience as a professional wordsmith in politics and business, Dr. Frank Luntz has operated a 

polling firm that has "conducted almost fifteen hundred surveys, dial sessions, and focus groups 

for every product and politician imaginable." (2007, xi) In his books, he provides a list of words 

that have proven to be effective in political and business spheres. Danielle Smith's acceptance 

speech is nearly the epitome of Luntz's lessons. She uses the word opportunity when discussing 

the potential to "build [the] party." Speaking to the competencies of her colleagues, she uses the 

phrases track record and commitment. Luntz (2007, xxvii) explains that words about promises 

and good intentions no longer work in politics. "Track record" and "commitment" connote 

results, not mere wishful thinking. Luntz (2007, 13) encourages novelty; it is important to talk 

about the future, not the past. Danielle Smith did this excellently when she wrote, [...Our party 

now has to go forward with confidence and show Albertans that we are the best group to 

govern, that we will have a new plan for the province, and a new vision of what Albertans can 

achieve" (2009, emphasis mine).The second most-used word in Smith's acceptance speech is 

accountability, or some variation of this word. She uses this word ten times in only a few 

paragraphs. There is power in repetition. 

 

 Danielle Smith talks a lot about values. According to George Orwell, this word belongs 

in the category of "meaningless words," - they "are strictly meaningless, in the sense that they 

not only do not point to any discoverable object, but are hardly ever expected to do so by the 
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reader." (Orwell, 1946) However, (Luntz, 2007) argues that values is a word that works, 

especially when coupled with words like family and communities. The strength of the values lies 

not in its ability to elucidate some truth-filled meaning, but rather to serve as a word into which 

individuals can interpret their own subjective preferences. Using so-called meaningless words 

may sound deceitful, but still involves persuasive power. It is like St. Paul who said, "I have 

become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save [or win] some." (1 

Corinthians 9:19-23, NIV) Whether one is seeking to win souls for eternal salvation like the 

Christian rhetoricians claimed, or whether one is seeking to win votes for a prospective political 

victory, the tactics are similar and conversion, albeit of a different kind, is the aim (Sutherland, 

2004).   

 Repair. Restore. Responsible. Respect. Resurgence. These words are an excellent choice 

by Smith (2009). (Luntz, 2007) argues that these "so-called 're' words [...] are incredibly 

powerful because they take the best elements or ideas from the past and apply them to the 

present and the future. Especially in Reform country, these words are a good effort by a self-

described libertarian to appeal to conservative, traditionalist Albertans to whom calls of reform 

have more appeal than calls for revolution or radical change. More "'re' words" are used than the 

word change.  

 Wonderfully inclusive language is used, effective in evoking a sense of "democratic 

inclusiveness, which (Kane and Patapan, 2010, 9) argues is a key ingredient in persuasive 

rhetoric. Phrases like "We're all Canadians," "here in Wildrose country, "Albertans...," We - the 

Wildrose Alliance, "Western society," etc., (Smith, 2009) serve to reinforce a sense of identity 

and unity among diverse listeners. Upon careful analysis, these terms may seem at odds with the 

individualistic image of the party. Being a populist leader requires having a grasp, to some 
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extent, of the collective or aggregate sentiment. Danielle Smith's inclusive language is also the 

seizing of an opportunity to define the party and to define Albertans and then draw them into the 

prescribed definition in an effort to bridge the ideological bent of the party with the less 

ideological populace.  

 By beginning sentences alternating between the words Albertans and We, Smith 

effectively identifies a part of the grassroots. She identifies as an Albertan. This is dramatically 

different from her later speeches in which she alternates between A Wildrose Government and 

We. Her acceptance speech seems meticulous and her metaphors were well-crafted and 

memorable: "Other provinces regularly switch back and forth between left and right, like 

windshield wipers. Left-right, left-right." Driving home the point, Smith said, "We switch 

governments when elected members become more interested in protecting their jobs than doing 

the job we send them to Edmonton to do - on our behalf." (Smith, 2009) Dr. Luntz advises 

national politicians to say Washington rather than Government when attacking the Federal 

Government because people tend to "appreciate their local government" (2007, 279).  Danielle 

Smith does similarly and attacks the capital. But the situation is not the same. Washington is the 

centre of government and bureaucracy in the United States and relatively few people live there in 

comparison to the entire population of America. Conversely, Edmonton is the capital city, the 

seat of government, but also home to nearly a third of all Albertans. There is far more tact when 

Smith refers to the Legislature. She means the same thing, more or less in both cases, but the 

intent is to acknowledge and arouse discontent about the status quo in the provincial legislature, 

not in the broader capital city.  

 Evoking rural imagery, Smith used a word that is a signature Alberta catchphrase: 

grassroots. Who could be against such a nice, colloquial term that is nearly synonymous with the 
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populist democratic tradition? This is the third most used word in Smith's acceptance speech. She 

effectively positions herself as a member of the grassroots, as an average Albertan. But is 

Danielle Smith an average Albertan? (Kane and Patapan, 2010, 5) describe this situation as a "a 

core conundrum of democratic leadership." They address the paradox of the political and 

rhetorical masters being expected to be public servants. They explain, "As democrats we 

demand, contradictorily, that our leaders be faithful servants who do our bidding but that they 

nevertheless demonstrate strong and capable leadership." Danielle Smith is university-educated 

and did professional policy and journalistic work. She is not a farmer, has never worked on the 

oil rigs, and has no children in the public education system. However, her decision to thank Link 

Byfield, Dave Yager, and Gordon Butler was a prudent decision. These individuals represent 

diversity on the political spectrum as well as representing the media, business, energy, and 

agricultural contingents in Alberta. He simple 'thank yous' cut across important demographics.  

 

 By using inclusive language, Danielle Smith sounded like a well-rounded Alberta who 

understood common sense ideas, families, and  communities. She also spoke about a right to 

speak and a right to vote, which Dr. Luntz says is one of the top twenty-one words and phrases 

that works nowadays (2007, 253). Injecting a dose of utopian language by using words like 

always, never, highest, best, fastest, and most attractive, she maintained a sure and confident 

tone. Many Albertans are immigrants from the United States and many Wildrose supporters are 

greatly receptive to the sentiments evoked by American republicanism. The addition of phrases 

like "we the people" and "date with destiny" are used to appeal to the pro-American sentiment 

common among Albertans.  
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 In her leadership acceptance speech, Danielle Smith spoke with aspiration and optimism 

about the future for Albertans, of which they would be the creators. The beginnings were lofty in 

noble expectation, but somewhat humble at the same time. The Wildrose was only beginning to 

establish its identity under Danielle Smith and the perception was that the Wildrose party was a 

party of worthy underdogs aiming to hold the Stelmach government to account. There was not 

the conceit of being the obvious "government in waiting" (Smith, 2011). But this conceit would 

eventually come.  

 

     Rhetoric on Life Support 

 "Look at our empty hospital wings, our bloated bureaucracy, our hyperinflated  

 budget,our doctorless families. Look at all of that, and ask yourself: Can things 

 really get any scarier than they already are?"  

              - Danielle Smith  

 

 Danielle Smith may not be a farmer, but she seemed to intend to sow some seeds of 

discontent when she delivered the Wildrose Alliance health care policy on November 3, 2010. If 

Albertans were not yet aware of the terrible state of their healthcare system, Smith had come to 

remind them. She said that before she would begin she wanted to "acknowledge and thank the 

many health care workers who have come forward to speak to us, despite the fear of retaliation" 

(2010). But she did not follow this acknowledgement with a comment about the threats of 

retaliation and instead leapt to discussing healthcare spending, an "ongoing spending spree." 

 

 Despite Dr. Luntz's view that "negativity doesn't sell these days on either side" (2007, 
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xxxviii), Danielle filled this speech with negativity in an effort to persuade Albertans that the 

Wildrose was the only healthy alternative. Instead of being blatantly negative, she could 

employed a rhetorical device called paralipsis, whereby the speaker mentions something through 

a statement against mentioning that very thing. (Lynch, 2011, 3) provides an example of 

paralipsis: "Obama claims that '[w]e do not need to recite here the history of racial injustice in 

this country” before going on to say that “we do need to remind ourselves that so many of the 

disparities that exist between the African-American community and the larger American 

community today can be traced directly to […] the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow.'" 

Paralipsis is an extremely strategic device, excellent for addressing the flaws of opponents.  

 

 Then, Danielle Smith uses what Orwell calls "pretentious diction." Orwell explains, 

"Words like phenomenon, element, individual (as noun), objective, categorical, effective, virtual, 

basic, primary, promote, constitute, exhibit, exploit, utilize, eliminate, liquidate, are used to dress 

up a simple statement and give an air of scientific impartiality to biased judgements" (1946). 

Danielle Smith dresses up her critique of with pretentious diction in the following near tongue-

twister: "Just look at what we've got after a generation of PC-Liberal-NDP politics - a centralized 

bureaucracy of socialized medicine bogged down to the point of paralysis" (2011). 

 

 Directly following this she uses a "dying metaphor." "A newly invented metaphor," says 

Orwell, "assists thought by evoking a visual image, while on the other hand a metaphor which is 

technically ‘dead’ (e. g. iron resolution) has in effect reverted to being an ordinary word and can 

generally be used without loss of vividness" (1946). Smith's metaphor about Alberta politics 

being unlike windshield wipers that go "Left-right, left-right" (Smith, 2009) was a good one 
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because it was original and evoked a new image. Conversely, arguing that "more efficient and 

less-costly care has been sacrificed on the altar of public delivery" (Smith, 2010) does not 

conjure up vivid images for listeners disenchanted by an idiom that has become a cliché.  

 

 Rather than a people-centered approach, Danielle Smith took the policy-centred 

approach. She proposed that spending be aligned with "inflation plus population growth" citing 

that "a government monopoly doesn't work," and insisting that "Alberta political culture must 

throw away discredited ideology" (2010). What people really want to know is: what does this 

mean for me? Further deflecting from Albertans, Danielle Smith alternated using the phrase "A 

Wildrose Government would..." and "We would" (2010). Essentially, the "we" became the 

potential Wildrose Government and not current Wildrose members or the ordinary, average 

Albertans to whom they insisted they were trying to appeal.  

 Danielle Smith's fear mongering lacked tact. This speech demonstrates a sharp turn from 

her positive uplifting acceptance speech to a policy speech filled with words like: out-of-control, 

unacceptable, impossible, failed, empty, bloated, risky, and scary. She spent more time 

characterizing her opponents, namely the Progressive Conservative government than defining 

Wildrose policies. She primarily emphasized that she offers something different from everything 

that is the status quo. In her public policy speech, Danielle Smith's most severe abuse was of 

Luntz's Rule Seven: "Speak Aspirationally." (Luntz, 2007, 18) says, "Messages need to say what 

people want to hear." There was likely not a single member of the audience at the policy 

announcement who showed up with the hope of hearing that healthcare in Alberta is doomed 

unless and until the Wildrose Alliance forms government.   
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     All Attack, No Knack 

          "So let's start by reviewing the list of government fiascos."  

           - Danielle Smith  

 "Here, with 700-plus partisans in the house, Danielle Smith, Wildrose Alliance leader, 

speaks of what she hopes Albertans want to hear and in a way Ed Stelmach could not imagine let 

alone attempt," wrote Calgary Sun columnist Rick (Bell, 2011) on the Friday evening launch of 

the Wildrose Alliance Annual General Meeting in Calgary. Most political parties have annual 

general meetings. During these meetings, the most zealous party members gather for a weekend 

of rousing speeches, inspiring presentations, voting sessions on the party constitution and 

policies, and political banter late into the evening in candidates' hospitality suites. It is an 

opportunity for the membership to celebrate accomplishments and have a sense of belonging, a 

sense of inclusion in directing the next steps. Furthermore, it is an opportunity for the party to 

redefine itself and to present its redefined image to the media and beyond. 

 

 "It Starts Now!" was the theme for Danielle Smith's speech (2011). What starts now? It! 

But what is it? Throughout her speech, Smith communicates multiple times that the aim is 

governance. Below are a sample of the phrases in which Danielle Smith makes this aim explicit 

to the membership:  

 "[...] Wildrose will form the government of Alberta." 

 "We intend to become the governing party." 

 "You may not know [the Wildrose candidates] just yet, but believe me, you will when 

 they are members of a Wildrose government."  
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 "We are the government in waiting." 

 "We will continue to stand up for Albertans when we form government."  

 Her best zinger was: "They have given away the moral high ground on energy and the 

environment, while chasing after Hollywood directors whose environmental ideas are as 

imaginary as their movies" (Smith, 2011). The reference to director and environmentalist James 

Cameron's blockbuster film Avatar and his then recent visit to the Alberta oilsands resonated 

well, particularly with the politically-savvy and oil and gas industry-savvy crowd.  

 Rick Bell's article frames her speech as a David-versus-Goliath story whereby the 

Wildrose Alliance is the underdog standing up against "the 'overbearing and bullying culture' of 

a party in power 40 years" (Bell, 2011). While this is a favorable interpretation that may well be 

representative of the public sentiment at the time, Smith's tactics in this speech continued in a 

direction in fierce contrast to her aspiration-filled leadership acceptance speech. Wildrose 

rhetoric, in this speech, became progressively filled with more prickly points. She asked 

questions attacking the reputations of the six Progressive Conservative leadership candidates. 

Then, she reminded her audience of the top "government fiascos" including: the royalty fiasco, 

budget fiasco, healthcare fiasco, the Bills 19, 24, 36 and 50 fiasco, the poor positioning of 

Alberta in Canada and the world fiasco, and the inaction on Senate reform and equalization 

reform fiasco (Smith, 2011). Eventually, when Smith finally did offer the Wildrose solutions to 

these fiascos, she said, "If you, Albertans, give us a chance, we will earn your trust." First, (Kane 

and Patapan, 2010, 12) argue: 

 

  "Any request to ‘just trust me’ will inevitably arouse suspicion because it is a plea to 

 ignore the democratic requirement for explanation and justification, and thus an attempt 
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 to evade accountability. The people rightly demand explanation of all leadership 

 opinions, policies and actions. Just as importantly, leaders must provide explanations in a 

 fashion that demonstrates the soundness of their democratic credentials." 

 

While Danielle spoke about earning trust, her statements about the urgency of forming 

government may have been cause for the suspicion to which Kane and Patapan refer. Secondly, 

in this statement Danielle Smith made a dangerous switch in which her language which clearly 

connoted an us-them mentality. The us-them culture in the Wildrose Alliance party became more 

explicit. When she proceeded with all of her "We will" statements, they were "us" statements 

about policy, not "them" statements about the people. This switch from "we the people" to "we 

the Wildrose Alliance" was an abandonment of the populist spirit of the party in favour of an 

elitist and centralized program. This switch in Danielle Smith's rhetoric may partially represent 

and explain an important factor in the decline in support for the Wildrose Alliance in Alberta.   

  

 The Wildrose Alliance party was blooming with political potential. Under the new 

leadership of Danielle Smith in 2009, the Wildrose Alliance filled a void in provincial politics 

representing Albertans who were expressing widespread discontent over the ruling Progressive 

Conservative government under Premier Ed Stelmach. Aiming to persuade the populace for their 

support, as all political parties must, Danielle Smith began crafting speeches. Her rhetoric in the 

initial phrase of her leadership was excellent. She used "words that work" (Luntz, 2011) and 

practiced a humility that gave the impression to Albertans that they could be a part of the 

positive change sweeping Alberta - change that they would help to create. However, as the party 

grew, the rhetoric shifted from positive to negative messaging, from a tone of aspiration to one of 
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desperation. Danielle Smith began to speak with conceit, insisting not that she had the interests 

of Albertans at heart, but that her party was the "government in waiting" (2011). Such conceit 

does not blend well with the Alberta culture of grassroots democracy, populism, and hard work. 

As her language began to indicate a shift from a people-centered approach to a policy-centered 

approach to a party-centered approach, the enthusiasts became less enthusiastic. Whether the 

Wildrose can reclaim its former position as an attractive alternative will likely depend on their 

ability to return to their roots, and then to, as the adage goes, to bloom where they were planted.  
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