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This article theorizes the use of rhetorical versatility as a language tool for white supremacists in the age of Donald 

Trump, specifically referring to the ways Trump and the KKK speak to their various audiences through textual winks 

and polysemy. After demonstrating the recent rise of white supremacist groups in this country, rhetorical versatility 

is explored as way for rhetors to camouflage and signal their ideological viewpoints, which ultimately leads to an 

analysis of key terms and ideas that both the KKK and Trump utilize in the public sphere: “patriotism,” “heritage,” 

and “security.” Diving into the specific uses of these terms, this article pinpoints the textual winks that have con-

structed a civic version of white supremacy over the last few years. Ultimately, this analysis not only builds a theory 

of rhetorical versatility but also argues that we need more scholarship on the tacit forms of white supremacy.  
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On Memorial Day weekend in 2017, residents of Texas City, Texas, a small town in Galveston 

County, found odd pieces of mail in their front yards—flyers from a local Ku Klux Klan (KKK) 

group. The white supremacist propaganda1 was placed inside small plastic bags and weighted 

down with Twizzlers and Kit-Kat bars. The actual flyers contained different slogans and text, rhet-

oric seeking to recruit new members to the Loyal White Knights’s KKK chapter. One handout, 

displaying images of the Confederate Flag, told residents to “Say NO to Cultural GeNOcide.” 

Another flyer asked residents to “Join the best or die like the rest.”2 While the police considered 

this incident a “criminal matter,” they never found or charged anyone associated with the local 

KKK group.3 

KKK propaganda is not new to East Texas or other places in the South (typically) where the 

Klan has a presence. Propaganda like this actually first appeared as one the most infamous films 

in American history, D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915). Griffith’s film revises the his-

tory of the Civil War and Reconstruction era, placing the Klan as saviors against black brutes, and 

some argue the film helped produce a large revival for the Klan during the same year.4 Throughout 
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1 I use “propaganda” here based upon Thomas Huckin’s composite definition: “Propaganda is false or misleading 

information or ideas addressed to a mass audience by parties who thereby gain advantage. Propaganda is created 

and disseminated systematically and does not invite critical analysis or response” (126). Thomas Huckin, “Propa-

ganda Defined,” in Propaganda and Rhetoric in Democracy edited by Gaelyn Henderson and M.J. Braun (Carbon-
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3 David Lohr, “‘Join the Best Or Die Like the Rest.’” 
4 Southern Law and Poverty Center, “Ku Klux Klan: A History of Racism,” SPLC, February 28, 2011 
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the Twentieth Century, the Klan utilized advancements in civil rights as an exigence5 for their 

resurgence, employing public confrontations and acts of violence as recruitment strategies.6 How-

ever, with the rise of digital community technologies, the KKK altered their recruitment tactics at 

the end of the 20th century and took to virtual spaces. In her rhetorical analysis of the Klan in the 

early-2000s, Denise M. Bostdorff7 notes why the group changed recruitment: “Through the Inter-

net, hate groups like the Klan can reach a wide audience at little cost, attract individuals who desire 

a sense of community, and facilitate those individuals’ learning of racist messages.” She argues 

that through this medium, the Klan presents themselves as a more unified community, which ap-

peals to people attracted to their ideologies of hate. However, if the KKK can present an appear-

ance of cohesion through digital media why return to an antiquated system of recruitment? 

Flyers like the one above have garnered attention over the last couple years in East Texas, 

appearing in 2015 and reoccurring through the summer of 2017, paralleling Trump’s bid for the 

presidency. Overall, there have been at least five occurrences of these flyers spreading in the East 

Texas area since Trump’s rise, appearing in larger cities, such as Houston, Commerce, and Lufkin, 

and even in small towns, such as Fruitvale and Texas City. Still, it must be said that the connections 

between the Trump campaign and the resurgence of the KKK are not far-fetched. Actually, even 

the Klan Imperial Wizard (a magical title for a white supremacist) Chris Barker acknowledged 

this, stating: “When Obama became President, that’s when [membership] just skyrocketed…And 

now that Trump is President, it seems like it’s getting even better, because more whites are starting 

to be more proud.”8 Hence, even a Klan spokesman connects the KKK’s boost in membership with 

Trump’s rhetoric. 

While popular opinion writers and KKK Imperial Wizards make connections between Trump’s 

white supremacy and the KKK, they also provide a unique exigence for rhetoricians who study 

racism: namely, understanding how Trump and white supremacist groups like the KKK utilize 

similar bigoted language, language that might seem coded when it comes from Trump but has 

more explicitly dangerous connotations when apparent in KKK propaganda. I argue that the KKK 

and Trump utilize similar language patterns in their rhetoric that creates a subtext, an underlying 

conversation in this sense, which supports white supremacy in America. Specifically, while Trump 

clouds his white supremacist message through textual winks (borrowing Charles Morris’s term) to 

make it palatable for a general audience, the KKK employs similar language patterns to connect 

their outward hatred towards minorities to Trump’s populist appeal. I refer to this exchange as 

demonstrating rhetorical versatility, a term signifying the way polysomic language can be used 

for different audiences while creating subtext via textual winks. Therefore, by expressing their 

ideologies using versatile language, the KKK and Donald Trump support a rhetorical climate for 

white supremacy in public discourse. 

This article offers a rhetorical comparison of the KKK flyers and Trump’s language to better 

recognize the “rhetorical climate” in which their white supremacy exists. Employing Ellen Gor-

sevski’s theory of rhetorical climates, I argue that the increase of KKK propaganda is connected 

to the white supremacist climate surrounding Trump’s rise to the presidency. After pinpointing 

                                                           
5 I use Bitzer’s definition of an exigence as “an imperfection marked by urgency it is a defect, an obstacle, some-

thing waiting to be done” (6). Lloyd Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation.” Philosophy and Rhetoric 1(1) (1968): 1-14. 
6 Rory McVeigh, The Rise of the Ku Klux Klan (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2009). 
7 Denise M. Bostdorff, “The Internet Rhetoric of the Ku Klux Klan: A Case Study in Web Site Community Building 

run Amok,” Communication Studies 55(2) (2004): 357. 
8 Emily Sugerman, “KKK Leader Claims Hate Group Has Grown at Record Pace since Trump became President.” 

Independent, August 23, 2017, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/kkk-trump-member-

ship-rise-grown-record-pace-says-leader-chris-barker-a7905811.html.  
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http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/kkk-trump-membership-rise-grown-record-pace-says-leader-chris-barker-a7905811.html
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this climate, I examine the language embedded with the KKK propaganda as an overt form of 

racism that parallels Trump’s rhetoric. Ultimately, these connections illustrate that white suprem-

acist rhetoric, a rhetoric that has often been under-theorized, adapts in certain situations and can 

be appropriated and altered for more explicit or implicit racist ideologies. It performs rhetorical 

versatility, a term I untangle later. Overall, this article attempts to revise how we frame white 

supremacy, especially the ways a rhetor like Trump uses civic white supremacy to wink at bigoted 

audiences. 

 

The Rhetorical Climate of White Supremacy 

 

In his famous work, “The Rhetorical Situation,” Lloyd Bitzer9 refers to rhetorical situations “as a 

natural context of persons, events, objects, relations, and an exigence which strongly invites utter-

ance.” He argues that these situations result as a response to an exigence, not simply occurring 

without reason; rhetorical situations exist because rhetoric is necessary; and they invite discourse 

that can “alter reality.” The rest of Bitzer’s article describes the use of exigence, audience, and 

constraints to define the situational parameters he frames in the beginning. Bitzer’s text has been 

fundamental to the field of Rhetorical Studies following its publication in 1968 and has received 

ample criticism (most notoriously from Richard Vatz10). While Bitzer’s work aptly describes how 

rhetorical situations form, his work never explicitly discusses collective rhetorical situations (leav-

ing most references to communal situations implied). However, Ellen Gosevski’s expansion of his 

work emphasizes these collective responses and remains an appropriate lens to view the white 

supremacy rhetoric and the KKK revival over the past few years. 

In her foundational text on nonviolent rhetoric, Gorsevski describes the power of “rhetorical 

climates.”11 Critiquing Lloyd Bitzer’s rhetorical situation concept, she forwards her own concept 

as an expansive term that emphasizes collectivism rather than individual agency. She writes:  
 

A rhetorical climate (1) is a mobile and time-bound, cognitively structuring, feeling, intuitive, and sen-

sory experience; (2) is an experience individuals perceive and construe individually and collectively; 

(3) is motivating or persuasive enough to mobilize one or more persons to react to it; and (4) causes 

those who experience it to act in a unified or characteristic manner on the basis of those feelings and 

sensations.12  

 

Gorsevski’s rhetorical climate parallels Bitzer’s rhetorical situation—she views the climate as be-

ing “mobile and time-bound,” which resembles Bitzer’s notion that “rhetorical discourse comes 

into existence in response to a question.”13 Similarly, she also views climates as persuasive mo-

ments that initiate responses by people, a central facet based on kairos14 in Bitzer’s work as well. 

                                                           
9 Lloyd Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation,” 5. 
10 Richard E. Vatz, “The Myth of the Rhetorical Education.” Philosophy and Rhetoric 6(3) (1973): 154-161. Other 

critiques of Bitzer come from Scott Consigny, “Rhetoric and Its Situations.” Philosophy and Rhetoric 7(3) (1974): 

175-86, and Jenny Edbauer, “Unframing Models of Public Distribution.” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 35(4) (2005): 

5-24. 
11 Ellen Gorsevski, Peaceful Persuasion (New York: SUNY Press, 2004). 
12 Ellen Gorsevski, Peaceful Persuasion, 131.  
13 Lloyd Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation,” 5. 
14 For this article, I use Kinneavy’s definition of kairos as “the right time and due measure”(75). Roger Thompson, 

“Kairos Revisited: An Interview with James Kinneavy.” Rhetoric Review 19(1/2) (2000): 73-88. 
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Gorsevski carves her own space by emphasizing community-building and exigencies stem-

ming from sensory experiences, being more explicit than Bitzer on both of these issues. For in-

stance, in reference to Donald Trump’s presidency, many people across the nation perceived an 

exigence to fight for his cause due to his perceived brashness, demonstrating a collective response 

to a collective exigence. Therefore, the experience is both individual and collective in nature, il-

lustrating how Gorsevski’s model broadens Bitzer’s scope. Gorsevski also claims that in rhetorical 

climates people “act in a unified or characteristic manner” based on their feelings. She argues that 

rhetorical climates form due to collective emotions, and her emphasis on communal feeling sug-

gests that communities form, and bond, due to their individual responses to a rhetorical situation 

(making it a “climate,” a more encompassing term). Again, Donald Trump’s presidency might 

create communities who defend everything he does, even if they disagree with him. These people 

might act relying less on logical response to his actions but instead focus more on their collective 

feeling towards Trump, in this case, empathy and respect of his brash nature. They form a com-

munity of support because of their shared feelings towards Trump’s presidency. Hence, rhetorical 

climates form due to emotional reactions, not logical ones, because climates are states of collective 

feeling. Gorsevski’s theory provides an exceptional lens to better understand how the KKK’s pres-

ence has grown since Trump’s rise as the Republican presidential nominee. 

The Southern Law and Poverty Center15 (SLPC) noted that the number of Ku Klux Klan groups 

actually fell in 2016, from 190 to 130. However, they believe such “constriction” was expected, 

especially since the number skyrocketed from 72 in 2014 to 190 in 2015. Even without knowing 

2017 data on this hate group, the Klan nearly doubled in size from 2014 and 2016, demonstrating 

that an exigence must be causing these groups to form and unite. Mark Potok, author of the SLPC 

article, writes, “Trump’s run for office electrified the radical right, which saw in him a champion 

of the idea that America is fundamentally a white man’s country.” Infamous white supremacists 

agree and told the public as much as soon as Trump was elected. White supremacist Andrew Aglin, 

who runs The Daily Stormer (a white supremacist website) called the era of the Trump presidency 

“the era of revenge.”16 Richard Spencer, another well-known white supremacist, called Trump’s 

election “a victory of identity politics.”17 Similarly, Collin Liddell used the Alternative Right (an-

other white supremacist website) to connect Trump’s election and white supremacy, affirming, 

“With the election of Trump, America now has a chance―just a chance, mind you―of maintain-

ing its cohesion (yes, that is code for ‘remaining a mainly White and civilized country’).”18 There-

fore, to many white supremacists in America, Trump’s election represented a victory for white 

supremacy; they believed Trump championed their cause. 

While not all of these people would refer to themselves as members of the KKK, they still 

adhere to an ideology of white supremacy, illustrating the rhetorical versatility of white supremacy 

(see Stephanie Hartzell’s essay in this special issue for a deeper examination of these groups). 

Together, their rhetoric reveals resurgences of racism and white supremacy in the age of Donald 

                                                           
15 Mark Potok, “The Year in Hate and Extremism.” SPLC, February 15, 2017, https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-

hate/intelligence-report/2017/year-hate-and-extremism. 
16 Derek Hawkins, “’Get some of them to kill themselves.’” Washington Post, November 11, 2016, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/11/11/get-some-of-them-to-kill-themselves-popular-

neo-nazi-site-urges-readers-to-troll-liberals-into-suicide/?utm_term=.9ba5ba18e67f.  
17 Sam Kesternbaum. “The Alt-Right is Modernizing White Supremacy.” Forward, November 11, 2016, http://for-

ward.com/news/354277/the-alt-right-is-modernizing-white-supremacy-and-trump-is-helping/.  
18 ADL, “Sounding the Alarm: The Alt Right and White Supremacists Go Mainstream.” ADL, December 19, 2016, 

https://www.adl.org/blog/top-10-adl-2016highlights-4-sounding-the-alarm-the-alt-right-and-white-supremacists-go.  
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Trump, and Gorsevski’s theory helps better understand this current climate. First, white suprema-

cists have latched onto a feeling in America, one based upon their fears of people of color and 

feeling marginalized (Paul Elliott Johnson refers to this as Trump’s “state of helpless fear”19), 

which corresponds to Gorsevski’s first aspect of community through the emotion. This rhetorical 

climate is mobile (with protests occurring in many cities, including Charlottesville, Dallas, and 

Gainesville), time-bound (connecting to a specific age of white supremacy in the 21st century), and 

sensory (relating to feelings). Consider former KKK grand wizard David Duke’s description dur-

ing the neo-Nazi marches in Charlottesville (which tragically led to Heather Heyer’s death), “We 

are determined to take our country back…We are going to fulfill the promises of Donald Trump. 

That’s what we believed in. That’s why we voted for Donald Trump, because he said he’s going 

to take our country back.”20 Duke’s comments illustrate a collective emotion that many associated 

with white supremacy and the KKK experience: a feeling of vengeance, a vengeance based upon 

“white oppression” in America. Duke’s words echo the feelings expressed by Aglin, Spencer, and 

Liddell in the previous paragraph, clarifying the communal experience of white supremacists. To 

these white supremacists, Trump’s rhetoric is a more palatable form of their own ideologies, which 

ultimately indicates how white supremacy rhetoric can be explicit for bigoted organizations and 

also be the subtext behind many of Trump’s public speeches.  

The recent rise of KKK activity stems from the same rhetorical climate in which Trump’s 

rhetoric exists. This white supremacist rhetorical climate has led to major white supremacist pro-

tests, new KKK sects, and even multiple deaths (such as the deaths of Taliesin Myrddin Namkai-

Meche and Ricky John Best, who died protecting two African-American teenagers on a train in 

Portland, Oregon from white nationalist Joseph Christian). Yet, we still need to unravel the strings 

of persuasion which appeals to these audiences. What specifically does the KKK find attractive 

about Trump’s rhetoric if they consistently cite him as source of inspiration? How can rhetoricians 

make more substantial connections between the KKK’s explicit use of hatred, bigotry, and racism, 

and the textual winks that appear in Trump’s speeches? The rest of this article focuses on these 

questions to pinpoint the rhetorical connections between Trump and Klan and detail how they 

create a subtext on white supremacy. 

 

Implicit and Overt Racism in the Rhetoric of Trump and the KKK 

 

Aristotle defines “rhetoric” as versatile in his integral work, On Rhetoric, stating it is “an ability, 

in each particular case to see available means of persuasion.”21 Aristotle believes that the “availa-

ble means” provides a rhetor with a plethora of choices to be made in order to persuade an audi-

ence, suggesting there is not a one-size fits all rhetorical appeal or argument. In his text Rhetorical 

Conquests, Glen Carman22 refers to Aristotle’s understanding of rhetoric as emphasizing its “ver-

satility” because Aristotle believes that the rhetor should be able to shape his or her discourse for 

any given situation. However, such a use of versatility only addresses how a single rhetor utilizes 

a multitude of rhetorical tools for any given occasion, while not demonstrating how a rhetor might 

sustain two discourses in a single speech act. 

                                                           
19 Paul Elliott Johnson, “The Art of Masculine Victimhood,” Women’s Studies in Communication 40(3) (2017): 229-

250. 
20 Libby Nelson, “’Why we voted for Donald Trump.’” VOX. August 12, 2017, 

https://www.vox.com/2017/8/12/16138358/charlottesville-protests-david-duke-kkk.  
21 Aristotle. George A. Kennedy, translator. On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, 2nd ed (Oxford, England: 

Oxford University Press, 2006).  
22 Glen Carman, Rhetorical Conquests (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 2006). 
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In the context of this article, I define rhetorical versatility as the means to which a discourse 

can be shaped explicitly and implicitly by multiple rhetors for different audiences through textual 

winks and polysemy. Charles E. Morris III discusses textual winking in reference to silences and 

“rhetorical passing,” in his article “Pink Herring and the Fourth Persona.” Morris writes that “rhe-

tors-with-secrets employ tactics of impersonation, deflection, and silence in the public sphere,” 

constituting what he refers to as “rhetorical passing.” He continues, “Passing rhetoric must imply 

two ideological positions simultaneously, one that mirrors the dupes and another that implies, via 

the wink, an ideology of difference.”23 To Morris, textual winking that occurs during rhetorical 

passing constitutes an audience that is not the immediate—such as a rhetor discussing issues of 

homosexuality, while subtly implying, in some shape or fashion, that she is an ally of homosexuals. 

However, in this article, winking highlights strategic uses of textual polysemy—the way a rhetor 

uses language in ambiguous ways that might imply a specific meaning to one group and something 

else to a different group. 

The purpose of winking is so the rhetor can speak implicitly about a discourse and still claim 

allegiance to a cause without employing overt language. The discourse remains versatile because 

it is altered for different audiences in the same rhetorical climate while still containing some con-

nective thread through the winking and polysemy. For example, rhetorical versatility could be seen 

in the way someone attempts to create a subtext on #blacklivesmatter. Leaders of the movement 

will keep explicit in their goals, ideas, and terms for change when they talk with their peers who 

believe in the cause. However, a police chief, for instance, who might believe in the cause and 

wants to prove her allegiance, might do so by utilizing textual winks. She might employ language 

such as “questionable circumstances” (implying bad intentions without explicitly stating it) when 

discussing the context of police officers shooting black people or “unwarranted actions” to implic-

itly place blame on some officers. This rhetorical move could wink her commitment to the social 

movement while still giving her room to identify with her police peers without creating a firestorm. 

The wink allows her to use polysomic language that aligns with one group while still keeping her 

immediate audience unaware of her intentions. In this sense, the speaker reshapes her discourse 

for two different audiences while also creating a subtext on the importance of #blacklivesmatter, 

making her rhetoric versatile.  

In the case of Donald Trump and the KKK, rhetorical versatility is the vehicle that creates a 

white supremacist subtext between the two. Specifically, the use of three particular words and 

ideas in KKK flyers and Trump speeches, “patriotism,” “heritage,” and “security,” promote white 

supremacy. As Trump applies these terms with winks, the KKK exploits these terms openly for 

their more obscene ideologies. Thus, these three terms and ideas expose the versatility of white 

supremacy in America and create a subtext on the fragility of whiteness in an increasingly multi-

cultural America. 

 

Patriotism as Hate Crime 

 

In Van Zandt County, Texas, a county about fifty miles east of Dallas, one particular flyer titled 

“Stop the Invasion!” has been dispersed by the Texas Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, a local Klan 

chapter. The propaganda that first appeared in 2015 reads: 
 

Say “NO!” to the massive influx of third world immigration. Take a stand against these criminal in-

vaders. Mass immigration and forced assimilation is [SIC] genocide by the United Nations [SIC] own 

                                                           
23 Charles E. Morris III, “Pink Herring and the Fourth Persona.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 88(2) (2002): 230. 
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definition. “Deliberate inflicting on the groups condition of life calculated to bring about its physical 

destruction in whole or in part; Imposing of measures intended to prevent births within the group.” 

Honorable native born white American men and women the time for patriotism is now, [SIC] take a 

stand and defend our country, and stand valiant in defense of its original ideal and institutions our 

forefathers fought and died for!24 

 

This propaganda presents multiple issues ripe for rhetorical analysis: the reappropriation of “as-

similation” and “genocide” or the connection between white supremacy and the American forefa-

thers. However, the use of “patriotism” stands out as a rhetorical ploy because of how it relates to 

Donald Trump’s understanding of the term.25  

When Donald Trump learned that two of his supporters allegedly assaulted a homeless Latino 

man in Boston, he stated, “It would be a shame [if that happened], but I haven’t heard about that,” 

positioning himself away from these two men. He then added: “I will say that people who are 

following me are very passionate. They love this country and they want this country to be great 

again. They are passionate. I will say that, and everybody here has reported it.”26 Trump’s com-

ment produces a connection between how he feels about his supporters—they are “passionate,” 

“love their country,” and are by all intents and purposes the definition of “patriots”--and the use 

of “patriotism” written on the KKK flyer. While his comments provide a wink that connects his 

followers’ passion to patriotism, they also open up a rhetorical space for the KKK to similarly 

claim “patriotism” as a signifier of whiteness. Ultimately, this crafts a subtext between the KKK 

and Trump on how they define patriotism for white America.  

In her chapter on the minutemen volunteers (members of the Minuteman Project or MMP) 

patrolling the U.S./Mexico border and “protecting” America from undocumented immigrants, 

Michelle A. Holling27 notes how these (mostly) white men frame themselves as patriots. They 

compose themselves in their name, signifying the Minutemen of Massachusetts who fought against 

colonial Britain, and also in the ways they refer to themselves as patriots in online forums. Holling 

finds an obvious fallacy in their logic: “In short, the MMP strives to maintain its identity as resist-

ing an imperial power, a strategy that figures the United States (and themselves) as victim. But, 

accepting that premise requires viewing ‘illegal immigrants’ as possessing similar imperial powers 

to their analogous historical counterpart (i.e., Britain).”28 The framing of the minutemen as patriots 

resembles the same fallacy that white supremacists utilize to frame themselves as patriots. By 

calling themselves “honorable” and “patriots,” the KKK attempts to claim moral superiority over 

people of color or anyone who does not represent their cause. In reality, minority men, women, 

and children do not impose some existential threat on white people in America; their fear is irra-

tional, as Johnson notes.29 Nonetheless, their use of patriotism exemplifies the versatility of white 

supremacy. 

                                                           
24 Andrea Lucia, “KKK Flyers Dropped in Van Zandt County.” CBS DFW. May 20, 2015, http://dfw.cbslo-

cal.com/2015/05/20/kkk-flyers-dropped-in-van-zandt-county/. 
25 I do want to note here that these rhetorical moves are not necessarily new concepts for the KKK, but rather, they 

carry a distinct meaning in the age of Trump. 
26 Justin Wm. Moyer, “Trump Says Fans are ‘very passionate’ after Hearing One of them Allegedly Assaulted His-

panic Man.” Washington Post, August 21, 2015. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-

mix/wp/2015/08/21/trump-says-fans-are-very-passionate-after-hearing-one-of-them-allegedly-assaulted-hispanic-

man/?utm_term=.611fb35bbe65.  
27 Michelle A. Holling, “Patrolling National Identity, Masking White Supremacy,” in Critical Rhetorics of Race, 

edited by Michael G. Lacy and Kent A. Ono, 98-116 (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2011). 
28 Michelle A. Holling, “Patrolling National Identity,” 113. 
29 Paul Elliott Johnson, “The Art of Masculine Victimhood,” 242. 
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Not only does the KKK reappropriate the term “patriots,” but their argument speaks to Trump’s 

views on patriotism, collectively building a subtext on white supremacy. Trump’s language sur-

rounding the assault of a Latino man implies that doing hateful crimes is acceptable because pas-

sion and wanting to make the country “great again” supersedes racialized assault. While he does 

not refer to these men as “patriots,” the wink to his followers as making American great and loving 

their country generates a “patriotic” tone. The rhetorical climate in which Trump can imply con-

nections between hate crimes and patriotism allows others to redefine patriotism for their own 

hateful misdeeds. On one hand, such ambiguity (via the wink) provides Trump wiggle room to 

distance himself from the crimes of his supporters but still provides him agency in claiming how 

much he appreciates their support as implied patriots. On the other hand, the framing of patriotism 

creates a space for interpretation, where members of the KKK, for instance, claim becoming a 

Klan member equates to patriotism. Patriotism thus represents a polysomic term and idea because 

it becomes imbedded within multiple symbolic meanings that allows bigoted audiences to fill that 

space with their own ideology (due to the climate of white supremacy in America). Thus, Trump 

winks about patriotism, and the KKK claims patriotism for bigotry. When the KKK spreads prop-

aganda referring to themselves and their supporters as white, honorable patriots, they commence 

a dialogue on racism and patriotism in America—one claiming their racial hate as righteous under 

Trump’s insinuated guidance.  

 

Heritage as Whiteness 

 

Another example of the rhetorical versatility of white supremacy emerges in the way Trump and 

the KKK construct the term “heritage.” At a recent rally in Phoenix, Arizona, Donald Trump spoke 

out against the media. In front of a crowd of people on August 23, 2017, Trump stated, “It is time 

to expose the crooked media deceptions and to challenge the media in their role in fomenting 

divisions. Yes, by the way, and yes, by the way, they are trying to take away our history and our 

heritage. You see it.”30 Trump’s use of the word “heritage” stems from a national conversation 

taking place on the importance of Confederate memorials in America. White supremacists recently 

invoked the word “heritage” in discussing Confederate history, a history that emphasizes white, 

Confederate soldiers and generals as heroes. Though many reasonable people believe the statues 

should remain, many anti-racist activists and scholars connect these memorials with racist agendas 

and legacies,31 suggesting their focus on “history” is truly a focus on only white heritage. In this 

context, Trump’s use of “heritage” exists as a wink to his bigoted audience to demonstrate his 

allegiance to white supremacy. 

Arguments regarding the preservation of (white) heritage are not constricted solely to Confed-

erate monuments, though the media has primarily focused their attention on this issue. The KKK 
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actually employs such arguments in their own recent propaganda. One of the KKK flyers men-

tioned at the beginning of this article titled “Say NO to Cultural GeNOcide” has been spread in 

Texas City, near Galveston, and also in Houston. The rest of the flyer reads: “If you cant tell they 

are trying to wipe us out of the history books. People seem to forget that black people and even 

the Cherokee Nations fought for the South. Unfortunately, most groups out there and especially 

white people are to cowardly to stand up for their heritage because they are scared of being called 

‘racist.’”32 Similar to the first piece of propaganda, many racist threads could be rhetorically ex-

amined here: the use of “cultural genocide,” the argument that people of color fought for the South, 

and even fear tactics. However, focusing on the role of “heritage” in this context demonstrates how 

the KKK and Trump share a definition of the term in the current white supremacist rhetorical 

climate.  

The problem of “heritage” stems from how it is celebrated in America. When we think of the 

way white heritage is celebrated in plantation tours in the South, for instance, we see the reality of 

whitewashed history. As Kristan Poirot and Shevaun E. Watson note on Charleston’s plantation 

tours, “heritage tourist destinations clearly rely on an iteration of the locale as historically signifi-

cant; however, these same venues depend on specific stories and identifications to mark the locale 

as distinctive.”33 In the case of Charleston’s tourism industry, the industry often erases the “herit-

age” of slavery to appease those who might want a more distorted view of the city’s history. Poirot 

and Watson’s article demonstrates how “heritage” to Southerners is often tied to white people 

whitewashing their history in the American South, and the same displaced history signifies how 

both Trump and KKK refer to heritage as well. 

Therefore, when Trump states that the news media is “taking away our heritage,” he invokes 

the same “heritage” that the KKK fears losing—a heritage of white supremacy. The KKK argue 

that erasing their heritage is a form of cultural genocide and believe that white people specifically 

should “stand up for their heritage” or race. In considering the versatility of the term “heritage,” 

Trump references a stance already positioned by the KKK, once again providing himself leniency 

to wink at a broader form of “heritage,” while specifically signifying the white supremacist version 

of heritage that the KKK employs. Nevertheless, the KKK’s views of heritage revolve around 

white people being the center, and any reality where white people are not at the top of the hierarchy 

threatens their ideology. Hence, Trump’s speech declaring that the news media is “taking away 

our heritage,” resonates with the KKK in two ways: 1) The use of “our” does not imply an “Amer-

ican” heritage, just as the heritage tourism industries in Charleston do not represent an “American” 

tourism industry. White people camouflage “heritage” to refer to their specific histories and mem-

ories. 2) The fear of white heritage being “taken away” directly imitates the KKK flyer asking 

white people to stand up for their heritage; they represent two sides of the same argument.  

While people not associated with white supremacy might see Trump’s wink as harmless or 

innocent, white supremacists view him as an ally. The climate of white supremacy affords them 

the chance to parallel Trump’s language for their own causes. Heritage thus becomes a polysomic 

term, one with no emotional charge for many in the American public but one that resonates par-

ticularly with white supremacist groups who view their “white” heritage as displaced. “Heritage” 

denotes a call to arms, a way to motivate Trump’s white supremacist base, while not having to 

defend one’s association with white supremacy. Similar to the subtext within Trump’s description 
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of patriots and the KKK’s use of the term, the conversation occurring around white supremacy and 

heritage leaves many in the general public unaware of the hidden connotations.  

 

Security as Racial Patrolling 

 

Similar to the other versatile language choices of white supremacy, one final subtext built between 

Trump and the KKK centers on the securing of America. Trump’s entire presidential platform 

revolved around “Making America Great Again,” and one way he attempts to achieve this goal is 

through the idea of safety, an issue Trump spoke about publicly in early 2017 when he visited the 

National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington D.C. In a Q&A seg-

ment with reporters, Trump denounced racism and anti-Semitic attacks in America. He declared, 

“Whether it's anti-Semitism or racism or any — anything you wanna think about having to do with 

the divide. Anti-Semitism is, likewise, it's just terrible.”34 While Trump appears to condemn acts 

of racial hate in this moment, he added a differing opinion on racism later in the exchange with 

reporters. He claimed, “We have to have a safe country… We have to let people come in that are 

going to love the country. This is about love. This building is about love. And we have to have 

people come in that are going to love the country, not people that are gonna harm the country.” 

Before moving forward, I must note how Trump uses situations where he condemns acts of bigotry 

to also condone them at the same time. As many have argued, Trump wants to be liked,35 and this 

exchanges illustrates how he might respond differently to these situations for various audiences, 

creating another textual wink. Therefore, we might conclude his call for “safety” against immi-

grants speaks to a different audience, one more prone to commit acts of hate and violence. 

In a similar vein, the KKK recently passed out fliers in the Houston area recruiting new mem-

bers based on a rhetorical appeal of security. The Loyal White Knights propaganda reads: “Law 

abiding citizens of your community can sleep in peace knowing the klan is awake! Romans 12: 4-

5. We stand for our God and Nation.”36 The flyer eventually calls on people to join their local 

organization and be on the watch for their constitutional rights being revoked. The embedded ar-

gument of securing the country makes this flyer noteworthy. Without the Klan on the watch in 

America, people would feel unsafe. However, for those white people who abide by the law, the 

KKK stays up at night fighting “the other” to keep them at safe. While the KKK’s propaganda 

does not explicitly list the people they are fighting, the organization’s symbolic nature clarifies: 

people of color remain the enemy. 

The emphasis on security once again illustrates the versatility of white supremacy in our con-

temporary rhetorical climate. Trump sells the security of America, or perhaps white people, as a 

matter of “safety.” In his words, we must keep America safe, and we need people here who love 

America. He broadly defines security in terms that all Americans want: to be safe and loved. How-

ever, in reference to immigrants and the vision of safety that the Klan desires, Trump’s rhetoric 

unmasks itself. The Klan imagines themselves as the protectors of America, saying that they will 

defend “law abiding citizens” and the “Nation.” The Klan interprets Trump’s message as a wink 

to them, suggesting they are the protectors who love America and need to keep it safe from the 
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savage immigrants. Similar to the other ambiguous language choices, Trump’s textual winks in 

this instance create a kairotic space for the Klan: they claim his elusiveness as a code for them, 

one making them special and providing them an exigence for expanding over the past couple of 

years. Overall, Trump’s speeches and the KKK’s flyers demonstrate the versatility of white su-

premacy in a rhetorical climate that provides space for racism, enabling communication between 

Trump and his white supremacist base through polysomic language. 

 

The Versatility of White Supremacy  

 

The rhetorical climate of white supremacy has flourished over the past few years for many reasons, 

such as resistance to multiculturalism, college campuses inviting white supremacists to campus 

which implies that their messages are promotable, and the new rise of the KKK. These various 

situations, along with multiple other variables, has led to a rhetorical climate in which President 

Trump can create a subtext about white supremacy with the KKK through textual winks. Trump 

often utilizes a tacit version of this bigotry, paralleling the language found in KKK propaganda 

but without explicit appeals to racism. So when Trump talks about patriotism, heritage, and safety, 

he performs an innocuous-sounding type of white supremacy that allows him wiggle room to deny 

intent but still allows him enough room to incite his white supremacist supporters through textual 

winks. This rhetorical versatility provides Trump the means to engage in civil white supremacy, a 

form of bigotry that even white supremacists have often publicly appreciated.37 Conversely, the 

influx of KKK propaganda found in East Texas demonstrates how the Klan employs the same 

terminology as Trump but with more egregious (or explicit) rhetoric. My analysis above attempts 

to pinpoint the rhetorical versatility and textual winking that connects Trump’s and the KKK’s 

white supremacist rhetoric. 

Civil white supremacy is, of course, an oxymoron—one cannot be civil or considerate and also 

be a white supremacist bigot. However, Trump’s language practices, his textual winks and use of 

polysemy, afford him the opportunity to present this façade in a way that many of his followers 

fail to see or choose not to notice yet provides him cache with the KKK. Examining the language 

links between the KKK and Trump thus demonstrates the rhetorical power of civil white suprem-

acy because while the general public would mostly choose to denounce KKK flyers and their ex-

plicit rhetoric, many seem quite fine accepting Trump’s parallel use of these ideas. Therefore, 

white supremacy can be altered and repackaged for different audiences, and Trump’s rhetoric il-

lustrates how bigoted rhetoric can enter mainstream discourse through winks and polysomic prac-

tices. 

The rhetorical climate of white supremacy changed over the past few years giving rise of 

Trump and the KKK. While white supremacy mostly lingered in the background of public dis-

course, never disappearing but being publicly shunned, the climate has altered to a state where 

white supremacists are welcomed guests on college campuses, partake in public demonstrations 

that gather media attention, and have an actual audience for their bigotry. Many rhetorical factors 

could have influenced this change: an uptick in nationalistic discourse globally, anger towards 

multicultural policies, and inclusive cultures that became more accepting of “other” peoples, to 

name a few. Though it may be difficult to label one or two variables that have led to construction 

of this climate, a few pundits suggest that it did not actually begin with Trump or white supremacist 

groups but rather resistance to President Obama. 
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In a September 2017 article for The Atlantic, Ta-Nehisi Coates38 refers to Donald Trump as 

“the first white president.” He writes, “It is often said that Trump has no real ideology, which is 

not true—his ideology is white supremacy, in all its truculent and sanctimonious power.” He con-

tinues, “To Trump, whiteness is neither notional nor symbolic but is the very core of his power. In 

this, Trump is not singular. But whereas his forebears carried whiteness like an ancestral talisman, 

Trump cracked the glowing amulet open, releasing its eldritch energies.” Coates’ argument hinges 

on seeing Trump’s presidency as a response to Obama’s presidency and that Trump’s not-so-hid-

den white supremacy led him to become president because white supremacists saw him as “one of 

their own.” The rhetorical climate made Trump’s populist appeal possible. On the same day that 

Coates published his article, Charles Blow39 published an op-ed in The New York Times titled 

“Inner Racism Revealed.” In referencing that the position of the presidency reveals the true char-

acter of an individual, Blow bluntly argues, “Racial hostility and white supremacy seem to have 

blossomed with [Trump’s] entry into politics and his Russia-aided election. After spending a life 

catering to the appetites of the greedy and gauche, he realized that there was an exponentially 

larger market of white nationalists and neo-Nazis. To the aspirational he could be landlord, but to 

the racists he could be overlord.” Both Coates and Blow believe that Trump’s white supremacist 

ideology is not as hidden as some might say, but I claim Trump’s rise and his rhetoric indicate 

another aspect of white supremacy: its adaptability as a call of arms for members of the KKK on 

one hand, and the way it can be presented as civil on the other. 

Opponents of Trump interpret his racist rhetoric as overt and explicit, the same way that mem-

bers of the KKK and other white supremacists view it; yet, for many other supporters of Trump 

who do not necessarily identify with racism, his racial rhetoric stays hidden. Even when Trump 

decodes his racism, such as referring to the Mexicans coming to America as “rapists,” many argue 

that the liberal media manipulates his words, context, or meaning. Trump’s populism,40 therefore, 

demonstrates how audiences interpret veiled white supremacy differently, suggesting the ideology 

does not fit into a one-size-fits-all box. Hence, understanding how white supremacists employ 

versatile, bigoted language highlights the climate in which such language forms and the power of 

said language, a power that rhetoricians should spend more time decoding, unmasking, and defin-

ing.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Rhetorical Studies has refocused on rhetorics of racism since the turn of the 21st century. New 

texts from prominent scholars41 pinpoint the various constraints and structures of racism—focus-

ing on how racism pervades technology, public forums, academia, and even policy. However, 
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white supremacy often remains an outlier in much of the field. Trump’s historic presidential cam-

paign and odd behavior provide new exigencies for rhetorical scholars of race to refocus our efforts 

on the ways racism and white supremacy garner attention in a seemingly more race-conscious 

society. While this article attempts to show how Trump and the KKK utilize different ends of white 

supremacist rhetoric, white supremacy’s versatility, polysomic forms, and textual winks deserve 

more critical attention, especially as this rhetoric garners more attention in the public sphere. 

Many in the media42 attempted to label President Obama’s election as the beginning of a post-

racial America (naive to say the least) and as Coates and others illustrate, President Trump’s elec-

tion could be labeled as the white supremacist response to Obama and his legacy. Not only that, 

but resistance to Obama’s presidency and his race arguably led to our contemporary climate of 

white supremacy, one where Trump often winks allegiance to white supremacist groups like the 

KKK. The language of white supremacy remains versatile in nature; the KKK often employs ex-

plicit bigoted language while Trump often masks his language with polysomic terms. Identifying 

these rhetorical moves remains important to better understanding public discourse, the current rhe-

torical climate, and Trump’s and the KKK’s racism. In addition, I believe rhetoricians are uniquely 

positioned to employ our skillset as an act of resistance to said bigotry. Our analytical tools do not 

exist solely as means of dissecting discourse but also provide us the opportunity to engage with 

the public, to demonstrate problematic language practices and ideologies that might often go un-

noticed. Therefore, in concluding this article, I argue that we need more types of resistance like 

this in scholarly journals and in broader public forums. We should emphasize rhetoric as a tool for 

opposition, and in this sense, rhetoric can shine light on the versatile forms of white supremacy 

that sometimes hide beneath the surface.  
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