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ABSTRACT

The Myth of National Unity: President George W. Bush’s
Rhetorical Reconstruction of America

by
William E. Belk

Dr. Thomas R. Burkholder, Examination Committce Chair
Associate Professor of Communication
University of Nevada. Las Vegas

On Inaugural Day. President George W. Bush faced an unusually hostile audience. To
reunite the nation, President Bush reached back to Americans’ fundamental archetypal images.
featuring the American founding myth. However, this reunification process was not complete
until his speeches of September 14 and 20, 2001. Through his rhetorical transformation of
worldwide terrorism into Evil, Bush reconstructed a broadly accepted image of America as
Good and concurrently legitimated his ascendancy to the Presidency. However, myth also
serves a less benign purpose of subtly promoting narrower ideology disguised as cultural
tradition. Through analysis of Bush’s three major speeches of 2001, this critique demonstrates
how a seriously fractured audience can be rhetorically reconstructed. while simultaneously
suggesting how rhetors may co-opt mythic images to covertly espouse a more narrow political
agenda. Finally, it offers a method of extracting ideology and motive from those images in

order to more fully examine and debate them.

iii
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

[T]f students of communication could more proficiently cxplicate the
saliently human dimensions of a discourse--if we could. in a sense. discover
for a complex linguistic formulation a corresponding form of character--we
should then be able to subsume that discourse under a moral order and thus

satisfy our obligation to history. (Edwin Black 110)

On [naugural Day. President George W. Bush faced a hostile and highly suspicious
national audience. with a large portion of the American population. including a majority of
African Americans, viewing his Presidency as being illegitimate (Washington Post.
“Washington Post-ABC News Poll: The Bush Transit™). Although his unexpectedly
cloquent inaugural oration was well-received and began the reconstruction of the American
polity at its most fundamental basis, the unifying process was not completely successful.
Public skepticism remained high. growing signs of economic recession weakened Bush's
public support gained through his promised tax cut. and a divided Congress threatened any
progress on the President’s social agenda. In fact. when terrorists struck the World Trade
Center and Pentagen on September 11. 2001. they attacked a nation still very much divided

and without a broadly acknowledged national leader embodied in the President.

1
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And yet. within days of the terrorist attacks. Americans were firmly united behind a
familiar rhetoric that tied past. present. and future. Lacking a basis in either policy or
personal ethos. President Bush reached back to Americans' most fundamental archetypal
images. featuring the founding myth of America as quintessentially Good. a Chosen Land
guided by Divine inspiration. Through symbolic re-enactment of an idealized citizenry and
characterization of the national assailants as the essence of Biblical Evil. President Bush
invited his audience to continue America's social progress by reliving their national mythic
past. This paper will argue that America's social and political divisions highlighted by the
2000 Presidential election were not fully healed until George W. Bush's speeches of
September 14 and 20. 2001, in the aftermath of massive terrorist attacks on America.
Through his rhetorical construction of worldwide terrorism as Evil. Bush finally completed
his reconstruction of a broadly accepted image of America as Good and concurrently
legitimated his ascendancy to the Presidency. Moreover, this reconstructed and reunified
nation was fully mobilized to lead an international struggle to end worldwide Evil embodied
in terrorist organizations. These beneficial characteristics have been exhaustively studied
from within a variety of academic disciplines. Myth is one of the most ubiquitous of
rhetorical forms. conveying shared values and special cultural purpose through familiar
narrative and image that can provide powerful impetus for identification and unity. By
connecting past and present, it also possesses the power to propel society into the future.

However, the extant mythic literature does not so fully explain the power of this
rhetorical form to dominate so rapidly a societal world view and political discourse without
significant public debate. Within a matter of days following the terrorist attacks. President

Bush was able to set the nation along a course of fighting terrorism throughout the world as
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part of a “timeless™ battle between Good and Evil. This substantial shift in foreign policy.
which also subsumed most aspects of domestic policy, was advocated by the president
within the narrative of the nation’s founding myth. Kenneth Burke (1947) suggested that
mythic narrative disguises and hides from view ideology. transmitting it to an audience in a
manner that cannot not easily be debated. Within a totally different context. Ted Jelen
(1998) cautioned that religious rhetoric was not well-suited for public discourse because its
underlying justifications also are not debatable. However, this darker side of myth has not
yet received systematic scholarly attention sufficient to develop a full understanding of this
dynamic.

This study aims to add to our understanding of mythic rhetoric and public address in at
least two ways. [n addition to demonstrating the power of mythic narrative both to unify
society and to dominate public discourse during periods of national crisis or confusion. it
will examine the dialectic properties of myth in political discourse and suggest a process for
unearthing the lurking ideology and inferred polity preferences from social and political
myth. Here, | will suggest how rhetors may co-opt comfortable mythic beliefs to espouse
covertly a narrow political agenda and finally offer a methed of extracting a rhetor's
ideology from those images in order to more fully examine and debate them. The second
aim is to demonstrate the capacity of creation myth to dominate public discourse in a
manner that makes difficult the questioning of either the narrative or its underlying
ideology. While previous scholars have observed that myth can till a cultural vacuum with
shared values and identity, no one has yet attempted to clearly demonstrate the process of

how myth can actually dominate public discourse through its unassailable foundations.
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Both of these phenomena are suggested in previous rhetorical studies, such as Hinds and
Windt's analysis of Cold War rhetoric (1991); their recurrence in this situation suggest that
reliance on myth may have a larger place in American political thought and rhetoric that
requires our attention. By analyzing critically how particular rhetorical responses affect kev
historical moments such as the period under consideration here, we add to our knowledge of
the interaction of rhetoric and history (Zarefsky 30-31). Eventually. by comparing similar
situations and rhetorical strategies. we gain insight into broader human communication.
While this study examines the effect of myth on American society during a particular crisis
situation. there is at least some prior evidence (Hinds and Windt) that this interaction
transcends the current situation to reveal a deeper truth about American society. Further
study also may reveal this dynamic to be universal across cultures.

Due to the extremely fractious nature of the national audience following an especially
divisive election, President Bush undertook to rebuild national unity on the basis of
America's most fundamental mythic narrative and images. Despite some evidence that his
inaugural address had some success in this regard, complete reconstruction of the American
public did not succeed until his speeches in the attermath of the September 11, 2001,
terrorist attacks. This study will examine this rhetorical process by focusing on President
Bush’s three major speeches of this period. Chapter 2 reviews the literature from several
academic disciplines. focusing on the functions of myth, the development of America’s
special myth of creation and its use in foreign policy rhetoric. and finally. the role of religion
in American public discourse. Chapter 3 outlines a theoretical perspective building upon
Edwin Black's framework for analyzing rhetorical genres, expanded to consider audience

and motive. Chapters 4 through 6 examine the situation, strategy and effects of Bush’s
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inaugural, National Cathedral, and Joint Session speeches, respectively. Conclusions and

evaluation are offered in Chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

This critical analysis draws from. and builds upon, a rich body of research from
anthropology, psychology, rhetoric. history. and political science. Following a review of
several theoretical perspectives on the definition and function of myth in society. drawing
from anthropology, psychology, rhetorical criticism, and political science, this chapter
surveys the historical influence of myth and religion in American social and political history

and examine the effects of religion on public discourse.

Definition and Function of Myth
According to William Doty. myths are polyfunctional and polysemantic. both across
cultural subgroups and across time (56-58). Arguing that they should not be considered on
the same level as scientific examination. he suggested that myths “do convey a certain kind
of knowledge but not so much the knowledge of the scientific laboratory as the knowledge
of communal, even racial. experience that has proved itself useful and healthy™ (61-62). In
his 1986 mythographic study, Doty provided a comprehensive definition of myth:
A mythological corpus consists of (1) a usually complex network of
myths that are (2) culturally important (3) imaginal stories, conveying the

means of (5) metaphoric and symbolic diction, (6) graphic imagery. and (7)
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emotional conviction and participation. (8) the primal. foundational accounts
(9) of aspects of the real. experienced world and (10) humankind’s roles and
relative statuses within it.

Mythologies may (11) convey the political and moral values of a culture
and (12) provide systems of interpreting (13) individual experience within a
universal perspective. which may include (14) the intervention of
suprahuman entities as well as (15) aspects of the natural and cultural orders.
Myths may be enacted or reflected in (16) rituals. ceremonies. and dramas.
and (17) they may provide materials for secondary elaboration. the
constituent mythemes having become merely images or reference points for
a subsequent story. such as a folktale. historical legend. novella. or prophecy.
(Doty 1986 11)

Doty described myths as “not little but big stories, touching not just the everyday but the
sacred or specially marked topics that concern much more than the immediate situation™ (8).
providing “primary. foundational material™ (8) and “systems or patterns for signifying
meanings, especially meanings of the past™ (31). By supplying society’s “root metaphors™
and “ruling images”. mythological language gives meaning to a culture’s existence. past.
present. and future, and provides the means for socialization (20).

While clearly differentiating cultural myths from “private fictions.” Doty suggested we
might find a close association between the two. as the former can be considered
“socializations of private dreams” (13). Itis from this relationship that myth draws its social
power, coaxing individuals into striving for personal aspirations through participation in the

mythic narrative (24). When the mythic goals no longer reflect individual aspirations, or
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when individuals no longer feel they can personally achieve those cultural goals. myth loses
power as a framework for cultural unity and identification. However. so long as individuals
participate in their retelling and re-enactrnent, myths are regarded as “unquestionable
truths™ regardless of whether they are historically based (27).

Finally. myths provide both group and individual norms. by highlighting particular
mythic social structures and behaviors (28) and conveying political and moral values.
“creating a shared symbolic articulation of social patterns and relations . . . and blocking
non-approved explorations of relationship or behavior or inquiry . . ." (29). Here. it serves a
stabilizing and often conservative role by reinforcing approval of past accepted values and
social practices.

Taking a psychological approach. Joseph Campbell suggested that the prime function of
myth is to “supply the symbols that carry the human spirit forward™ (1968 11) and that this
symbolization gives myth its vitality, “delivering not simply an idea. but a sense of actual
participation™ (1986 12). He argued that mythic symbols are not invented. “do not spring

from or refer to historical events™ (1997 163), but are “spontaneous productions of the

psyche” (1968 4).!

Campbell identified four primary functions that myths perform in society. First, they
reconcile the conscious mind with prior existence. Second. they form a cosmological
framework from which to understand the universe, wherein “all things should be recognized
as parts of a single great holy picture™ (1997 180). Third. they validate a specific social

order, “authorizing its moral code as a construct against criticism or human emendation™

1. When they contain theological images of creation, they may take on the nature of
“total acts,” in which situation, actor. and action coincide perfectly to produce total
transformation (Burke 1969 19).
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(1997 181). The fourth and most basic function is to socialize individuals “to the aims and
ideal of their social groups™ (182).

In an insightful observation significant to this study, Campbell differentiated between
Oriental and Occidental mythological types (1997 14). Whereas the former explain the
universe in terms of unending cyclical change patterned after nature’s seasons. Occidental
mythology has a telos. or trajectory. embodied in the ongoing battle between light and dark.
Good and Evil. Beginning with Zoroaster. this radically different world view assigned
moral value to the opposing cosmic forces and invited man to join in the battle to defeat
Evil. As Campbell explained. “We have here a potent mythical formula for the reorientation
of the human spirit--pitching it forward along the way of time. summoning man to an

assumption of responsibility for the retorm of the universe in God’s name. and thus

fostering a new, potentially political philosophy of holy war™ (1997 14).2

Comparing the study of mythology to the elusive quest to learn from Proteus, Campbell
contended that “[t]here is no final system for the interpretation of myths™ (1968 381).
Although scholars of rhetoric have generally viewed myth along the same general lines as
Doty and Campbell. there has been considerably greater plurality among them. Perhaps
most significantly for this study, rhetorical scholarship has extended the analysis of myth
beyond definition and function to examine the critical issue of processes through which
myth works.

Viewed broadly, myth is “any anonymously composed story telling of origins and

destinies: the explanations a society offers its young of why the world is and why we do as

2. This, of course, forms a central tenet of most Western religions, including the
Judeo-Christian tradition. and lies at the core of the American Puritan’s mission in the New
World detailed later in this chapter.
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we do” (Wellek and Warren 119). In recounting the myth, the rhetor invites the audience to
participate in the story, usually one that heralds the society’s grander days (Lewis 283).
Myths, as stories or images about central events in a community s past. represent “a
society’s view of its own social contract with gods. ancestors, and the order of nature™ (Frve
28), and thus provide a means of identification for members of society during periods of
confusion. uncertainty. or crisis.

In a 1975 study. Waldo Braden suggested that “myth draws upon memory and
imagination. that it results from a collective effort over a considerable period of time. that it
represents an oversimplification of events. persons. and relationships. that its substance is
more emotional than logical. and that it combines both reality and fiction™ (116). In fact. he
emphasized that this co-mingling of fact and fiction and its selective simplification of
events. individuals, and broad concepts are particularly notable features of myth (116: also
Bruner 279). In this regard, he quoted Walter Lippman. who observed that “[w]hat a myth
never contains is the critical power to separate its truth from error™ (115).

Wrapped in narrative form. myth highlights “character and action.” eschewing "a
rational logic that emphasizes connections between problems and solutions™ (Lewis 283).
Thus. myths gain influence more from their retelling rather than their rationality. In fact.
because myths are neither true nor false. but are simply accepted or not. they hold sway over
a society's imagination only so long as they are “accepted without reflection or questioning™
(Braden 121).

According to Braden, myth is particularly potent in difficult times, when people “seek
escape to a simpler existence” (119). Drawing upon Kenneth Burke, he explained that the

common themes of cultural norms. values, and origins provide an effective although
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perhaps complex means of establishing identification or consubstantiality (120-21). The
force of identification is greatest when there is division in society. for without this feeling of
separateness, “there would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity™ (Burke
1950 22). However, myths that are particularly central to a society may not need full
recounting during troubling times in order to invite audience participation and
identification; instead. because the narrative is so fully understood and believed. the rhetor
may only need to allude briefly to mythic times. figures. or values for the audience to
enthymematically complete the process (Braden 121). As Braden suggested. this strength of
myth makes the task of identifying its presence especially difficult for the rhetorical critic.

Because myth relies upon beliefs and values already held within society. it primarily
tends to “confirm. intensify, and amplify™ existing sentiments (Braden 122). This suggests
that myths may have an inherently conservative nature, although Braden only implicitly
reached this conclusion. However, in a critique of the jeremiad in American public address.
that directly relies upon founding myth for its rhetorical power. John Murphy did make this
connection (409-412). Moreover, Murphy suggested that because myth rests upon
widely-accepted traditional values, its activation may represent an attempt by the rhetor to
control social behavior during crises by limiting the breadth of acceptable options under
deliberation to those embodied in myth (412). In a study of Southern rhetoric. T. Harry
Williams concurred. offering that “the myth of a perfect society was a powerful argument
against change. against even considering whether there was any need for change™ (7).

In addition to providing the means by which society can unify and identify with its core
values, Kenneth Burke contended that myth is one level removed from ideology and also

serves a less benign purpose of subtly promoting narrow social and political interests
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disguised as monistic cultural tradition (Burke 1947; 1950 197-208). Thus. myth has a
Janus-like effect of not simply uniting though recollection of common cultural heritage. but
also explaining the past “in order to justify what happens in the present™ (Northrop Frye 28).
As Karlyn Kohrs Campbell suggested in her 1997 critique of President Nixon's
Vietnamization speech. when ideology takes on universal proportions by intertwining with
myth, those who share in the beliefs and world view come to accept it as truth rather than as
an idealized and constructed representation (204). The power of a single unifying creation
myth to support even opposing political ideologies is aptly revealed in Walter Fisher’s
analysis of competing versions of the American Dream in the 1972 Presidential campaign
(1973).

In her research into American frontier myth. Janice Hocker Rushing adopted a
somewhat broader approach to the definition and function of myth. In particular, she
viewed myth as essentially progressive, propelling society forward as it refers to past
greatness or values. According to Rushing. myths need not be the “big™ societal stories
referred to by Doty. nor do they require complete and transparent retelling in order to garner
the desired audience response. Even the slightest reference to highly accepted and
evocative myth can trigger an enthymematic response by a receptive audience. as she
suggested in analyzing Ronald Reagan’s 1983 Star Wars speech (1986). Moreover. like
Fisher. Rushing demonstrated the power of myth to harbor and promulgate diametrically
opposite values. individualism and moralism, within the same basic narrative (1983 16).

In a 1990 essay. Robert Rowland proposed to codify a rather limited interpretation of
both the structure and function of myth in rhetoric (Rowland 1990). In general. he oftered

that myths “provide answers to value-laden questions that cannot be addressed through
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discursive forms™ and that they “transcend ordinary life and provide meaningful grounding
for that which cannot be supported rationally™ (103). In providing “true™ answers to these
issues and crises. Rowland noted that this does not suggest that myths represent historical
accuracy. I[n the context of myth, “true™ narrowly means “accepted™, “treated as true™ by
society (103).

Acknowledging disagreement within the discipline, Rowland suggested that scholars
adopt a perspective that reinforces the relationship between function and structure. In
reviewing the extant literature, he advanced five commonly accepted characteristics of
mythic structure (103-104). First. myths are a narrative or story “which symbolically solve
the problem facing society, provide justification for a social structure. or deal with a
psychological crisis™ (103). not simply images or philosophical reflections. Secoand. main
mythic characters must be of heroic stature. because “only a great hero can conquer evil”
(104). Since myths explain only those great issues that society and individuals cannot solve
on their own. it follows that the greater the crisis. the more heroic the mythic characters.
Third, myths usually take place outside of normal historical time or during a time of great
symbolic significance, taking willing auditors “out of history to solve the problems posed by
history™ (104). Fourth. and relatedly. myths usually occur either outside the normal world
or in a place of great symbolic significance. Drawing upon Burke’s pentadic approach. “the
scenz should fit the act™ (104). Finally, myths rely heavily on archetypal language. “the
most powerful symbols in a society.” that may originate in the individual psvche or from
common human or social experiences (104).

Based upon this analysis, Rowland opined that scholars should be more discerning in

their use of mythic analysis to explain a particular rhetorical act and proposed a hierarchical
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categorization to describe certain social stories. Within this schema, the term “myth” would
be reserved for those accounts providing evidence of all the characteristics noted here.
Those acts not viewed as true by society would be categorized as “folk-tales™, while the
final category of “social narrative™ would encompass all other stories lacking mythic form
(105).

In response. Martha Solomon. Michael Osborn. Barry Brummett. and Janice Hocker
Rushing voiced considerable opposition to Rowland’s views. not only on the basis of his
substantive characterization of myth. but also the proposition that myth can only be defined
in his terms. Suggesting that singular and narrow perspectives are reflective of dogmatism
and intolerance. Solomon argued for greater plurality and warned that monolithic meanings
would unnecessarily stifle rhetorical criticism, thereby limiting our understanding of human
communication (119).

Osbom objected Rowland's narrow categorization on many levels. Citing Rushing’s
work on the Old West and Star Wars. he suggested that an audience need not take seriously a
particular reference in order to believe in the myth behind the reference (123-24). Like
Solomon. he also rejected a narrow categorization that might lead to critical
narrow-mindedness and stagnation in critical approach (124-25). calling for a broader
perspective than Rowland proposed.

Finally, Rushing suggested that Rowland’s approach too closely identifies with the
critic’s needs rather than the audience’s perceptions (1990 137). Because myth can be
viewed as an expression of the unconscious mind. “believability” is not a salient criterion
(139). Moreover, she suggested that some “creative™ myths, instead of leading a culture to

its roots. may point to the future (140). Finally, she challenged the belief that myths provide
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culturally-sanctioned solutions, offering instead that some myths simply reveal problems
(140).

This debate demonstrated the need for open-mindedness and plurality of approaches
with dealing with mythic criticism. Viewed in rhetorical terms. myth can take on not only
many forms but can offer many meanings to the auditor and critic. This veritable
kaleidoscope of function and meaning provides significant challenges and obstacles to the
critic looking for crisp distinctions and stark revelations from mythic text.

The view of myth from the political science perspective is somewhat more homogenous.
According to Murray Edelman. myth is “a particularly relevant form of symbol in the
emergence of mass political movements™ (53). Because myth is potent in fostering group
identification during social crises. it can play a significant role in the development of
national or cultural political groupings (54-56). In fact, he suggested that the telling of
mythic accounts may actually be prompted by periods of great social tension or crisis. when
“[n]etther the enemy nor the benevolent leader in these situations can be viewed as a human
being with complexities, ambivalences. and a potentiality for empathy. They are [instead]
perceived as embodiments of a particular role.” thus allowing or even encouraging
behaviors that would not otherwise be socially acceptable (62).

Here. Edelman pointed to the powerful characteristic of mythic language to create
perception and spur action. Noting that myths provoke significant emotional response. he
observed that “[i]f a few classic themes are surefire vehicles for engaging the emotions of
large numbers of people, leaders will predictably interpret events in these forms. and their
audiences will eagerly cooperate in creating the world in the same configurations™ (77).

Prominent in Edelman’s cataloging of mythic themes is the “outgroup” that is plotting
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destruction and harm. He offered that “[w}hen such a myth is offered . . . anxious people
prove eager to organize their perceptions of the world so as to reinforce the myth. and often
do so with fervor™ (77).

A close corollary to this is the theme of the benevolent leader leading society from
imminent danger. as myths “catalyze uncritical attachment to established leaders. regardless
of the particular policies they pursue™ (78). These myths simplify a tense and
conflict-ridden world. permitting “men to live in a world in which the causes are simple and
neat and the remedies are apparent™ (83). By participating in mythic themes of external
enemies and heroic leaders. individuals “feel reassured by guidance. certainty. and trust™
(83). Such mythic representations may externalize a society's problems and tensions. Thus,
according to Edelman. the confluence of an outside enemy. a benevolent leader promising
victory, and a sacrificing public ““enables people suffering from diverse sources of inner
anxiety to assure each other that the fault is not their own but that of an identifiable enemy”
(80). Significantly. [tjo become attached to this myth is. then. to assume a particular
political identity or role: the uncritical follower™ (80). Edelman observed the close
relationship between anxiety and the invocation of myth: the former conforms the slightest
metaphoric reference into “vivid and intensely held beliefs™ while the latter not only soothes
anxiety but molds society into political action (80).

While the foregoing summary of the leading myth literature highlights greater
agreement than dissension, it underscores two significant aspects. First. each scholarly
discipline lends a slightly different perspective to the matter. From anthropology and
psychology come the cultural and individual significance of myth. respectively. From

rhetorical criticism come key insights in identification, participation, and ideology. Finally,
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political science connects myth with political action and external threat. It seems apparent
that no critical analysis of mythic use can be successful without being informed by all of
these perspectives. Second, the debate surrounding Rowland’s attempt to codify mythic
analysis suggests that no single analysis. even one informed by a multidisciplinary
perspective, can hope to understand fully the workings of myth on society and individuals.
Thus. plurality of perspective not only may be healthy. it is probably absolutely necessary to
understand completely the deepest meaning of any mythic account. From this point. we tumn
to the rhetorical history of America’s founding myth. with particular emphasis on religious

aspects and allusions to the nation’s earliest days.

Myth and Religion in American Politics

The relation between myth, religion. and politics is a complex but central issue in
American political and social life and is a critical nexus of this study. Throughout its
historv. America’s domestic and foreign politics have been imbued with a sense of
universalism that can be traced directly trom the period of the nation’s founding and even
earlier in the Puritan experience. This convergence of politics and religion, wrapped in the
narrative of America’s founding sense of mission, has been exhaustively examined by a
variety of scholars. including historians. communication scholars. and political scientists.
This section focuses on three broad themes. First. it briefly sketches the broad outlines of
America’s founding myth, focusing on the key facets of individualism. community or
moralism, and belief in Divine guidance of mission. Second, it examines the unique and
complicated role of religion in American politics. It begins by tracing the unique origins of

the Puritan polity that purposely commingled religious and political organization and. more
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importantly, social and behavioral norms into a single organic community governed by
moral code. Scholars and observers have suggested that this carly experience, symbolized
by the concept of National Covenant, ushered in religion’s distinctive role in American
politics. It also will examine the observations of Alexis de Tocqueville on the centrality of
religion to American public life and the crucial use of religiously-based myth in framing the
U.S. foreign policy. Finally. the chapter will conclude with a discussion of the effect of

religion on public discourse.

America’s Founding Myth

Given the breadth and depth of America’s mythical origins. and fullv mindful of Burke's
admonition that any mythical recounting is necessarily partisan. this review can at best only
point to major threads popularly associated with “America’s story.” The mythology is
replete with a panoply of heroes and villains, significant and cataclysmic events. Itis a story
of a chosen people delivered to a new Promised Land to work for the salvation of all
mankind. Blessed with a bountiful land. Divine guidance and inspiration, a noble destiny.
and eventually the modern world’s first democracy. there were no limits to opportunity and
greatness. These concepts largely are embedded in founding speeches and documents such
as the Declaration of Independence, so much so that Jay Fliegelman aptly suggested that the
efforts to define this new nation were as much rhetorical as they were political (3). This
explication simply will explore three highly generalized themes, treating them separately
while recognizing they inextricably are intertwined. Following treatment of the widely
accepted belief in the spiritual origins of the United States. it will examine the dialectical

themes of individualism and collectivism.
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The Divine role in America’s formation, nearly universally acknowledged by the
Founding Fathers and embodied in the national motto. “In God We Trust.” can be traced
back to the earliest Puritan rhetoric (Bormann 1985 26-78; Bercovitch 1978 3-61; also
Miller 1953 and 1956). These colonists settled the New World believing God had “sifted
them as choice grain from the chaff of England™ (Bercovitch 4). entering into a covenant
with God to bring salvation to a decaying European society in return for opportunities
afforded them in the new [srael. This special role in world salvation eventually led the
Founding Fathers to. among other things, interject a sense of universality to their social
concepts and at once meld religious belief into the fabric of the emerging secular democratic
government and society. Thus, Jefferson attributed the new society’s “inalienable rights™ of
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as gifts to the Americans from their Creator
(Bellah 6). This belief that "God has led his people to establish a new sort of social order”
(Bellah 8) led to the development of what Robert Bellah termed a “civil religion™ focused
primarily on the founding of the nation. Not meant to supplant Christianity or any other
established church. this civil religion gave secular expression to these strongly held beliefs
in the special purpose of the United States (Bellah 19) and provided society an
institutionalized “collection of beliefs. symbols. and rituals with respect to sacred things™
(Bellah 8). From this perspective. God is activist. working through his chosen people to
foster “order. law, and right” (Bellah 7).

The second theme. individualism or “materialism™ (Fisher 161). while not universal. is
still prevalent. Built upon the Puritan work ethic, it offers opportunity and reward in return
for hard work. promoting “self-reliance. achievement. and success™ (Fisher 161). For the

early European settlers, America promised a new society free of the Old World’s oppressive
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social order, where “work. courage and initiative should not be cheated of their reward™ and
every worker could ““enjoy the fruits of his own labor™ (Brvant xviii). This theme also
represents the revolutionary struggle against oppressive and overbearing government.
championing free enterprise and individual competition. Drawing from its particular roots
in the colonists” religious practices and beliefs, this theme emphasizes individual morality.
character. and action focused at the local (family and community) level to transform
American society to meet its potential and commitments within the covenant.

Finally. the notion of collectivism or “moralism™ (Fisher 161) is best expressed in the
basic founding tenet that “all men are created equal.” reflecting both prevailing religious
beliefs regarding individual worth and a rejection of the European social order largely based
upon birth. Within this conceptual framework. government has a responsibility to secure
and protect equality and the inalienable rights of life, liberty. and the pursuit of happiness.
These beliefs tend to find expression in charity, social tolerance. intellectual investment in
public institutions as guarantors of the greater public welfare, and advocacy of movements
dedicated to expanding and improving access to social and political rights.

As noted earlier. the spiritual or Divine aspect is ubiquitous in any rhetorical recounting
of the Founding Myth. serving to instill a unifying sense of special or higher purpose. The
remaining two concepts. individualism and moralism. generally also are omnipresent but to
lesser and varying degrees depending on the occasion, speaker, or political motivation.
Politically, they tend to exist in general opposition. the former reflecting a conservative
approach to limited national government, emphasis on individual freedom. and insistence on
individual responsibility while the latter. more liberal. philosophy echoes sentiments of

activist national governments correcting social imbalances, emphasizing larger solutions to
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societal ills, and focusing on collective responsibility for fostering individual prosperity

(Fisher 166-168).

Co-mingling Religion and Government: The Puritan Experience

Because the belief in Divine inspiration is central to the American myth. it deserves
extended explication here. The origins of America’s close relationship between politics and
religion can be traced to the Puritans initial 1630 Atlantic crossing to establish the
Massachusetts Bay colony. At that time. aboard the Arbella. colonial founder John
Winthrop rhetorically framed the group’s special mission to establish in the New World a
pure model of church and state co-existence without the impurities and degeneracy currently
embroiling Europe’s sectarian strife (Bercovitch 1978 3-7). In his Modell of Christian
Charity (reprinted in Miller “The American Puritans™ 1956 78-83), Winthrop outlined the
basis of a radically new society chosen by God to prepare the world for the Second Coming.
Harkening back to the Old Testament Hebrews. the Puritans believed their providential
calling involved establishing a ““shining city on a hill™ to serve as a moral beacon of
salvation to a decadent world (Bercovitch 1978 6-9). Connecting the Puritans’ sense of
moral mission to its Old Testament antecedents. scholar Perry Miller has termed the New
England colonial experience an ““errand in the wilderness™ (Miller “Errand™ 1956). For
these Massachusetts colony settlers. this special mission thus was both secular. in terms of
establishing a colonial government and society in New England. and sacred. establishing a
religious practice that would hasten the Biblical prophecies of the coming millennium. For

the purposes of this study, two aspects of the Puritan church-state belief system seem
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particularly poignant: the critical conceptualization of the National Covenant, and the
relationship between the National Covenant and public behavior.

The English Congregationalists who settled the Massachusetts Bay colony believed God
extended two entirely different covenants to His followers. The Covenant of Grace. the
traditional covenant upon which Christianity was founded, was extended to a faithful
individual follower who received God’s sacraments in return for eternal salvation in the
hereafter. A highly personal relationship between God and the believer, the Covenant of
Grace was permanent and irrevocable. Once the individual entered into the covenant.
through participation in the Church sacraments beginning with baptism and followed by
communion. God’s promised salvation was unconditional and not based upon future
behavior on the part of the faithful (Miller 1939 365-397).

In addition to this private individual covenant. however. the Puritans believed God also
entered into “National Covenants™ with select groups who acted as cohesive social and
political entities. So long as the group was publicly visible in the form of a church or nation.
its special relation with God stood apart from its individual members' spiritual salvation.
“As a people they are chosen because by public act they have chosen God. The prerequisite
is not. cannot be, a flawless sanctity of all citizens. but a deliberate dedication of the
community to a communal decision” (Miller 1953 21. emphasis added). Drawn from the
Old Testament example of the Hebrews as God's chosen people, the National Covenant was
distinct from the Covenant of Grace in at least three distinct and salient characteristics.

First and foremost, because the chosen community exists only in this world and does not
pass as a group into the hereafter. the covenant necessarily also is an Earthly phenomenon.

Commitment to God is symbolized not by individual participation in sacraments but in
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collective moral public behavior. Second, because the group cannot receive rewards in
Heaven or punishment in Hell, all recompense occurs on Earth. *Its obedience. in short.
means prosperity. its disobedience means war, epidemic, or ruin™ (Miller 1953 22).
Although wealth and good fortune might by chance come to an uncovenanted community.
the covenanted group was bestowed these blessings by God in return for their Earthly efforts
on His behalf. Finally. even a community once chosen by God could theoretically sink so
low into depravity that this covenant could be withdrawn without jeopardizing individual
members’ Covenants of Grace. If collective public efforts were no longer adequate in the
eyes of God. He might not only punish the group through temporary calamity but also could
permanently return them to wandering through the wilderness without the benefits of His
blessings.

It was to establish this National Covenant. a voluntary congregation of both believer and
nonbeliever individuals dedicated to moral public behavior in return for God’s Earthly
blessings of wealth. peace and prosperity. that the Puritans arrived at Massachusetts Bay to
build their “shining city on the hill.” Although they originally planned to return to England
with their perfected spiritual and political model. the Restoration of Charles il and return to
prominence of the Anglican Church in 1660 forced a reformulation of their plans
(Bercovitch 1978 68). Thereafter. the New England colonies themselves became an outpost
of spiritual salvation and morality, increasingly disassociated from the depravities of the Old
World. In a very real sense, then. the religious National Covenant quickly became the
colony’s political basis.

The second significant influence of the Puritan experience on American views of church

and state is the centrality of moral public behavior in the maintenance of the National
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Covenant. Because the National Covenant was both a religious statement and a means of
structuring and evaluating the quality of social and political life, the church reluctantly came
to share its traditional role as arbiter of moral public behavior with local colonial
government. For the colony’s founding generation. the large majority of whom were full
members of the church. this merging of religion and governance was a natural occurrence
(Miller 1953 68). To this devout group. moral secular government was at once public proof
of their adherence to the National Covenant and at the same time a primary means of future
progress toward a perfect moral society. Political and religious debate were seen as two
lanes of the same road. inseparable by any significant measure. Therefore. the voice of the
church was preeminent in secular political matters and was at times indistirguishable from
the voice of local government. This environment. then. established in the New World not
only the deep belief of special national purpose but also the mechanism of moral public
behavior (arbitrated by the church) as the explicit means of demonstrating and retaining the
national covenant. The purely secular outcome of this coalescence was. of course. God's
continuing blessing in the form of collective peace and prosperity.

However. by the second generation in the mid-17th century, New England society
changed in ways that significantly altered the tight convergence of religious and political
outlooks. Economic prosperity of the New World in general and the New England colonies
in particular resulted in a series of social. political. and economic changes that first
threatened and later disrupted the homogenous religious-political perspective of the
founding Puritans (see Miller 1953. pp. 27-67 for an extended discussion of these
developments). While the founding generation represented a nearly united world view and

participated almost exclusively in subsistence farming and local commercial activities,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



2

n

economic prosperity soon attracted a large influx of mostly middle class entrepreneurs both
from other colonies and from England. At first a marginal presence within the Puritan
congregational community, this new group accumulated significant economic and political
influence by the mid-1600s.

This increasing heterogeneity of the Massachusetts Bay colony significantly impacted
the role of the Congregationalist church in secular politics and ultimately dissolved the
symbiotic relationship between church and government. Because these newcomers
generally did not share the Puritans’ religious views. they were less likely to share the belief
in the National Covenant or that moral public behavior could vield material prosperity.
Driven either by other sectarian beliefs or more purely economic motives, this burgeoning
middle class quickly entered local politics and soon threatened the Puritan church’s
authority as the source of the community’s world view (Miller 1953 130-146; also
Bercovitch 1978 17-19).

As this trend continued. the church found itself transformed from the sole authority on
social, moral. and political issues to one of a growing number of competing interests. For
many theological reasons (see Miller 1953 82-146), the Puritan congregation could not
grow at the same pace as the larger population and still maintain its spiritual purity. Far
from abandoning the concept of a political (national) entity chosen by God. these believers
continued to live their secular lives in a manner that preserved the National Covenant.
However. because the National Covenant depended upon the moral behavior of the entire
polity to receive God's secular blessings, the Puritans soon found themselves in the position
of persuading individuals outside the congregation of the importance of public moral

behavior. Convening a Synod in 1679, Church elders led by Increase Mather constructed an
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official list of immoral and sinful behaviors, largely rooted in pride and self-interest. that
currently threatened the future of the National Covenant (Miller 1953 33-35). The
catalogue included activities such as heresy; swearing and sleeping during sermons;
Sabbath-breaking; decay of family discipline; increase in “angry passions™ as indicated in
the growing number of lawsuits: increase in illicit sex and alcohol consumption: the
growing prevalence of lying: and finally. ““inordinate affection unto the world™ or
materialism (Miller 1953 36).

This list of immoral behaviors was highly publicized within the Puritan churches and the
general public. However. because the larger population did not share these core religious
beliefs and thus inherently adhere to the strictures of the National Covenant. the force of
moral suasion was not as successful as it had been on the congregation’s faithful. To
overcome this growing diversity of opinion and resulting decrease in the church’s authority
on matters of worldly morality. Puritan elders lobbied the colonial assembly to legislate
these behaviors (Miller 1953, pp. 174-75). an effort that yielded uneven results. As an
alternative. church leaders increasingly turned to the rhetorical form of the Jeremiad to
make their case for continuing the national covenant.

The Amenican Jeremiad is a distinctive rhetorical form that has manifested itself in
public address throughout America's history. It is rooted in the Puritan National Covenant
and the fervent belief in being chosen by God to create a moral society not only for its own
sake but for the salvation of all mankind. While the particular rhetorical form of the
Jeremiad is not central to this particular study. its recurring theme reflects the enduring
potency of the underlying world view throughout American history. Its occurrences have

been unevenly analyzed, with exhaustive attention paid to its 17th century origins and
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evolution through the mid-19th century, but far less attention devoted to its more
contemporaneous forms and occurrences (see Bercovitch: Miller 1939, 1953; Bormann:
Howard-Pitney).

Maintenance of the National Covenant and normative public behavior constituted the
fundamental core of the jeremiadic form (Bercovitch 34-45; Miller 1953 27-39: Bormann
1985 27. 38-39). Although the basis of what constitutes the National Covenant has evolved
from this Old Testament perspective into what Robert Bellah (1967) termed America's “civil
religion.” the nearly exclusive focus of the jeremiad has been declension of society away
from the covenant's normative behavior and the prospect of future redemption or relief from
calamity if society rededicates itself to the appropriate public behavior. In its most basic
form. this rhetorical form tirst lamented the calamities that had befallen society. then
catalogued the specific societal behaviors that have caused the onset of these calamities. and
finally held out the hope of future prosperity and progress if behavior is realigned with the

ideals of the covenant.

Tocqueville on Religion in America
Visiting America in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville cogently recognized the beneficial
influence of religion on many fundamental aspects of American society but warned of the
dangers of intrusion of religion into politics. Significantly. Tocqueville pointed to the
Puritan experience as the fundamental basis for understanding America (Tocqueville 28-29).
tracing their early efforts to use politics to support their religious beliefs and the reversal of

this relationship by the time of his visit.
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As Tocqueville viewed it, the New England colonies were founded not by seekers of
fame and wealth but by intellectually-inspired Englishmen seeking religious freedom and
new religious-political order, describing Puritanism as containing aspects of “'the most
absolute democratic and republican theories™ in addition to austere religious principles (32).
The New England colonists took extraordinary efforts to legislate behavior based upon their
particular religious beliefs. “above all preoccupied with the care of maintaining moral order
and good mores in society . . . there is almost no sin that does not fall subject to the censure
of the magistrate™ (38). He wrote favorably regarding the unique relationship between the
“spirit of religion™ and the “spirit of freedom™ that were antagonistic trends in Europe but
came to reinforce each other in colonial America (43). Tocqueville considered there to be a
great affinity between religion and political opinion (274). He saw harmony between
Christianity as practiced in America and democratic. republican political processes. so much
so that he considered religion’s influence on social mores to be one of three primary factors
supporting the maintenance of the American political system (265. 278. 405). In fact. he
suggested that religion was the “first of their political institutions™ because it facilitated the
practice of freedom through its moderating influence (280). Specifically, he suggested that
religious belief was essential in a republic because as political strictures are loosened.
citizens’ moral bonds must be strengthened (282, 419). So strong is this relationship that
Tocqueville contended that Americans consider them to be nearly identical, “almost
impossible to . . . conceive of the one without the other” (280-81). However. while
Tocqueville wrote admiringly about this New England colonial preeminence of religious

belief in public life, he was not totally convinced of its long-term benefits. While he
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observed that religion played a profound and beneficial role in developing social mores. he

warned against the intrusion of religious belief and practice into the political process.

Myth in the Rhetorical Construction of U.S. Foreign Policy

Political scientist John Spanier. in the introduction to his text on U.S. foreign policy
(1971), argued that the historic influence of geographic isolation and economic abundance
resulted in America’s inability to relate to international relations in a pragmatic political
manner. This has resulted in a largely isolationist foreign policy in which “the United States
rarely initiates policy; the stimuli that are responsible for the formulation of foreign policy
come from beyond America’s borders™ (Spanier 17). 1n order to overcome a cultural
aversion to international conflict. war “can only be justified by presuming noble purposes
and completely destroying the immoral enemy who threatens the integrity. if not the
existence, of these principles™ (17). Because war is engaged for universal moral purpose. it
thus becomes an all-consuming phenomenon. Compromise or accommodation with
“immoral” adversaries would constitute a violation of principle ( 18-19), whereas “war
allows us to destroy our evil opponent, while permitting us to keep our moral mission intact
and unsullied by any compromises which could infect our purity™ (19).

Concurring with Spanier, Philip Wander suggested that the invocation of “prophetic
dualism.” the belief that the world is divided into two camps of Good and Evil. is central to
the development of post World War I U.S. foreign policy and its domestic support
(342-344). Relating this phenomenon directly to Puritan rhetoric. Wander observed that
prophetic dualism involves “religious faith, the faith of our fathers, the ideals of freedom,

individuality, a militant God, and the existence of evil in the world™ (344). He further
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suggested that this mythic invocation is best suited and most influential “in moments of
confusion, terror, or terrible disappointment™ (344). Because its acceptance requires
suspension of disbelief and reason. the appeal to America’s myth “dampens public debate.”
for who can “argue with God's will when it is clearly expressed?” (344).

Wander also noted that prophetic dualism. because it rhetorically constructs a world of
Good and Evil with no middle ground. requires “overwhelming support™. cessation of
public debate, and total dependence on existing political authority from a believing audience
(345). Because this particular myth relies centrally on the belief of the Puritan mission. its
prominence in public discourse not only quells deliberation or debate. but also raises the act
of prayer and supplication to political significance (346).

Finally, Wander argued that reliance on the Founding myth has the pragmatic ettect of
tapping into a largely conservative and traditional segment of the American population. At
the same time as it is cementing political consensus among adherents. the myth. because it
relies on authoritative and unquestioned authority. at once robs any opposition of discursive
language. He found both phenomena disturbing. since they replace ideology and policy
with images, current reality with the past. and public debate with unquestioning (and
unquestionable) silence (357).

In the construction and resurrection of the Cold War. we discern the nearly limitless
power of mythical recounting to unite a nation toward a single purpose. In the case of
America, that uniting myth is clearly related to Americans” view of their mission to bring
Good to the world. In examining the rhetorical roots of the Cold War, Lynn Hinds and
Theodore Windt, Jr., documented the Truman administration’s early difficulty in developing

a coherent foreign policy toward the Soviet Union and its reliance on the nation’s existing
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“rhetorical stockpile™ of images and description (31-87). They pointed to Churchill’s
March, 1946. “Iron Curtain™ speech as the beginning of a moral construction of the U.S. as
“Good™ and the Soviet Union as “Evil™ (89-123). a development the authors suggest was
critical to garnering national and international support for future policies. In describing the
world as bipolar. Churchill urged his American audience to resume the Puritan mission to
bring about world salvation. a mission still fresh in the minds of post-war America.

By constructing his speech in epideictic rather than deliberative terms. Churchill was
able to invoke mythic images that superseded and circumvented public discourse. Once this
mythic account of the current situation is publicly accepted. “it creates the reality of those
events” (Hinds and Windt 101). As the authors proceed to demonstrate. this overarching
world view not only takes on a life of its own. but soon subsumes all other issues and
policies within its uncritical umbrella. The Cold War experience vividly bears witness to
this power. as it successively colored Americans” views on international relations (e.g..
Korean and Vietnam Wars. Greece-Turkey conflict), domestic patriotism and the
entertainment industry (McCarthy hearings). scientific and technological development
(Space Race). and ultimately the strategic arms race. So potent was this imagery that it
could be enthymematically resurrected in the mid-1980s by President Reagan. who

reoriented his entire administration to force the collapse of the Evil Empire.”

Religion in American Political Discourse
There is considerable disagreement concemning the appropriateness and effects of
introducing religious rhetoric into political discourse. Stephen Carter argued that. because

religions are independent and autonomous, they not only have a place in democratic
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political deliberations but should be able to participate even on the basis of their relatively
intolerant beliefs (30-34). Agreeing with Jefferson and Tocqueville that the strength of
America’s religious establishment comes from its independence from the state (38-39),
Carter asserted that this independent force. even if it represents an unpopular minority. is an
essential bulwark against tyranny of the majority following more popular {but socially
destructive) beliefs. Rather than directly allying with the state. Carter instead proposed that
religious interests. both institutional and individual. assert their beliefs in the public arena
where these mores can compete in open debate with other religious and secular convictions.

While warning of the dangers of religion being used in politics. Carter also pointed to
the civil rights movement to demonstrate how religious individuals and groups can weigh in
on secuiar matters with sufficient moral force to foster positive social change. Citing not
only the very public religious rhetoric of Martin Luther King, Jr. (227-28) and Jesse Jackson
(59). but also the 1953 threat of excommunication by the Catholic Archbishop of New
Orleans against any Louisiana lawmaker who supported segregation legislation (64). Carter
suggested this as 2 useful model for how religious morality can play an independent role in
American politics.

On the other hand. Ted Jelen argued that religion tends to undermine democratic
principles and practices. while religious involvement in the political arena also has potential
negative consequences for religion in general (1998). Instead. he advocated a position that
generally discourages the introduction of religious values into public discourse by broadly

interpreting the Establishment clause, while at the same time significantly curtailing the

constitutional protection of such expression under the Free Expression clause (9). He

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



[P
(V8]

arrived at this judgment, not on constitutional grounds. but through a series of ethical
arguments.

First. Jelen suggested that judgments regarding social policy. in order to compete
legitimately in the court of public opinion. require warrants or justifications that can be
understood (though not necessarily agreed upon) by all participants in the debate, a
characteristic he termed “public accessibility™ (15-19). In particular. these justifications
must be comprehensible to those who do not share the same moral vocabulary:

In order to engage in such a conversation or dialogue. one must attempt to
find common premises on which one might base persuasion or agreement.
To do otherwise is simply to assert the superiority of one’s position and
perspective, and such a strategy is incompatible with notions of democracy
as self government (17).

While some scholars have suggested that America’s shared religious beliefs make
religious justifications among the most publicly accessible, Jelen argued that no such
consensus exists among Americans and that justifications based upon these grounds. when
used in the public policy arena, are more likely to cause contention than agreement (21-22).
Not only is there considerable diversity among America’s religious community. but more
significantly. religious justifications must literally be accepted as a matter of faith and are
not susceptible to independent objective verification.

Second. religious values are incompatible with public policy debate because they are
based upon uncompromising principles. If a particular viewpoint cannot be shared with
debate opponents and a middle ground cannot be found that satisties all parties to the

debate. the policy issue becomes polarized and postponed. Citing a “quite impressive” body
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of research correlating religious values with intolerance and incivility, Jelen suggested that
this problem is not limited to fundamentalist or evangelical religious groups or simply to
questions of constitutional free expression (29-31). Because religious values related to such
choices are at times grounded in perceived infallible religious documents or principles.
adherents cannot compromise these positions in the public policy arena without a
concomitant diminution of their value system. Conversely. political disagreements settled
on the basis of uncompromising value systems (religious or non-religious) may provide
short-term policy victories but serve over the longer term to weaken the very fundamental
process of building majority public opinion.

Finally, Jelen argued that participation in secular political policy may undermine
religious belief and practice (33-40). specifically warning of two potential adverse etfects.
First. the close association of religious practice and symbology with secular policy will tend
to weaken the meaning of those practices among the faithful as they increasingly encounter
them in non-religious settings. Moreover. as those values become associated with group
(societal) behavior instead of individual commitment and faith. it will weaken the latter's
critical role in maintaining religious institutions over time. He took exception with the
concept of Americans being a “chosen people.” because it relieves individuals of their
individual religious obligations.

Jelen’s second waming regarded America’s significant religious diversity. Even ifa
particular religious value system held sway in a specific policy debate. it is likely to run
afoul of divergent religious opinions each with their own set of perceived infallible values.

[n this environment, religious belief not only confronts secular. non-religious value systems
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but also runs the risk of sectarian debate within the religious community itself or (less

likely) the domination of one particular set of religious values over all others.’

Mary Seegers took issue with her co-author. Ted Jelen, by advocating that religion has a
prominent. beneficial. and perhaps even necessary role in American political life. In
making this assertion. she admitted there have been historical occasions when religious
adherents have been intolerant of others™ views, but suggested that this is outweighed by
religion’s role as one of America’s most prevalent voluntary associations. its role as a source
of charitable morality. and its ability to bring otherwise politically inactive citizens into
public life (Seegers 54-55).

Arguing that the American historical experience of separation of church and state really

only translates into institutional separation. Seegers concurred with Tocqueville and Carter

that religious belief is an essential characteristic of American democracy (75-77).* Far from
being detrimental to the democratic process. Seegers believed religion enhances democracy
by: (1) broadening political participation; (2) promoting citizenship and civic skills; and

(3) transmitting moral values (80). Therefore. adherents should continue to bring their

3. Even with these reservations, however, Jelen did not propose that religious values be
entirely banned from public discourse. Individuals who take their deepest values from
religious constructs do have an equal right, and even obligation, to participate in socially
significant public discourse (Jelen 40-41). They simply need to take care in making their
judgments clearly understood, relying upon comparable publicly accessible secular value
systems and justifications whenever possible and offering religious warrants for their policy
positions only when necessary.

4. In a significant caveat, however, Seegers concedes that research indicating a high
level of religious belief does not correlate directly to corresponding high levels of moral
behavior. This suggests that although Americans value some type of religious belief system,
they do not necessarily “practice what they preach™ (Seegers 78-79).
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religious values to the public square despite the potentially divisive outcomes suggested by
Jelen.

Countering Jelen’s assertion that no moral consensus exists based upon religiosity,
Seegers pointed to survey data suggesting that a broad majority of Americans indicate that
religion holds some importance in their lives (78-79). In this regard. she tended to concur
with Tocqueville's observations that “[a]ll differ in the worship one must render to the
Creator. but all agree on the duties of men toward one another...all sects preach the same
morality in the name of God™ (Tocqueville 278). Given the breadth. if not the depth of this
common moral outlook. Seegers contended that American democratic discourse would be
significantly diminished if this value system was to be arbitrarily dismissed.

Regarding Jelen's observation that religious believers are inherently intolerant of
opposing viewpoints. Seegers pointed to an equally strong tradition of Christian charity and

tolerance. rooted in both theology and philosophy. from which current adherents can draw.

Conclusion

As the preceding survey of literature demonstrates, myth is a polymorphous. powerful.
and important rhetorical device exhibiting a variety of functions at many levels. The ideal
myth serves the needs of individual and society, rhetor and audience, by at least providing
meaning and identity to situation. Creation myths. such as the one recounted above. are
ubiquitous in human society and are particularly value-laden narratives that can not only
provide order and stability but also explain society’s place in the world. However.
invocation of myth also can lead to less benign consequences. The explication of America’s

founding myth, and its reappearance throughout the past three centuries, provides evidence
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of both the positive and negative aspects of mythic narrative in social and political rhetoric.
Finally. this body of extant literature provides the basis from which to develop a theoretical
framework for analysis of George W. Bush's discourse, a task that will be undertaken in the

following chapter.
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CHAPTER 3

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

This chapter proposes a theoretical framework from which not only to analyze but. more
importantly, evaluate the use of America’s founding myth within the context of President
George W. Bush'’s three major speeches of 2001. The primary focus of this chapter is the
exegesis of the Janus-faced nature of mythic narrative in political discourse. its potential to
unite and propel society forward along a conservative trajectory while disguising partisan
ideology. abridging public discourse. and limiting the alternatives through which social
progress is pursued. Finally. it offers criteria to evaluate the mythic narrative itself and the
motivation of the rhetor. This perspective takes as its basis. and expands. Edwin Black's
approach to rhetorical criticism offered as an "alternate frame of reference™ in his 1963
critique of the neo-Aristotelian method (1978 [reprint] 132-137).

Black's approach assumes a limited. although unspecified, number of rhetorical
situations and a corresponding limited number of rhetorical responses to any particular
situation (1978 133). Working from these assumptions. Black suggests that rhetorical
“transactions,” as he terms them, might be analyzed according to three highly interrelated
factors: situation. rhetorical strategy. and effects (1978 134). By situation. Black means the
extralinguistic factors affecting both the rhetor and audience. including not merely the

“historical™ situation but also the audience’s predisposition toward both rhetor and topic and
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any other factor that might influence either the rhetorical act or the audience response to that
act (1978 133). “Rhetorical strategy™ is Black’s term for the rhetor’s response to the
situation. specifically the “character of the discourse™ interpreted through close textual
analysis (1978 134). The final factor in Black’s rhetorical transaction is “effects™ (1978
134). although from his preceding criticism of neo-Aristotelian criticism we must deduce
that he meant something quite different and much broader than the neo-Aristotelian concept
of “effectiveness™.

To Black's three transactional factors. I add “audience™ as a critical element in
understanding and finally evaluating a rhetorical act. Although audience certainly is
implied in Black’s conception of both situation and effects. it sufficiently important to the
evaluative process of this particular analysis to warrant additional attention and explication.
However. here we turn away from the physical audience directly participating in Black’s
rhetorical transaction to search instead for what he designated in an later essay the implied
audience or “second persona” (Black 1970). During the course of close textual analysis.
Black argued. the discerning critic can discover the rhetor’s notion of the idealized audience.
therein also unveiling the all-important ideology shaping the identity of the second persona
(Black 1970 111-112).

In the following pages. I outline the details of this approach to analyzing President
Bush’s three major speeches of 2001. Although this discussion generally is organized along
the lines of Black’s three transactional factors. we must heed his admonition that rhetorical
transactions are unfolding and dynamic processes and that, although the three factors can be
segregrated in the abstract, in reality or practice they inextricably form a Gordian knot that

defies separation (1978 135-136).
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Myth and Situation

Careful examination of the dynamic between mythic rhetoric and situation is a critical
first step. Lloyd Bitzer (1968) put the rhetorical situation at the center of critical analysis.
going so far as to assert that “rhetorical discourse comes into existence as a response to a
situation. in the same sense that an answer comes into existence as a response to a question™
(3). A rhetorical situation is one that a fitting rhetorical response is capable of altering.
Under such conditions. a rhetorical response participates. gives meaning to. and many times

completes the situation (10-12).

However, Bitzer’s approach to rhetorical situation does not fully explain why myth is
invoked in some situations and not in others. Nor does it correspond to Blacks allowance
for a variety, albeit perhaps limited. of rhetorical responses to a given situation. Moreover.
the Bitzerian approach does not allow for a measure of responsibility or motive to be
assigned to the rhetor. In Scott Consigny s view. the rhetorical situation is unordered and
indeterminate. forcing the rhetor to “find strategies for shaping the indeterminancies™ (1974
177). Thus. the rhetorical situation does not call forth a particular response as Bitzer
suggested. but rather invites the rhetor to participate in the disclosure or formulation of the
exigence (179-181). For Consigny. then, rhetoric is an art wherein the rhetor is “able to
structure novel and indeterminate situations such that fruitful issues "emerge” from each.™ a

universal capacity that the rhetor can apply to a variety of rhetorical situations (179-180).

Because myth is inherently nondiscursive narrative. it may have a natural affinity for
certain epideictic situations. Myth has power in epideictic speech because. first and
foremost, it is a vessel carrying the shared community, heritage, and values suggested by

Celeste Condit (1985), thus transporting the speaker and auditor to consubstantiality or
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shared identity (Burke 1950 20-22) that is a fundamental goal of epideictic speech. To

adequately explain the many functions of epideictic speech, Condit suggested examining a
particular speech according to “its tendency to serve three functional
pairs--definition/understanding, display/entertainment. and shaping/sharing of community™
(288). where the first term of each pair represents the speaker’s interests and the second term
suggests the function served for the audience.

The prominence of “definition/understanding ™ is extant in rhetorical efforts to “explain a
social world™ that is “confusing or troubling™ (Condit 288). By interpreting the world in
terms with which the audience can identify. the speaker at once comforts the audience while
simultaneously gaining audience acquiescence or legitimization of himself or herself in the
role of “definer.” In the case of political, and particularly presidential. rhetoric. the
functions of ““display/entertainment™ take on a specific meaning. By being “on display,” the
president must appear to be “Presidential.” that is, take on the persona of statesman and
uniter. In occasions of great chaos. confusion, or uncertainty. the audience not only desires
or expects this display. but actually requires it as a means of transcending the situation. The
complementary function of “shaping/sharing community™ is evidenced in the speaker’s
invitation to the audience to identify with specific values. symbols. and messages contained
in the speech (Condit 288; also. Burke 1969 19-22). Through epideictic oration. “the
community renews its conception of itself and of what is good by explaining what it has
previously held to be good and by working through the relationships of those past values

and beliefs to new situations” (Condit 289).

Myths may be called torth in certain situations of great societal confusion and

uncertainty because they interpret the universe and convey society's special meaning.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



42

cultural traditions, and moral values (Doty 1986 11). Doty observed that myths supply
meaning to a culture (20) and confer both cultural and political values (11). They explain
“why the world is and why we do as we do” (Wellek and Warren 119), representing
“society's view of its own social contract with gods, ancestors. and the order of nature™
(Northrop Frye 28).

In fully explicating the complex role of situation in the rhetorical transaction. the critic
first should attend to the primary physical conditions forming Bitzer's exigence. However,
a complete understanding of situation cannot possibly come from a simple recounting of the
historical factors leading up to the rhetorical response. so we must broaden this factor on
several fronts. First, the Bitzerian situation only takes into account the perceptions of the
rhetor. Since myth initially works on the level of Burkean identification. it seems
imminently reasonable to inquire regarding the audience’s perception of the situation.
Identification works best when the auditor is searching for unity or sense of group. so
limiting our inquiry to the rhetor’s perspective would mean missing the audience’s
receptivity to messages of unity and identification.

Second. we must expand our inquiry bevond the immediate situational boundaries. [f
indeed there is a relatively limited number of responses to any given situation. it seems once
again reasonable to look for tokens of these possible responses within a culture’s rhetorical
past. Hinds and Windt (1991) described America's “rhetorical stockpile™ as a repository for
common, familiar, and acceptable rhetorical responses to the emerging Soviet security threat
of the early 1950s, while Phillip Wander (1984) noted the recurring themes of “prophetic
dualism” in American foreign policy rhetoric. Moreover. as I will note later in this chapter.

rhetorical acts. particularly those laden with myth, are not only considered responses to
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situational exigence, but should also be understood as participating in the shaping of future
rhetorical situations.

Thus. it seems the dynamic between situation and myth in public discourse is complex
and rich, making it particularly fertile ground for the rhetorical scholar. Myth seems to be
especially suited for epideictic situations imbued with crisis and confusion. wherein the
audience is particularly susceptible to the narrative's images of unity. purpose. and cultural

meaning.

Myth as Rhetorical Strategy

The critical perspective offered here presumes myth to be central to society s shared
values. Doty's “big story™ (1986 8). and believed by a substantial portion of society. It may
not be suitable for understanding unbelieved or peripheral myths. although that remains to
be discovered through future research. Once the relationship between situation and myth is
fully explicated, the next step is to extract from the text a full accounting of mythic themes.
sub-themes. and images (Braden 124). As nondiscursive narrative, myths rely upon “grand
stories.” heroes. metaphors. symbols. and images (Doty 1986 11: Joseph Campbell 1986
L1). Here. the critic should be attuned to not only the basic narrative. but also to
contemporaneous interpretations or regional variations that may affect how the audience
engages that narrative.

Once the narrative and imagery are explicated fully. evidence of rhetorical attempts to
strengthen cultural identification is the next step (Braden 124). The view of myth as a
unifying agency finds nearly universal support in the literature. Both William Doty (13) and

Joseph Campbell (1997 4, 163) reflected on the close relationship between public and
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individual needs, with the former casting myth as “socializations of private dreams™ (Doty
13). Waldo Braden concurred with Burke that myth provides an ideal message of
identification. one which is particularly powerful during crisis or societal confusion, when
people “seek escape to a simpler existence™ (Braden 119). Murray Edelman and Phillip
Wander also point to the potency of myth in fostering group identification during social
crises, positing that the invocation of mythic accounts may be prompted by periods of social
uncertainty or tension (Edelman 55-57. Wander 344).

Thus, the texts will be examined for evidence of identification strategies and
inducements to consubstantiality. In its most basic sense. identification is itself a rhetorical
transaction in which the rhetor attempts to induce the auditors to see that their interests.
beliefs. and values are mutual (Burke 1950 20-21). Kenneth Burke suggested that
identification is necessary to groups as a method of developing cohesion: simultaneously, it
is important to individuals by promoting a sense of belonging and congregation (1950
20-22).

Here, Burke provides no clear guidance regarding the specifics of such identification
strategies. However, the work of George Cheney in organizational identification may
provide a useful point of departure. Building upon Burke's writings, Cheney proposed three
specific identification strategies to be used in the study of organizational communication

(Cheney 148): (1) Common ground technique, wherein the “the rhetor equates or links

himself or herself with others in an overt manner™; (2) [dentification through antithesis.

which is the act of uniting against a common outside entity, enemy. or foe: and (3) assumed

or transcendent “we”, subtly using collective pronouns to suggest commonality of interest

(148). In later research, James DiSanza and Connie Bullis. detected a fourth identification
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strategy. the use of unifying svmbols (351). Taken together, these four inducement

strategies form the basis for applying Burke's theories to the analysis of these texts.

The next step is to deterrate the hidden layers of ideology buried beneath the mythic
narrative. Burke suggested that myth is imagery of ideology. stripped of its deliberative and
rational argument and, thus. motive. Evidence of its motive is masked and therefore not
readily available for critical analysis (1950 198). making it ideally suited to epideictic
occasions. In 4 Rhetoric of Motives. he demonstrated the process of reducing myth to an
Ultimate term devoid of motive through Platonic dialogue. leading to a set of

generalizations transcending “the bias of the competing rhetorical partisans™ culminating in

an Ultimate myth which is a “pure idea” (1950 200). In doing so. Burke implicitly invites
the opposite journey in which one can unveil ideology trom within mythical imagery. thus
exposing it and its partisan motivation to critical rational deliberation and analysis.

Here. we return again to the text, analyzing the mythic narrative, including major actors
and key symbols, for their ideological significance. Admittedly interpretive and subjective,
this analysis heavily relies upon an understanding of cultural history. the underlying uses of
myth in political communication. and rhetor motive. This process not only promotes
reasoned public discourse but also helps us understand the larger relationship between myth.

ideology. and partisan politics.

1. Burke does not necessarily approve of this process of abstraction, calling it
“scientifically questionable™ because it actually substitutes one level of motivation (beyond
ideas) for the existing level of motivation extant in the ideology itself.
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Effects of Myth

Having fully explicated the rhetorical situation and strategy. we naturally inquire
regarding the effects. closing in on the final factor of Black's rhetorical transaction. Here.
there is good reason to reject the traditional neo-Aristotelian approach (Wichelns 1972) that
would limit our investigation to the “effectiveness” of the rhetorical response. As outlined
above. myth is a complex rhetorical strategy composed of both unifying images and latent
ideology. Such complexity in form necessarily leads to polymorphous and perhaps even
contradictory consequences. Many effects of mythic rhetoric may not even be fully
understood by the rhetor. while others may be wholly unintended. In fact. these
misunderstood or unintended effects ultimately may be far more enlightening to rhetorical
scholars.

[t would appear that mythic rhetoric operates to produce opposing sets of eftects that
co-exist in dialectic opposition. First. the rhetorical strategy acts as a means of gaining
audience identification with the rhetor and their mutually shared cultural heritage and
values, at the same time propelling society forward along a conservative trajectory.
However, myth also acts as “a conservative breaking force™ on society (Frye 28). as it limits
the scope of future political discourse. precludes rational discursive deliberation. promotes
latent ideology in the form of non-discursive imagery. and invites the rhetorical construction
of an “other™ group.

Identification becomes most important during situations when there is great cultural
division, when group cohesion is lacking. or when there is confusion regarding social
identity. Burke declared that without these circumstances. “there would be no need tor the

rhetorician to proclaim their unity™ (1950 22). While myth’s main function is to call upon
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existing beliefs and attitudes, Waldo Braden suggests that it acts “like a blank check into
which the listener may fill in any meaning or feeling that he abstracts from what is pleasant
while he ignores or forgets what is disturbing™ (Braden 122). Thus it is that in some
epideictic situations. when the audience expects. needs. and uncritically accepts.
reassurances of unity and social meaning. myth is a powerful means of delivering familiar
and reassuring messages of cultural purpose. values. and mission. Whereas earlier I
discussed identification from the perspective of its use as a rhetorical strategy. here it is
examined from the contextual evidence of its effectiveness in drawing the audience together.
Physical and communicative evidence of societal unity can provide a solid understanding
here.

Once it has unified the audience, myth then serves to “carry the human spirit forward™
(Joseph Campbell 1968 11). moving beyond simple identification or sharing of interests to
giving the audience “"a sense of actual participation” (Joseph Campbell 1986 12). Thus.
powerful myths. particularly in Western society, induce the audience to re-enact the mythic
virtues and values in their own lives, “reorientation of the human spirit--pitching it forward
along the way of time, summoning man to an assumption of responsibility for the reform of
the universe in God’s name™ (Joseph Campbell 1997 14). Thus. myths call the audience to
action in the name of shared cultural values. Here again. evidence of this phenomenon can
be deduced from the contextual record in the aftermath of a particular rhetorical transaction
employing mythic narrative. While direct causal associations are troublesome. we can
suggest the linkage from enthymematic slogans and symbols raised to justify ensuing

societal activities.
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It is precisely this uncritical and unquestioning acceptance and identification,
particularly when the audience has gathered to hear a message of shared unity in troubled or
confusing times, that gives myth its dialectic nature in rhetorical invention. There is ample
reason to believe that the appeal to myth during such situations may have other. less
beneficial. effects. Even as myths propel society forward to future progress, they do so only
within the confines of traditional values. norms. and solutions. acting inherently as
conservative agencies (Williams 1961: Braden 1975: Bercovitch 1978: Murphy 1990).
Murphy has suggested that the activation of myth may actually represent an attempt by the
rhetor to control social behavior during crises by limiting the breadth of acceptable options
under deliberation (1990 412).

Moreover. at a time of national crisis or confusion when society most needs serious open
public discourse, the dominance of certain mythic narratives may actually curtail public
debate because of their basis in unquestionable religious authority. Myths not only are
called forth as one of perhaps many available responses to exigence. but certain powerful
and widely accepted mythic narratives, particularly those in which religious elements play a
critical role. may influence the entire course of subsequent public discourse. Phillip Wander
notes that “prophetic dualism.” because it rhetorically constructs a world of Good and Evil
with no middle ground. requires “overwhelming support™ and cessation of public debate
(1984 345). Heavily relying upon the belief of the Puritan mission. its prominence in public
discourse quells deliberation or debate because it is based upon authoritative and
unquestioned authority. [t also robs any opposition of discursive language (Wander 346) as
it replaces ideology and policy with images, current reality with the past, and public debate

with unquestioning (and unquestionable) silence (Wander 357). Lynn Hinds and Theodore

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



49

Windt. Jr.. also document the effects of developing a Cold War rhetoric based upon
America’s sense of Puritan mission and archetypal images of Good and Evil. which
eventually precluded all other discussions of the nation’s relationship with the Soviet Union
(1991 31-87).

From a different theoretical perspective, political scientist Ted Jelen offers two
additional reasons that may explain this phenomenon. First. because these rhetorical
constructs largely are based upon religious beliefs. either latent or explicit. they do not offer
warrants or justifications that are fully understood by all participants in public debate (Jelen
15-19). These religious or moral justifications literally must be accepted as a matter of faith.
Because they are not susceptible to independent objective verification, they are inherently
“undebatable™ as the basis for public policy (Jelen 21-22). Second. because these religious
beliefs are based upon uncompromising principles and are accepted as authoritative, their
incorporation into powerful myth leads to the “uncritical acceptance™ that is noted by a
number of scholars. Once accepted. religiously-based myth essentially is unassailable and

undebatable. because to do so is to challenge the very religious beliefs that serve as its

~ . 2 . . . .
foundation.~ Here again, the contextual evidence is circumspect and may not be fully

manifest. However. these phenomena can be suggested by the reduction or total lack of

2. A complete and detailed recounting of mythic narrative also sets the stage for
enthymematic reverberations in subsequent rhetorical acts. Janice Rushing and others (e.g..
Fisher 1973) have successfully employed mythic analysis without explicitly identifying
traditional mythic narrative characteristics by arguing that, for the most powerful and
resonant myths, the simple invocation of key tokens can trigger enthymematic responses in
which auditors autonomously recall the fuller narrative (Rushing 1990 145-147). As
Braden suggests, because the myth already is widely accepted by the audience, the rhetor
need only suggest it “through a sign. a phrase, passing references. or a gesture™ (1975 121).
Rushing acknowledges that this phenomenon makes more difficult the task of rhetorical
critic, since it requires a more complete understanding of the subtleties of the mythic
narrative and its key images and tokens (1990 146).
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criticism of policies or perspectives reliant upon mythic language. The literal lack of policy
debate during periods of crisis or confusion that might otherwise foster such discourse might
be suggestive of myth’s power in this regard.

Finally, Condit notes yet another potential “dark side™ of identification and community
sharing. in that the community is often contrasted with “others.” implying potential
exclusion of some individuals from participation in the group. Burke takes a more
determinate view by suggesting that the ultimate term “us™ automatically calls into being its
opposite (“them™) (1960 187-88: 1968 9-13). This line of reasoning poses intriguing
questions as we discover the American “us” described in Bushs inaugural and then trv to

determine who is excluded in the “them™ that must be called into being.

Myth. Audience. and Motive: Moral Evaluation

Taking this hermeneutic approach to mythic text. although important, is only the
foundational first step to more fully understanding the range of possible motives involved in
its use. As a culminating step. we must apply what we have learned from the rhetorical
transactions under consideration. using our understanding and interpretation of textual
evidence to “subsume that discourse under a moral order” (Black 1970 110) and render
evaluative judgments regarding the intended uses of that rhetoric. Black implies that such
evaluation, in essence discovering the moral character of a particular form of public address.
exemplifies the highest order of criticism. an “obligation to history™ (Black 1970 110).

In undertaking such an evaluation, we necessarily turn our attention away trom the texts
because. as Edwin Black (1970) suggested. rhetorical invention has no innate character, no

autonomous raison d’étre, no intrinsic moral claim. He counselled critics to reserve moral
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evaluations for the rhetors themselves. as “moral judgments are reserved for men and their
deeds™ (1970 110). Black exhorts us to take one final step and evaluate the rhetor’s implied
audience or second persona (110). Assuming that a rhetorical act “will imply an auditor.
and that in most cases the implication will be sufficiently suggestive as to enable the critic to
link this implied auditor to an ideology™ (112).

Once again. the nature of mythic narrative makes our task more circuitous. for Black
assumed in this case a deliberative discourse wherein the ideological claims are readily
available for examination. However. as we have already discovered. mythic narrative
disguises ideology within its images. masking it from audience deliberation. Thus. the
audience unwittingly and unknowingly comes to accept the underlying ideology by
identifying with. and participating in. the mythic narrative. Because it is not independently
available for examination. and because the mythic images are not subject to deliberation or
debate. the ideologies embedded within myths are uncritically and unquestioningly accepted
and transmitted from generation to generation through each new recounting of the narrative.
Perhaps more significantly. the ideologies are in fact enacted by the narratives within which
they are protected and shrouded.

In conclusion. Black’s “rhetorical transaction™ framework. broadly considered and
slightly adapted. provides a useful perspective from which to examine and evaluate the use
of myth in certain political discourses. By considering situation, rhetorical strategy, effects,
and finally implied audience. as factors in a dynamic process. we reach a deeper
understanding of myth’s power in political discourse. Not only do we recognize the

traditional role of preserving and transmitting traditional cultural values, norms. and
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heritage. but simultaneously discover its power to limit debate and promote hidden ideology

within the depths of its comfortable and accepted imagery.
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CHAPTER 4

INAUGURAL ADDRESS

A young college student stood in the crowd. carrving several protest placards but
uncertain which to raise (David Rosenbaum 17). Amidst the tightest security ever for a
Presidential inauguration. angry protesters shouted “Hail to the Thief” (Barker and
Kowalski A1), while a grim-faced man stood vigil outside the Supreme Court. his sign
proclaiming “Crime Scene™ (Clines 14). The parade route was transformed into “a gauntlct
of demonstrators™ offering “a primer™ on American political dissent (Montgomery, “*Parade
Route Juxtaposes Pomp. Protests™ Al). A national poll released only days prior revealed
that nearly one-half of the electorate believed his Presidency to be illegitimate (Fletcher
A26).

Yet, when President George W. Bush stood before the American people to deliver his
inaugural address shortly after noon on January 20. 2001, he joined a rich tradition in
American political and rhetorical history. Although not required by any statute. the
occasion has become a vital symbol of the nation’s peaceful transter of power. when “the
nation listens for a moment as one people to the words of the man they have chosen for the
highest office in the land™ (Schlesinger, Jr.. vi). With expectations honed from more than
two hundred years of history beginning with George Washington's first inaugural address in

1789. the audience anticipates messages of national unity. purpose, and shared values. along
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with the broad outlines of the new President’s governing philosophy. Through this
rhetorical act, ideally, the American people symbolically unite behind their newly-elected
leader.

However. as only the third man to gain the American Presidency without winning the
popular election. Bush faced a difficult rhetorical problem not normally presented to
American Presidents on the occasion of their first official public address. Following an
election unique in the annals of American politics. replete with chads, dimples. and
marathon court sessions at all levels of the judiciary. finally ended by a narrow and
controversial U.S. Supreme Court decision. the American people did not come together as
one and the Bush presidency was viewed as illegitimate by a sizable segment of the
citizenry. Thus. the audience was ill-disposed to unite behind the man who had campaigned
as a “"uniter. not a divider.” Moreover, without this national unity, Bush faced a dim prospect

for delivering on his program of “compassionate conservatism.”

Situation

When George W. Bush took the podium to deliver his inaugural address. he faced a
rhetorical problem of major proportion. In the minds of many voters. he had stolen the
razor-close election from his opponent in a bitter and extended legal battle. It was clear he
would not take office with a mandate sufficient to move forward with his hallmark political
philosophy of “compassionate conservatism.” Many citizens, especially African Americans.
considered his election to be illegitimate and believed he was unlikely to serve their
interests. Doubts concerning his intellectual capacity and past alcohol misuse compounded

the ditticulty.
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Culminating a bitter primary and general campaign, the election day itself was a
rollercoaster of emotional events for the candidates and the nation, having a profound effect
on Bush’s later transition to the presidency and his inauguration. Despite a concerted and
prolonged effort to emphasize national, and especially racial. unity during the campaign. the
new president had received only 8 percent of the African American national vote and lost
the national popular vote by nearly 300.000 ballots (Fletcher A26). By early morning on the
next day. it became clear that both the national election and the race in Florida were too
close to call and that the Florida results would ultimately determine the electoral college
outcome. For the next month. the nation was gripped by a daily melodrama of charges.
counter-charges. and marathon court sessions. By choosing legal recourse to curtail the
process and preserve his slender lead. Bush was cast as the opponent of the electoral process
by denying voters their rights ot expression through the ballot box and being anti-Semitic
and anti-African American for blocking recounts in these groups” specific precincts. By
taking his case to the U.S. Supreme Court. Bush. the conservative states’-rights governor.
preempted what many Americans believed to be a Florida state problem. Thus, although he
was able to gain a narrow and highly controversial 5-4 U.S. Supreme Court decision that did
not settle the fundamental issues but rather ruled on a narrower technical question. Bush
won a classic Phyrric victory that destroyed his prize: the only national political office
claiming to represent all of the American people.

While the inauguration is highly symbolic of a peaceful and legitimate transfer of power.
the American population was deeply and publicly divided on this particular issue as
President Bush prepared for the inaugural festivities. According to a Washington Post-ABC

News poll (Washington Post. **Washington Post-ABC News Poll: The Bush Transit™)
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conducted during two weeks before inauguration and released four days prior to

inauguration, 40 percent of Americans believed Bush was not elected legitimately!. African
Americans. in particular, harbored serious bitterness, resentment, and suspicion toward the
new president. Eighty-three percent of African Americans did not consider Bush to have
been legitimately elected. over twice the national response in the same survey question.
Over 30 percent of African Americans believed Bush would be a “below average™ or “poor”™
president. while 59 percent believed he could not “deal with the big issues facing this
country,” and 64 percent thought he would “work against the interests of Blacks™
(Washington Post-ABC News Poll. January 11-15. 2001). giving Bush'’s political and
ideological opponents an opportunity to raise the specter of 1960s racism and the promise of

a revived civil rights campaign (Montgomery. “Simmering Election Anger Incites Rights

Leaders.” A10)°.

In a self-styled “emergency summit.” prominent African American leaders met in
Washington during the first week of January to denounce the elections as racist, develop
strategies to bolster African American voter registration, and plan inauguration day protests.
While political scientist Ronald Walters characterized the presidential election as “theft.”

Al Sharpton broadened the protest to include not simply the Bush and the Republican Party

1. Source: A Washington Post/ ABC News poll based upon 1.513 telephone interviews
with randomly selected adults. conducted January 11-15, 2001. Margin of error was plus or
minus 3 percentage points. Complete survey results can be found at
www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/vault/stories/data0 11701 .html.

2. Democrats generally echoed this resentment, although perhaps on more narrowly
political grounds. While nearly three-quarters assessed the Bush presidency as illegitimate.
49 percent believed he would perform either “below average™ or “poorly™ as president. By
comparison, only 9 percent of Republicans and 37 percent of Independents shared a
negative view on Bush’s legitimacy, with 4 percent of Republicans and 27 percent of
Independents forecasting a “below average™ or “poor” performance (Washington Post-ABC
News Poll, January 11-135, 2001).
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but the entire power structure: “What is worse than a robbery is to catch the robber. go to
court and the court rules there was no robbery™ (quoted in Montgomery. “Simmering
Election Anger.” A10).

As the gray dawn broke across the capital on January 20. 2001. thousands gathered for
the largest inaugural demonstrations since Richard Nixon's 1973 inauguration, facing the
tightest security ever for a presidential inaugural (Rosenbaum 17). Along the parade route.
“all mailboxes. trash cans and other receptacles where explosives could be hidden™ had been
removed. parade viewers passed through security checkpoints. and police patrols were
evident from every vantage point (Rosenbaum 17). The parade route was transformed
“from the familiar flag-waving corridor into a gauntlet of demonstrators™ promising to offer
Bush ““a primer on American dissent at the dawn of the new millennium™ as his limousine
travelled up Pennsylvania Avenue to the reviewing stands (Montgomery. “Parade Route
Juxtaposes Pomp, Protests,” Al). Hundreds of citizens used the occasion to voice
opposition to a variety of perceived wrongs. including disenfranchisement of African
American voters, capital punishment. global trade. abortion. and civil rights (Rosenbaum
17). Bush photographs competed with “Which One Won?" cups for attention in souvenir
kiosks (Clines 14). Although most protesters demonstrated peacefully. incidents were
reported ranging from tire slashing and paintball throwing to attempting to break through
police barricades (Barker and Kovaleski, Al).

As Bush took to the podium. he gazed out across the Capitol grounds and Mall on a
crowd of more than 300.000 representing two Americas. In the immediate foreground were
his cheering supporters. while on the sidelines protestors chanted “Hail to the Thief” and

“Re-elect Gore” amidst nearly 7,000 law enforcement officers (Barker and Kovaleski, A24).
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On the following day. the front page of the Washington Post juxtaposed photographs of the

new president embracing his proud parents with those of medics tending to the injuries of a

demonstrator struck by policc3.

Presidential inaugurals. part of “a process though which the covenant between the
president and the people is renewed.” constitute a specific sub-genre of epideictic discourse
(Campbell and Jamieson 13). As mentioned in the previous chapter. Celeste Condit (1985)
suggests examining epideictic speech according to three functional
pairs--definition/understanding. display/entertainment. and shaping/sharing of community
(288). Two of these pairings are of particular interest for this analysis.

The dominance of “definition/understanding™ is extant in rhetorical efforts to “explain a
social world™ that is “confusing or troubling™ (Condit 288). The inaugural speech “unifies
the audience by reconstituting its members as a people,™ thus providing a fitting
denouement to spirited election campaigns comprised of both personal and ideological
clashes (Campbell and Jamieson 15). Great inaugurals strive to reconstitute “the people™ in
a particularly poignant manner. creating an image of the citizenry specially suited to the
challenges ahead.

The complementary function of “shaping/sharing community™ is evidenced in the

speaker’s invitation to the audience to identify with specific values. symbols. and messages

3. This scene was replicated in many American cities. In Tallahassee. where
post-election anger perhaps was at its greatest, protestors demonstrated against the voting
irregularities. racial issues, and the ascendancy of the Republican Party. As noted by
Rev. Joseph Lowery, head of the Black Leadership Forum, “we're here to proclaim that the
mean-spirited, retrogressive forces that run the Republican Party are not now invisible, they
have become visible” (Pressley, A22). Jessie Jackson’s Rainbow/PUSH Coalition staged
the most publicized inaugural protests. with an estimated 100 busloads of demonstrators
from throughout the nation joining forces to denounce the “selection, not clection™ of the
new president, hoisting placards proclaiming “We Were Bush-Whacked™ and “The NAACP
Says, We Won’t Forget” (Pressley, A22).
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contained in the speech (Condit 288; also, Burke 1969 19-22). In the inaugural situation,
the audience has come to expect a reaffirmation of traditional values and ideals (Campbell
and Jamieson 19). New presidents demonstrate their worthiness for office by “showing that
the traditions of the institutions continue unbroken in them™ (19). Here. however. the
president has considerable latitude for invention. This also is an opportunity to call forth an
idealization of national character and ideology. what Edwin Black terms the “second
persona” (1970). and invite the audience to accept this idealization.

Accordingly. inaugural addresses respond to rhetorical situations wherein the audience
vearns for meaning. past. present. and future. In fact. it expects and is especially receptive
to messages of unity and community. The more momentous the occasion. the greater the
crisis, uncertainty. or disunity. then the stronger the need for meaning and the more receptive
the audience becomes to messages of communal identification. It is under precisely these
circumstances that myth, a universal unifving symbol set. becomes most powerful as a
means of promoting partisan ideology.

Thus, Bush'’s rhetorical problem was framed by his situation and audience. He lost the
popular vote by a slim margin and the subsequent legal contest left the nation bitterly
divided. African Americans. in particular. felt disenfranchised and estranged from the new
president. And yet, he would need to unite the disparate groups. throughout the nation and
in Congress, to move forward on his agenda of “compassionate conservatism.” The
Presidential inaugural address provided an apt and time-honored occasion to achieve the
former. Use of the founding myth of America provided Bush an opportunity to couch his
political philosophy and agenda within a unifying message that his divided audience

gathered to hear.
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Rhetorical Strategy

For Bush. “America’s story™ and its founding myth at once provide a celebration of
common heritage and identity. explain the chaos and inequalities of the current condition,
and provide the path to future greatness. He recounted a nation created and guided by God
and called for restoration of the founding ideals to reclaim America’s social and political
promise, continue the social revolution. and bring unity to his current audience. As a first
step. Bush'’s specific narrative construction of “America’s story™ will be fully explored.
spotlighting Bush’s mythical characters, their significance. and actions. Within each of
these categories. President Bush made rhetorical choices. Throughout this examination. I
will search out the light of identitication and unification messages while at the same time
illuminating the shadows of hidden ideological meaning.

The overarching structural element of this speech is “the American storv™ (Bush 2001

“Inaugural” [6])*. Bush's mythical America is a special place. settled by special people
“united across the generations by grand and enduring ideals™ [6]. It was founded upon
distinctly individualist values that emphasized the opportunity to pursue personal goals
(“The grandest of these ideals is that everyone deserves a chance, that no insignificant
person was ever born™ [7]), but not necessarily a broad right of opportunity to achieve those
goals. Achievement is left to the individual in this pursuit. not to society. His concept of
equality stems directly from the Declaration of Independence claim that —all men [sic| are
created equal.” endowed with “inalienable rights™ of “life. liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.” While “life” and “liberty™ are sanctified in Bush's mythical America.

“happiness™ in any of its manifestations is only guaranteed in so far as its pursuit. not its

4. Bracketed numbers [ ] indicate paragraph numbers within the text of the speech. See
Appendix.
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attainment. The latter is left to individual initiative and hard work. just as it was related to
the early colonists through the Puritan rhetoric of the time. These hallmarks of opportunity
and equality. summed in the larger concept of “freedom.™ are joined by “our democratic
faith,” “the inborn hope of our humanity. an ideal we carry but do not own, a trust we bear
and pass along™ [10]. to round out the ideastic trinity of mythical America.

These three precepts. unique in the annals of modern history. form the basis for
“America’s story.” “a long story --a story we continue but whose end we will not see™ [5].
Thus begins Bush's recounting of America’s history. “the story of a new world that became
a friend and liberator of the old. a story of a slave-holding society that became a servant of
freedom. the story of a power that went into the world to protect but not possess. to defend
but not conquer™ [5]. He celebrated the nation’s “faith in freedom and democracy™ [9].
leading first to its victories in two World Wars, “a rock in a raging sea™ [9]. and later as
leader of the Free World during the Cold War era. “a seed upon the wind. taking roots in
many nations™ [9]. These clearly are images calculated to unify the audience through their
shared sense of historical purpose.

However, because America’s story is one of a “flawed and fallible people™ [6]. “our
nation has sometimes halted. and sometimes delayed™ [8] and “after nearly 225 years. we
have a long way yet to travel” {10]. In fact. Bush’s contemporary America is so divided it
seems we share a continent. not a country™ [11], thereby suggesting that on the ceremonial
occasion of this inauguration, Americans cannot come together “as one people.” What is
lacking. in Bush’s judgment, is that equality of opportunity has not sufticiently resulted in
equality of success in the minds of many: **While many of our citizens prosper. others doubt

the promise, even the justice, of our own country” [11]. Root causes of this sense of
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injustice are limitations placed on individual ambition by “failing schools and hidden
prejudice and the circumstances of their birth™ [11].

Suggesting that national unity and future prospects are endangered by this condition.
Bush declared “[w]e do not accept this. and we will not allow it” [12]. The basis of
reclaiming national unity and promise clearly is to be found in “principles that unite and
lead us forward.” “ideals that move us bevond our backgrounds. lift us above our interests
and teach us what it means to be citizens™ [14. 15]. Although several minor characters take
Bush’s stage. God. the idealized “American citizen™. and America’s children are central.
The former two represent the covenant of America’s founding. while the latter symbolizes
the promise of its future.

God. God is one of two central actors. revealed as the true ongoing author of America’s
story, giving Americans their special sense of mission through the Puritan covenant. and
ultimately legitimizing the Bush Presidency. As noted earlier, the spiritual or Divine aspect
is ubiquitous in any rhetorical recounting of the founding myth. serving to stir a unifving
sense of special or higher purpose. Although Bush introduced the “American story™ very
early in his speech, it is not until nearly the end that we clearly learn the ultimate
significance of the saga. Bush recounted a letter sent to Thomas Jefferson following the

signing of the Declaration of Independence. in which a friend asks. “Do you not think an

angel rides in the whirlwind and directs this storm?" [44]. reflecting the belief among most
Founders that the American Revolution was Divinely inspired. Bush reaffirmed this faith.

revealing that “we are not this story’s author, who fills time and energy with his purpose™

5. According to John Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations (online). the poetic passage. “rides
in the whirlwind and directs the storm,” comes from a Joseph Addison 18th century epic
commemorating the victory of Lord Marlborough at Blenheim.
http://www.bartleby.com/100/
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[46] but “we are guided by a power larger than ourselves who creates us equal in His image™
[13]. Thus. the contemporary pursuit of mythical America’s idcals becomes not only
socially significant but is sanctified through the original founding covenant. God's work
accomplished by the American citizens.

Finally, Bush used God's relationship to “America’s story™ to provide legitimacy that
escaped his grasp in the election. Acknowledging “the peaceful transfer of authority {that]
1s rare in history. yet common in out country™ [1]. he professed both honor and humility
standing before the American people. “where so many of America’s leaders have come
before me. and so many will follow™ [4]. Thus. he placed himself within the time-honored
lineage of the American Presidency and in the role of leading a restoration of the covenant’s
political and social ideals, explicitly oftering himself as the focal point for rekindling the
myth by “bring(ing] the values of our history to the care of our times™ [41]. He concluded
this argument by claiming ““an angel still rides in the whirlwind and directs this storm™ [48].
implying a Divine legitimacy that transcends the current national disunity and gives spiritual
solace at a time of national uncertainty. By strategically placing himselt as spiritual and
political leader of the “continuing storm™ of American progress. not only did Bush assert his
own legitimacy but also laid moral claim to establishing the boundaries. standards. and
goals of public debate.

American citizen. Although God provides inspiration and guidance, Bush's invented
“American citizen™ (second persona [Black 1970]) is central to restoring the Divine ideals
of mythical America and coincidentally carrying out the new President’s political
philosophy. Creation of a mythical American people. united in striving for justice.

opportunity, and liberty, is central to Bush’s construct of a society “bound by ideals that
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move us bevond our backgrounds, lift us above our interests and teach us what it means to
be citizens™ [15]. Indeed. these founding ideals become the essence of citizenship. He
emphasized the centrality of this mythical citizenry, exhorting that “[w}]hat you do is as
important as anything government does™ [42] and “[tjhe most important tasks of a
democracy are done by everyone™ [39]. Bush’s idealized citizenry is active and
participatory. “citizens. not spectators; citizens. not subjects: responsible ciiizens. building
communities of service and a nation of character™ [42]. Identification of his current
audience with their mythical forefathers at once becomes his unifying force for the present
and propels the American story into the future. Thus. “[e]very child must be taught these
principles. Every citizen must uphold them™ [15].

By looking deeply into the psyche of this dramatis personae. we can begin to fathom
Bush’s concepts of political action. philosophy. and preferred policies. To restore the
Founding ideals of justice. equality. and opportunity. Bush called on an idealized “American
citizen™ distinguished by civility. compassion. courage. and character. Of the four. civility is
mentioned first. giving it preeminence in his vision. Noting that the stakes of future public
debates will be great and that the level of disagreement will be high, Bush called upon
Americans to match “a commitment to principle with a concern for civility™ [17] as the only
way to approach governing: “Civility is not a tactic or a sentiment. [t is the determined
choice of trust over cynicism, of community over chaos™ [20]. Characterized by “good will
and respect, fair dealing and forgiveness” [17]. civility marks a strong contrast to recent
years of divisive and highly partisan national politics but also delineates the boundaries of
acceptable public discourse and suggests the conscious exclusion of more radical rhetoric or

policy alternatives (Scott and Smith).
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The next exemplar is courage. Here, Bush initially harkened back to America’s
traditional courage in the face of “depression and war, when defending common dangers
defined our common good™ [22]. While he clearly committed American power to
international engagement by history and by choice.” “shaping a balance of power that
favors freedom™ [22]. Bush's notion of courage was particularly relevant to the need to
squarely confront unpopular and controversial issues at home. where “we must show
courage in a time of blessing by confronting problems instead of passing them on to future
generations™ [22]. Public education. social welfare programs. and tax reduction are
programs Bush mentioned specifically in this regard.

Compassion, a hallmark concept of the Bush election campaign. is perhaps the most
revealing characteristic of his idealized American citizen, for it is clearly meant to supplant
the government’s leading role in correcting society’s ills. While aftirming that government
has a role in developing some policies to ease suffering and improve society. specifically
mentioning “public safety and public health.” and “civil rights and common schools™ {32].
it is clear that he viewed compassion as an individual, local community, and spiritual
attribute. Thus. while government has specific responsibilities in this regard. “compassion
is the work of a nation. not just a government™ [32]. *[w]hat you do is as important as
anything government does™ [42]. and “[o]ur public interest depends on private character. on
civic duty and family bonds and basic fairness. on uncounted. unhonored acts of decency
that give direction to our freedom™ [38].

As a means of implementing these community-based efforts, Bush advocated an
important role for religious and spiritual organizations, even suggesting that “they will have

an honored place in our plans and in our laws™ [33], presaging one of his early and
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controversial policy initiatives that many critics suggested would fly in the face of the

U.S. Constitution’s separation of church and state. Reinforcing the notion of personal
compassion and faith-based approaches. Bush mentioned Mother Theresa, “a saint of our
time™ [39]. who spurned established institutions. religious and secular. to minister to India’s
poorest by successfully melding faith and social services at the local level. and alluded to a
Biblical passage (Luke 10:25-36). “when we see that wounded traveler on the road to
Jericho. we will not pass to the other side™ [35]. suggesting that assisting society’s less
fortunate is primarily a personal responsibility. not a government program.

The final pillar of Bush’s new governance is character. which he directly related to
“personal responsibility™ [36].% Clearly. the notions of freedom and liberty are not without
personal cost. but rather require sacrifice and work in order to realize their benefits: “we
tind the fullness of life not only in options. but in commitments™ [37]. Specifically.
“children and community are the commitments that set us free™ [37]. Making a veiled
allusion to partisan politics of the previous eight years, Bush asserted that “encouraging
responsibility is not a search for scapegoats. it is a call to conscience™ [37]. In closing this
passage, he again elevated the role of the individual over that of the government by
suggesting, “Our public interest depends on private character, on civic duty and family
bonds and basic faimess. on uncounted. unhonored acts of decency which give direction to
our freedom” [38].

Bush did not merely exhort his audience to rise to these ideals but personally pledged to

enact them in his own life. making a personal compact with the American people: "I will

6. He carefully avoided specific mention of the highly publicized character lapses
attributed to his immediate predecessor in order to exemplify his call for civility in public
discourse. and in fact had already publicly set aside this issue by suggesting we are all
“flawed and fallible people.”
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live and lead by these principles: to advance my conviction with civility, to pursue the
public interest with courage. to speak for greater justice and compassion. to call for
responsibility and try to live it as well. In all these ways, I will bring the values of our
history to the care of our times™ [40]. Here. he offered himself as the national leader of this
idealized American citizenry.

The importance of this rhetorically constructed American citizenry cannot be
overemphasized. Bush's remedy for healing the nation’s deep social divisions is in fact a
participatory and responsible citizenry reflecting the Founding ideals. not the federal
government: ~“When this spirit of citizenship is missing, no government program can replace
it” [43]. Bush mentioned “government™ only five times and repeatedly alluded to its limited
role and responsibility: e.g.. “compassion is the work of a nation. not just a government™
[32]; ~the most important tasks of democracy are done by everyone™ [39]: and “what you do
is as important as anything government does™ [42]. Later. he declared that “our unity. our
union. is the serious work of leaders and citizens™ [42] suggesting a direct and personal
relationship unmediated by government.

Children. If the mythical American represents the link between present and past.
providing necessary characteristics to return to the ideals of Founding America. then clearly
Bush views America’s children as the promise for future social progress. the actors of future
chapters in the story. Completing the theme of America's story. rooted in past ideals and
revived in the present by his Presidency. Bush noted the preeminence of the nation's
children as both the inheritors and promise of its future. In fact. in discussing each of the
four characteristics of the mythical American. there is a clear social responsibility to future

generations. Not only was education reform his primary domestic program, aimed at saving
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“young lives™ from “ignorance and apathy” [23], but “(E)very child must be taught these
principles™ of America's great ideals [15]. “If we do not turn the hearts of children toward
knowledge and character, we will lose their gifts and undermine their idealism™ [19],
suggesting this would ultimately erode America's great ideals, its leadership position in the
world. and ultimately its ongoing pursuit of freedom, liberty, and opportunity begun by the
Founding Fathers. Finally. Bush's call for courage in confronting tough domestic policies
was to preclude “passing them on to future generations™ and “sparing our children from
struggles we have the power to prevent.”

This featuring of America’s children thus also provides the final significant, although
subtle. connection to mythical America. Thomas Jeflferson was a powerful force as founder
of America’s public education system. viewing the American Revolution as merely the
tenuous opening act in 2 multi-generational play that depended on educating the youth in
order to continue (Hellenbrand 11). In order to reinvigorate America’s social virtues in each
succeeding generation. this Founding Father believed education including “science and
virtue” was America’s only hope to surviving future domestic and international storms.

Thus completes President Bush's view of mythical America and within it. his vision of a
revived nation. It is a nation founded on higher purpose. a covenant between God and the
American people. and still guided by Divine inspiration. It is 2 nation of moral conviction.
individual opportunity. and equality in that opportunity. America’s greatness relies upon
revival of the mythical American. an active citizen of civility, courage. compassion. and
character. And finally. it is an ongoing social “storm™ that depends upon its youth to
continue the revolution. These are all common themes that Americans are accustomed to

hearing on such occasions, strong images of identification and unification.
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But what of the dialectic nature of this myth? If, as Kenneth Burke suggests, there is an
ideology hidden in these images, meant to be passively accepted without deliberation. then
what are its main postulates and what might they portend for the current administration? In
good faith, we should begin with the President’s own ideological construct. “compassionate
conservatism.” peeling back the layers of the unifying Founding Myth for possible meaning
and likely courses of action. [ will begin this process by first taking the ideological root.
“conservatism.” and extracting its manifestations from within the Myth.

Resurrection of myth, much like the jeremiad (Murphy 411-12). is a fundamentally
conservative rhetorical strategy that relies upon a particular vision of historical American
culture. Rather than looking forward. the myth looks to the past for both values and
solutions. In doing so. it presents the audience a limited variety of options. In controlling
those alternatives. the rhetor seeks stability even while heralding the mythical image of
America’s revolutionary heritage. Thus. even while calling for continuing revolution (*This
story goes on. And an angel still rides in the whirlwind and directs this storm™ [48]). the use
of myth places limits on the nature of future reform. in reality supporting the status quo
{Murphy 411).

In explaining the early institutionalization of these limits by post-Revolutionary Whig
rhetors. Sacvan Bercovitch suggested that “radicalism itself was socialized into an
affirmation of order. If the condition of progress was continuing revolution, the condition of
continuity (the Whig leaders insisted) was control of the revolutionary impulse™ (134). As
John Murphy noted, *“When the founders contended that liberty needs to be “freshly
restored’ in each generation, they meant that such ‘revolutions’ would be within the

confines of the American covenant...Criticism and change served to restore and reaffirm
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basic American values, not to overturn them™ (Murphy 411). Thus., while Bush asserts an
“ongoing storm” of America’s continuing social and political revolution, his use of mythic
images is an inherently conservative attempt to direct these social forces into a narrow
channel of debate. precluding radical solutions in favor of tradition-based answers that at
once preserve pre-existing social strata and political power structures.

This assessment is further supported by Bush's placement of ~civility " as the preeminent
characteristic of his Mythical American. leaving little room for more radical alternatives or
expressions of opposition. Debate over America’s future will proceed within the framework
of its traditions. This insistence on civility can be viewed from two perspectives. First. it is
a reaction to the decade of growing political partisan rancor within the governing
establishment within Washington's beltway. Hence. it is a call for more “civilized”
governance. Second. and far more significant, it is a clear signal that voices of “radical
confrontation™ advocating more extreme policy alternatives (Scott and Smith 2) not only
will not be heeded but are in fact not part of Bush’s vision of America. By limiting radical
or unconventional voices, the call for civility favors the status quo and traditional solutions.

Thus. President Bush's view of the continuing revolution is seriously limited by
America’s social and political traditions. a furthering and deepening of the values of
mythical America. Extreme voices of any political persuasion. including those of the
conservative Right. threaten that traditional stability. In this regard. Bush’s emphasis on
educational reform cannot be overstated. Like the Founding Fathers. Bush sees America’s
social revolution as an ongoing process that makes each generation responsible for passing
the original revolutionary ideals and social traditions to the next generation. “Failing

schools™ [11] become a threat to the very covenant that gave America its purpose: turning
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“the hearts of children toward knowledge and character™ [19] becomes the solution to
renewing the covenant.

This singularly conservative approach emphasizes individual opportunity, initiative,
citizenship. and activism while minimizing the role of government. While acknowledging
government’s “"great responsibilities™ for “public safety and public health. for civil rights
and common schools™ [32], Bush seems to transfer responsibility for ensuring social justice
to the individual and community. thereby constructing the “compassionate™ aspect of his
“compassionate conservative™ philosophy. Here he seeks to transcend the traditional
American political bifurcation of “liberalism™ and “conservatism™ by addressing social
injustices with federal policies that reinvigorate community social welfare eftorts.

[t is here that Bush most clearly reveals his fundamental political ideology as embodied
by the term “compassionate conservatism,” pledging to *"build a single nation of justice and
opportunity™ [12]. In this promise. he not only presents a unifying message for the entire
citizenry but more importantly for the course of future national political debate. transcends
the two political philosophies (individualistic and moralistic) identified by Walter Fisher in
carlier Presidential rhetoric (1973) by attempting to supplant the two dialectical
philosophies with a unitary synthesis. The traditional conservative promotion of individual
effort and equality of opportunity is masterfully combined. not with government-sponsored
social programs, but with community- and individual-based efforts to level the social and
economic outcomes. If successful. he not only answers criticism of the traditional
conservative philosophy but also co-opts the goals and future rhetoric of American political

liberalism.
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While acknowledging that “deep. persistent poverty is unworthy of our natiun’s
promise” [28] and that “all of us are diminished when any arc hopeless™ [31]. Bush suggests
“compassion is the work of a nation, not just a government™ [32]. Referring to
“compassionate” acts of the Good Samaritan [35] and Mother Theresa [39]. Bush believes
“the most important tasks of a democracy are done by everyone™ [39] and “{o]ur public
interest depends on private character. on civic duty and family bonds and basic fairness. on
uncounted. unhonored acts of decency which give direction to our freedom™ [38]. Urging
his audience to “serve your nation. beginning with your neighbor™ and build "communities
of service and a nation of character.” Bush asserts that “[w]hat you do is as important as
anything government does™ [42].

[t should be acknowledged. however. that the mythical concept of equality of
opportunity applies to all the people. not simply the privileged few. The early colonists
were themselves outcasts of a privileged and hierarchical European social svstem. Their
view of opportunity was simple: each individual. regardless of social status. deserved a
chance. Some were able to capitalize on the opportunity. while some did not. Bush's
adherence to these principles might then lead to broader social. economic. and political
opportunities for those who “doubt the justice™ of the current system. but simultaneously
reducing federal guarantees on equality of outcome. While this “compassionate
conservative” view of social justice and social welfare might presage a minimized federal
government role in this arena. they also explain Bush's advocacy of faith-based social
programs. For Bush, religious institutions “lend our communities their humanity. and they

will have an honored place in our plans and in our laws™ [33].
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Effects

A complex oration provides a potentially diverse range of effects. President Bush stood
before a deeply divided nation, a significant portion of which did not even believe he was
legitimately elected. To provide meaning to America’s current social climate. solidify his
own legitimacy. and most importantly promote his political philosophy without exposing it
to public deliberation by a divided nation. Bush consciously chose a traditional rhetorical
form containing simple messages of unification. identification. and shared values. but which
disguises political philosophy within the comforting images of myth.

Aesthetically. this speech received high praise and positive evaluation. Through poetic
words and masterful images of America’s grand past. a romanticized vision of the ideal
American citizen. and a clarion call to entrust the future of the “grand experiment™ in
America’s next generation, Bush exceeded all expectations of the occasion. His portrayal of
the American myth. complete with unifying themes of justice. opportunity. democracy. and
the central role of God. eloquently reminded his audience of their special place in the world
and gave higher authority and legitimacy to his bitterly contested election.

For those citizens truly desiring to “listen for a moment as one people to the words of the
man they have chosen for the highest office in the land.™ Bush provided brief solace and safe
haven in comfortable and reassuring national self-image. Indeed. despite widespread

protest surrounding the inauguration. reaction to the speech itself was overwhelmingly

positive. Los Angeles Times writers termed the address “elegant in spots. impassioned in
others” (Brownstein 1) and “brief but graceful” (McManus. Gerstenzang. and Anderson 1),
while Washington Post reporters noted “his voice was strong. his delivery assured.” (Balz

16). ~[h]is remarks today were sprinkled with elegant locutions, artful syntax and alliterative
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phrases” (Bruni and Sanger 16), and that the spcech featured “humility™ and “inclusive
language™ (Henneberger 16). A former Democratic Party speech writer observed that the
inaugural address “was well written. smoothly delivered and muted in tone™ while a former
high school speech teacher, admitting that “[h]e inspired me.” gave the oration an “A”

(Atlanta Journal Constitution B2). Noted political columnist William Safire suggested

“[t]here was more philosophy in Bush’s well-delivered speech than met the ear” (Safire
A19) and Senator Patrick J. Leahy (Democrat-Vermont) said. ~I thought it had both a sense

of history and a sense ot country™ (Los Angeles Times A15).

Despite this overwhelming endorsement of the speech. however. tracing its effects on
the subsequent course of political debate is more problematic. Based upon the goals of this
speech and the perspective outlined in the previous chapter. we should examine possible
effects on subsequent rhetoric. on the perceived legitimacy of the Bush presidency. and on
the Bush ideology and policy agenda. One of Bush's expressed goals in his inaugural
speech was to change the tone of debate in the nation’s capital. indeed to provide new
meaning and direction to public life and political discourse. The halimark of this goal was
his call for public “civility™. In this regard. there were strong early indications of success
that dwindled over time. In the immediate aftermath of the inaugural speech. news reporters
and politicians alike echoed these sentiments (e.g.. Allen 2001: Allen and Dewar 2001:
“President Bush and Judges™ 2001). In fact, Bush regularly was compared favorably on this
count with his predecessor (“Cleaning Up™ 2001) and contemporary political opponents
(“Bitter Business™ 2001). However. only three months after the inaugural address,
commentators were willing to proclaim the death of political civility and Bush’s new era of

bipartisanship (Harris and Balz 2001). Quoting administration advisors that the American
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public was really more interested in results rather than civility, two experienced news
reporters observed that “the institutional habits and perceptions of self-interest that tilt
Washington toward partisanship™ were not to be overturned by "a new face at the White
House or a handful of friendly meetings with the opposition™ (Harris and Balz A1).
Convinced that Bush's attempts at conciliation were more public relations than substance.
Representative Richard Gephardt suggested that [i]t’s now become clear there’s no effort at
bipartisanship. It's the same my-way-or-the-highway approach we’ve seen here [from
Republicans] over six years™ (Harris and Balz Al).

In terms of his perceived legitimacy in office. Bush seems to have made considerable.
although certainly not unambiguous or unanimous. progress. A public opinion poll
conducted immediately prior to completion of his symbolic first hundred days in office

(Washington Post, April 2001) revealed a solid 63 percent overall job approval rating

(higher than Clinton, lower than Reagan or George Herbert Walker Bush. at comparable
periods in their respective presidencies). but the polling data showed very little. it any.
statistically significant change in perceptions of the legitimacy of the election. Favorable
ratings across a variety of questions and indices were lower among African Americans.
although slightly improved from those of the pre-inaugural poll.

Finally, Bush's inaugural rhetoric seems to have had very little positive influence on the
new president’s ability to leverage his conservative political agenda. Not only did polling
data suggest public disagreement with his policy priorities (Milbank. “Key Goals.™ 2001).
but perhaps more ominously, Bush faced stiff opposition from his own party leadership. A
prestigious national figure who had mounted a bitter but failed grassroots bid for the

Republican presidential nomination. Arizona Senator John McCain had been immensely
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popular with many political observers suggesting only his iconoclastic approach to
traditional political “business as usual” kept him from receiving the nod from party insiders.
On the eve of the tnauguration, McCain publicly threatened to “hold hostage™ Bush’s policy
agenda in Congress in order to gain presidential support for McCain'’s signature campaign
reform legislation. Despite Bush's much publicized desire to promote quickly his public
education reforms (e.g.. Milbank. “Bush Makes Education Ist Initiative.” 2001). Senator
McCain mounted an early and aggressive campaign following Inaugural Day to force his
campaign reform legislation to the forefront of the Congressional calendar. virtually robbing
the new president of any opportunity to build political momentum for his own agenda. Asit
would happen. neither man achieved his goal for approximately one year.

Bush’s faith-based initiative, arguably at the heart of his inaugural rhetoric. suffered a
similar fate. Despite what some observers suggested was unexpectedly mild and
open-minded reaction to Bush's most radical policy proposal. federal funding of local
religiously-based social service organizations. the proposal never really caught the public’s
imagination (Steinberg 2001). In one of his earliest official acts. Bush established
administrative offices in five Cabinet-level agencies, charged with developing procedures
and safeguards for nationwide implementation (Milbank. “Bush Unveils.” 2001). However.
the proposal not only drew opposition from liberal opponents but also from national
religious leaders and organizations (Caryle Murphy 2001). This proposal. like most of
Bush’s other priorities. essentially languished throughout the summer ot 2001.

Thus. it would appear that President Bush'’s extensive use of mythic narrative in his
inaugural address, despite nearly overwhelming praise its aesthetic qualities. cannot be

clearly associated with any substantial positive outcomes. Granted. the address directly
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referred to only a small number of policy directions, but even these broad directions were
not readily available to the new president. In fact, throughout the spring and summer of
2001. the only policy priority seen to fruition was his tax cut and even this turned out to be
highly controversial as the overall national economy significantly deteriorated.

However. the inaugural speech may have had two substantial but less tangible effects.
First. it established Bush perhaps for the first time as a competent orator capable of
delivering a powerful national message of shared cultural values and meaning. This
elevation of his personal ethos would be a valuable asset in the wake of the September
terrorist attacks. Relatedly. this initial telling of the founding myth may have set the stage
tor later. more powerful. mythic narratives. If, as previous scholars have suggested. myths
gain power through their retelling. it is entirely plausible that we should not set high
expectations for their initial use in a particular crisis. In fact, Hinds and Windt (1995)
demonstrated that the rhetorical construction of the Cold War into a struggle between Good
and Evil required more than two years. Therefore. if the general power of mythic narrative
follows such a pattern. we would expect to see more detailed explication and more

substantial effects over time.
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CHAPTER 5

“DAY OF REMEMBRANCE™ ADDRESS

A September 10, 2001. public opinion poll carried ominous signals of eroding support
for President Bush's performance, with a majority of Americans willing to reduce the
amount Bush’s much-touted income tax cuts to deal with the increasingly discernible signs
of economic slowdown (Balz and Morin, “Poll Finds Public,” A1). Only three days earlier.
White House Budget Director Mitchell Daniels. Jr., warned of the politically
unthinkable--borrowing from the Social Security surplus to meet unexpected budgetary
needs (Dana Milbank. “President, Republicans Try,” A7). While nearly 55 percent of
polled Americans still approved of the President’s performance, this declining number
mirrored concem over policy gridlock and the palpable return to partisan incivility between
the branches of Federal government (Balz and Morin. “Poll Finds Public.” Al).

While some observers have opined that the tragic events of September 11, 2001,
changed the direction of America, it is perhaps more accurate to suggest that at most they
represent a core exigence into which the American people and its leaders were suddenly
and inextricably drawn, a new existence that required a new explanation and direction.
While in hindsight it might appear that this national search for meaning inexorably resulted

in a sudden and fundamental shift in American world view. symbolically represented by the
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President’s eventual de facto declaration of war on worldwide terrorism, in fact there was
nothing inevitable in this transformation at all.

Working within the totally unexpected milieu of two coordinated catastrophic attacks
against U.S. commercial and government epicenters, a third conflagration thwarted by
heroic action in the skies over western Pennsylvania, and the serious prospect of untold
future tragedy. President Bush made a series of either deliberate or instinctive rhetorical
decisions that not only provided shape and meaning to this virtually unprecedented
circumstance in American history. but at once offered a compelling sense of national unity
and direction or telos. These rhetorical choices. culminating in Bush's first attempt to
rhetorically shape a new American existence, were largely but not exclusively influenced
by the terrorist attacks themselves. While the cataclysmic events of September 11 required
a rhetorical response from the President, the actual nature of that response was at least as
much conditioned by the influence of American cultural myth on both the rhetor and
audience.

Although this influence proved less effectual in resolving the essentially domestic crisis
of the 2000 presidential election and inauguration of George W. Bush, the Puritan myth's
agency to unite and provide comfortable meaning became more clearly manifest with the
advent of an external crisis. This chapter charts the evolution of Bush’s initial rhetorical
response to these events, not only within the circumstance of the immediate exigence, but
also within the larger context of his rhetorical legacy. [t then explicates and interprets his
first extended attempt to provide meaning and direction to the American people, and indeed

the world, through his September 14 address at the National Cathedral. Finally. it examines
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the broad effects of his use of archetypal metaphor within the cultural myth narrative

during this time of national crisis.

Situation

The terrorist attacks of September 11. 2001 provided a catalyst to change the course of
American society as few other single events have done. The sun rose to illuminate a nation
still divided and uncertain about its priorities and direction. Despite successful negotiation
to liberate the aircrew of a crippled military reconnaissance aircraft from a Chinese
leadership that the new administration deliberately put at arms length, and recent passage of
compromise tax reduction legislation that had been one of Bush’s campaign halimarks. the
nation still had not come to accept fully the new President. In a late July public opinion
survey, Americans were evenly split on whether the country should adopt the Bush agenda
or that of the newly installed Congressional Democratic leadership (Broder and Balz A4).
[n fact. on that very moming. the latter were ensconced in a major strategy meeting.
“plotting a fall offensive against the White House,” with political observers predicting “a
long, partisan autumn of warfare™ (Woodward and Balz, “We Will Rally,” A1).

Although the American public positively viewed George W. Bush's character (Broder
and Balz A4), doubts still lingered about the performance of his all-star administration.

Only the day before the attacks, Time magazine featured Secretary of State Colin Powell on

its cover, suggesting that the administration’s most popular figure had been pushed aside by
more strident voices (Johanna McGeary). Conversely, Vice President Richard Cheney was
generally criticized for being too closely involved in presidential decision making, some

observers conjecturing that he in fact had become a surrogate for Bush in many policy
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matters (Woodward and Balz, “We Will Rally,” Al). Finally, Bush himself remained the

critical unknown. Roughly 40 percent of surveyed Americans did not believe he could
manage a major crisis (Broder and Balz A4). In previous foreign policy forays (e.g.. Kyoto
Treaty, ABM Treaty, NATO discussions), he demonstrated a propensity to