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ABSTRACT 

KATHLEEN ANNEMOLLICK 

THE ROLE OF ETHOS AND PARRHESIA IN THE PRESIDENTIAL REELECTION 

DISCOURSE OF GEORGE HERBERT WALKER BUSH 

AUGUST 2007 

The purpose of this study is to focus on the role played by rhetoric in the 1992 

reelection discourse of George H. W. Bush. The inability of the president and his 

speechwriters to effectively create a presidential ethos for the president through candid 

speech will inform the study. The intention of the study is to also consider the ways in 

which three of Bush's major speeches may have contributed to the lack of an effective 

presidential ethos that the American public found lacking in the 1992 campaign. 

The study ' s methodology includes a close reading of three presidential speeches 

given by George H.W. Bush, which analyze the ways Bush and his speechwriters defined 

Bush' s public ethos. Finding examples of where parrhesia within each speech was also 

part of the close reading. Another component of the study involved the use of primary 

and secondary sources to support the analysis of Bush' s speeches. Archival sources from 

the Bush Library were used to highlight instances of revision in the speeches, and one of 

the members of Bush' s speechwriting staff was interviewed. 
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Major sources that were used in the study were primary and secondary sources 

involving the 1992 campaign, and the political career of George H.W. Bush. Archival 

information pertaining to Bush's speeches was also used, as was data from the Gallup 

Poll online database. The data gathered from these sources were used to analyze how the ' 

rhetorical terms of ethos and parrhesia were used within each of the speeches. How the 

public perceived the president's character and his truthful speech were analyzed within 

each speech in order to come up with the study's conclusions. 

The results of the study show that Bush and his speech writers could not create a 

presidential ethos compelling enough for American voters to reelect him. Bush' s 

reluctance to engage in conflict with those he worked with was problematic in 

presidential speech writing because the fragmented nature of his political base made 

conflict inevitable. The president's ethos was weakened by his inability to speak of a 

promising future. Bush could speak truthfully to his audience, yet the public grew to 

doubt his public speech as the 1992 election drew near. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Background 

Why should President George Herbert Walker Bush serve as the focus of a 

rhetorical study? One might assume that the very nature of his inability to win reelection 

would make him a less than desirable topic to study, particularly since he has the 

unenviable position of being sandwiched between two of the most popular presidential 

speakers of the twentieth century: Ronald Reagan and William Jefferson Clinton. In fact , 

for a moderate Democrat like myself, why not study the more successful rhetoric of 

Democratic presidents such as Clinton, or Kennedy, or Franklin Roosevelt? The reason 

why is because there are many dissertations available on more successful presidential 

rhetoricians. In a recent survey of the ProOuest online database, many dissertations could 

be found that focused on the presidential rhetoric of Clinton, Reagan, and Kennedy, but 

only a handful which focused on topics relating specifically to Bush ' s presidential 

rhetoric or his presidential discourse. A further search of the database shows that there 

are also dissertations available about the presidential discourse of Presidents Ford and 

Carter, other single-term presidents. 

The presence of this kind of research indicates that the study of failed presidential 

rhetoric is necessary, if for no other reason than to try to develop a complementary I ine of 

research that follows those of successful presidential rhetoricians. It behooves scholars of 



presidential rhetoric to understand not only what works in presidential rhetoric, but also 

what doesn 't. But is this enough reason to study the presidential discourse of this 

particular president? After all, Bush is not a president who has courted the limelight since 

his departure from public life in January 1993. In some ways his post-presidency is 

similar to one of his political mentors, Gerald Ford. In the years immediately following 

his defeat, Bush kept a low profile, like Ford, and made rarely heralded public 

appearances on a small scale. Unlike his other political mentor, Richard Nixon, he did not 

make any highly-trumpeted disclosures about what (if any) advice he gave to any other 

political figures , and unlike Ronald Reagan, he did not become an iconic figure of the 

Republican Party, to be trotted out at conventions to whip up the party faithful. He 

seemed destined for the same political fate as Jimmy Carter, at least initially: ignored by 

his party and allowed to retire without fanfare. With the advent of his son's presidency, 

George H.W. Bush seemed to fail by comparison. Political critics and pundits made much 

of the son' s desire to distance himself politically from his father, and to align himself 

more with the Reagan wing of the Republican Party. 

Yet Bush' s legacy gained stature as he and former president Bill Clinton joined 

forces to promote Hurricane Katrina relief. With George W. Bush facing the waning days 

of his own presidency, and with Jeb Bush out of the governor ' s seat in Florida, George H. 

W. Bush appears to be undergoing a presidential renaissance similar to Jimmy Carter. 

Carter ' s reputation grew to such a degree after his defeat for reelection that he set a new 

standard for presidential retirement. Although Bush has not devoted himself to 

humanitarian causes to the same degree that Carter has, his presidential reputation seems 
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to be gaining in stature. A certain political kairos seems to be at hand for this modest one

term president. 

Bush was poised to be one of the twentieth century's two-term presidents, and yet 

that did not happen for him, an event made all the more unusual because of his 

popularity with the American public throughout most of his first term. Among the various 

reasons that have been discussed since his failed 1992 reelection bid, one point has been 

brought up many times: Bush's failure to communicate effectively with the American 

public. This reason serves as a starting point for my study. 

The Problem and Defining Terms 

The purpose of my study is to focus on the role that rhetoric played in the failed 

1992 reelection campaign discourse of George H. W. Bush. The failure of Bush and his 

speechwriters to reestablish the president' s ethos through candid speech will inform the 

study. My intention is to consider the ways in which three of Bush' s major speeches may 

have fallen short in terms of the ethos and parrhesia he and his speech writers 

communicated to American public. 

Defining ethos is important in setting the stage for the discussion of public 

perception of President Bush' s p ersona as he prepared for reelection. The outcome of the 

1992 election suggests that the American voting public found something lacking in the 

president's trustworthiness as a figure of presidential authority. Richard Lanham defines 

ethos as those strategies by which an orator defines his character with the audience, 

through the use of emotion and logic (71), while George Y. Trail , defines ethos as a 

characteristic of writing, in which "a writer attempts to establish her ethos (good 
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' character') in specific relationship to the intended audience" (69). Historically, 

rhetoricians such Cicero, Campbell, and Burke discuss what ethos means to an audience. 

These definitions provide a necessary context for discussing the nature of President 

Bush's presidential ethos as he entered the reelection campaign of 1992. 

The role of parrhesia in the study of rhetoric is slightly more challenging, and it 

dovetails nicely with defining ethos. Richard Lanham defines parrhesia primarily as 

being "candid speech" (110). In Aristotle ' s Nicomachean Ethics, he discusses the way in 

which a man may live a good life, and one of the ways in which he can lead a good life is 

by participating in politics. In Book Four, Aristotle believes that "the great-souled man 

must be a good man" (217) and to possess such a quality makes a man one of the best 

citizens of his city (219). The man who is great-souled also will "care more for the truth 

than what for what people think" (223). Although he does not refer directly to parrhesia 

in this passage, truth does play a role in defining the best man participating in a life of the 

community. 

In Michel Foucault's Fearless Speech, he traces the evolution of the term 

parrhesia, noting that while the term is not often identified specifically in classic texts, 

that examples of parrhesia are evident in such works as Plato 's Gori gas and Phaedrus 

(20-21 ). Foucault goes further than Lanham in discussing subcategories of parrhesia, 

identifying monarchical parrhesia and democratic parrhesia (19) . Another part of this 

work discusses how Roman texts identified parrhesia as occurring in a more personal 

and less political context, mainly, that someone seeks candid speech from someone who 

has a steady view of the world and has a more impersonal relationship with the person 
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seeking truthful speech ( 142-143 ). Although the personal emphasis on parrhesia could 

work within my study, and although Foucault illustrates through the use of Greek 

classical texts some tensions between parrhesia and democracy, the part of parrhesia that 

identifies candid speech as being the province of citizens in a democracy relates best to 

my study (Foucault 22). My study will rely primarily on the elements of democratic 

parrhesia, because it comes closest to describing the kind of parrhesia George H.W. 

Bush engaged in as president. 

Rather than looking at a president as an individual author, or a single speechwriter 

as an individual author of major presidential addresses, I want to address how the 

speechwriting process impacts the presidential rhetoric of President Bush in terms of 

creating and establishing presidential ethos. One area of significance in this study is how 

Bush engaged in parrhesia with his audience, and how the audience responded to his 

ethos and his declarations of "candid speech." 

The Questions 

Reelection is never a foregone conclusion for incumbent American presidents. I 

will argue that President Bush and his presidential speechwriters played a significant role 

in attempting to recreate a presidential ethos, focused on his parrhesia, in an attempt to 

get the president reelected. Presidents during the twentieth century, who were reelected, 

such as Franklin D. Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan, are common figures in presidential 

scholarship. They are frequent examples of research in presidential rhetoric because of 

their reputation for being effective communicators. This perception of being an effective 

communicator can contribute to a president's successful reelection. In terms of rhetorical 
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analysis, I will investigate President Bush's ethos, because the credibility he establishes 

with his audience indicates how persuasive his appeal was. I will also follow with an 

investigation of his use of parrhesia, since candidness implies honest communication 

between the president and his audience. In my study, I ask the following questions: 

1. Is there a noticeable difference between the presidential ethos at the 

beginning of President George H.W. Bush' s first term in office, and then 

during his 1992 reelection campaign? 

2. What role did the American media play in analyzing President Bush ' s 

ethos and parrhesia during the campaign? 

3. What did the American voting public ' s perception of President Bush' s 

ethos and parrhesia play in his defeat? 

4. Was President Bush' s limited presence in the creation of presidential 

rhetoric a possible contribution to his failed rhetoric? 

5. What were the results of any changes made in President Bush ' s rhetoric to 

ward off defeat in the reelection campaign? 

Methodology 

The methodology I used begins with a close reading of the first inaugural speech 

of President Bush in 1989, his final State of the Union address in 1992, and his 

acceptance speech at the 1992 Republican convention in Houston in order to note any 

significant changes in his use of ethos and parrhesia with his audience. Using speech 

drafts located at the Bush Library in College Station, I analyzed drafts of three speeches 

in order to determine the level of involvement President Bush had in creating them. I 
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interviewed Mr. Curt Smith, a member of the Bush speechwriting staff, to obtain his 

perceptions of working in the Office of Speechwriting during the Bush administration. In 

order to bring a unified focus to this analysis, I used four elements of Aristotle's 

definition of the persuasive political orator he discussed in Rhetoric as a way to 

categorize the content in each of Bush's speeches: "Ways and Means," "Peace and War," 

"National Defense," and "legislation" (16-17). 

I used analysis of polling data from 1992 from secondary sources and Gallup poll 

results taken in the months before the 1992 presidential election to measure audience 

reaction to President Bush' s speeches. Although polling data is by no means perfect in 

terms of measuring the decisions as to why voters preferred to vote for Clinton rather 

than Bush, polling numbers can provide a snapshot of the mood of voters at the time of 

the 1992 election. My study shows how registered voters responded to a variety of 

polling questions posed to them beginning with responses to Bush' s Inaugural Address, 

to his State of the Union Address of 1992, and his Houston acceptance speech at the 1992 

Republican convention. I also discussed voter responses to questions posed to them by 

Gallup pollsters one week before the 1992 general election. 

Chapter Review 

In Chapter I, "Introduction," I discuss how American presidential rhetoric can be 

situated in the study of rhetoric. I define the rhetorical terms of ethos and parrhesia and 

provide a methodology for my study, and an outline of the scope of my research Bush' s 

use of rhetoric in his reelection campaign. 
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I also provide a literature review in Chapter I which discusses how ethos and 

parrhesia affect presidential rhetoric in the twentieth century. I will discuss the nature of 

ethos and parrhesia and argue that these terms need to inform more studies of 

presidential rhetoric, which heretofore have focused more on the deliberative, forensic , 

and epide ictic nature of a president ' s speech, rather than on the appeals it makes to the 

audience . 

I also discuss the literature addressing the evolution of the speech writer within the 

White House, beginning with the tenure of Judson Welliver, the first presidential 

speechwriter who held the title of " literary secretary" during the Harding Admini stra ti on 

(Patterson 162) . In addition, I di scuss of the ro le of the speech writer in presidenti a l 

rhetoric , and how pres idents in the twenti eth century came to rely on the speechwriter fo r 

the majority of the writing of major presidenti a l addresses . 

In Chapter II , "An Overview of George H.W. Bush ' s Pre-Presidenti a l Po liti ca l 

Di course," I will look at the vari ous ways in which George H .W. Bush communicated 

with others as a young man and as a politician. The purpose of thi s chapter w i 11 be to 

illustrate how Bush dealt w ith emotional speech in private and in public . Thi s chapter 

also looks at the way in which hi s political ethos deve loped as he strugg led to crea te a 

pos iti on fo r himse lf in Texas politics . The chapter concludes w ith an ove rview of hi s 

pres identi a l run in 1980, and how his rol e as Reagan' s v ice pres ident had an impact on 

hi s run fo r the pres idency in 1988. T hi s chapter will show that Bush ' s diffi culty in publi c 

speech was not iso lated to hi nati onal campaigns. Bush had the ability to communi cate 

clearl y and rather effecti ve ly in priva te, but hi s public utterances were more pro blemati c. 
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In Chapter III, "The Role of the President and the Speechwriter in Creating 

Presidential Rhetoric," I discuss two issues facing Bush at the time of his reelection : his 

lack of a clear agenda and his reluctance to use pathos for fear it might make him appeal 

ineffective as president. In this section, I use information from primary and secondary 

published sources, as well as an interview with presidential speechwriter Curt Smith to 

illustrate that Bush's problems with ethos and parrhesia in his reelection speeches can be 

traced back to earlier in hi s presidency. I also di scuss the historic ro le of the White 

Hou speechwriter, and how that position grew in importance during the twentieth

century. 

In Chapter IV, ·'The 1989 Inaugural Address,' ' I analyze Bush, s ree lecti on 

discour e by looking at hi s fi rst offic ial speech as pres ident. The beginning of the section 

illustra tes the time at whi ch the speech was given, and what cultural and politica l event s 

set the stage fo r the crea tion of the speech. l di scuss how Bush and hi s specchwriters 

created the pres ident' s initi al ethos by vari ous methods, including the use o fparrhes io . f 

concl ude the chapte r by di scuss ing media reacti on to the peech, and how its favora ble 

reaction boded we ll fo r the beginning of hi s pres idency. 

ln Chapter V, "The l 992 State of the Uni on Address,'' I also begin with a 

di scuss ion of th events that occurred at the time the speech was written, includin l], 

Bush's softening popul arity. fn analyzing the peech, I look at how Bu h's ethos is 

presented in the speech, and how exampl es o fparrhesia work to trengthen Bush's ethos 

as a stro ng internati onal leader and as a pres ident committed to working on improv ing the 
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American domestic agenda. I show how the media criticized Bush's speech, yet those 

who criticized Bush did not believe the speech weakened his ability to get reelected. 

In Chapter VI, "The 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech," the chapter begins by 

discussing the setting of the speech, and how Bush ' s drop in the polls brought about an 

added urgency to the speech's purpose. I analyze the speech in terms of how Bush 's ethos 

as a strong international leader is emphasized, and how is domestic agenda is muted to 

some extent by his partisan attacks on the Democrats. Examples of more candid speech 

do appear, yet the media reaction to the speech was more critical than the prev ious two 

speeches. Critical media reaction and declining poll numbers indicate that th spe ch did 

not manage to inspire voters as the president and hi s speechwri ters had hoped. 

In Chapter VII, "The Results of the Study," I analyze Bush's 1989 Inaugural 

Address, 1992 State of the Union Address, as well as the 1992 Houston cceptance 

Speech, as they relate to Ari stotl e's three categories of persuasive political speech. The 

purpose of this chapter is to see if Bush and hi s speech writers may have fa! len short in 

terms of address ing topic that would be politically appealing to hi s audi ence. Ari stot le's 

definition of the successful political speaker are identified and di scussed in thi s chapter, 

and the terms are applied to all three of Bush's speeches . All the top ics defined by 

Aristot le were thoroughly di scussed by Bush and hi s speechwriters in each of the three 

speeches. 

Chapter VIII , "Conclusion," addresses the conclusion of my research, as we ll as 

the implications of and r commendations fo r future research. The beginning o f thi s 

chapter illustrates the implications of how Bush and his speechwriters had problem s with 
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establishing a consistent and strong presidential ethos in the president 's speeches, which 

played a part in the outcome of the 1992 presidential campaign. I provide a discussion as 

to how rhetoric may not have been used effectively to reelect President Bush despite his 

enormous popularity in the polls in the winter of 1991. 

I address how the study of ethos and parrhesia might be applied to the future 

study of other failed presidential elections, such as those of Presidents Ford and Carter. 

How the president and his speechwriters prepare for reelection may share similarities and 

differences that would be of interest to scholars of presidential rhetoric. In a separate yet 

related area of re earch, these same terms could be used in the future to analyze the 

presidentia l rhetoric of Richard Nixon, to see if there could have been way he mi ght 

have been ab le to remain in office had he been able to maintain his sense of ethos and 

parrhesia with the American public during the Wat rgate scandal. 

l a lso discu s how feminist rhetoric might be applied to the stud y of George [ I. W. 

Bush' s speeches a he so ught ree lection. The absence of women from th three speeches 

I focu s on in thi study may be found to play a role in the defeat of Bush for ree lec ti on. 

Fina lly, l identify another area of future study as the analysis of the reelection 

rhetoric of President George W. Bush. Future scholars may study the ways in which the 

son was ab le to achieve what the father could not in te rms of persuading an audience to 

reelect him. Much of the current scholarship on George W. Bush focuses on how he has 

tried to di tance himse lf from hi s father in order to get reelected. Yet both men have been 

measured and fo und wanting in terms of the ir pres identi a l rhetoric. I propose that future 

scholarship compar th results of my research with that of other scholars who w i II 
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discuss how President George W. Bush successfully controlled the campaign message 

coming out of the White House from 2003-2004. 

Review of Literature 

In my dissertation, three separate areas will be addressed through the review of 

literature . These areas are presidential rhetoric, with an emphasis on the rhetorical terms 

ethos and parrhesia; presidential speechwriting; and President Bush 's reelection 

campaign of 1992 . 

Ethos: Defining Character 

The rhetorical term ethos will probably be famili ar to a vast audience, since the 

term still earns a wide currency in many disciplines . Yet the di scuss ion of ethos, whil e 

not exhaustively traced in this study, still needs to take place in order to show how the 

nature of ethos has evo lved in the rhetorical tradition. 

Ari stotl e ' s Rhetoric provides the definitions of successful , persuas ive politica l 

speech that comprises a major part of my stud y. Four categories that Ari stotl e considers 

most important in being a persuasive political speaker are: ways and means, war and 

peace, national defense, and legislation ( 15) . One other term that he identifi e is that of 

"food suppl y,' ' but because that term deals primaril y with growing and exporting foo d, 

whi ch does not appear in any of Bush ' s speeches (nor was it a major campaign issue), 

food supply issues are addressed onl y briefl y in thi s study. 

In Cicero ' s De Oratore, Cicero provides hi s views of the benefits of po litica l 

rhetoric. Two characters, Crassus and Marcus Antonius, engage in a conversation about 

how a po litical education should be undertaken, and how a broad knowledge of many 
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topics can improve the ability of a politician to move an audience to action. Through the 

dialogue between Crassus and Marcus Antonius, Cicero emphasizes that in the realm of 

politics, there is "no more excellent thing than the power, by means of oratory, to get 

hold on assemblies of men" (23) and that the ultimate purpose of such power is to "direct 

their inclinations wherever the speaker wishes" (23). Cicero's views about the importance 

of the well-educated speaker using his rhetorical powers for the benefit of society relates 

to the more idealistic view of the power of the rhetorical presidency, in that the president 

uses hi s knowledge and speaking ability to motivate people to do what is ri ght. 

Quintilian 's approach to the significance of oratory moves further from Cicero's 

view of the politician as using his knowledge to move the masses , and has a more 

modest, yet more modern , emphasis. In The Institutio oratoria of Quintilian, Quintilian 

makes the declaration that ethos " requires the speak r to be a man of good charac ter and 

courtesy. For it i most important that he should him self possess or be thought to posses 

those virtues for the possession of which it hi s duty, if possible, to commend hi s cli ent as 

we ll, whi le the exce llence of hi s own character wi ll make his pleading a ll the more 

convincing and will be of the utmost service to the cases which he undertake " ( 427). 

Quinti I ian' s definition of the skilled orator is not out of place in the twenti ethcentury 

American political landscape, particularly in the post-Watergate era and its emphas is on 

po liti ca l cand idate being trustworthy. 

Building on this hi storical tradi tion is George Campbell 's Philoso h of Rhetori c. 

Campbe ll notes that an audience takes the speaker more seriously when he can logicall y 

add ress the issues at hand and can discuss with them the position that he takes on the 
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issue (2). He also states that the successful orator knows how to use his knowledge to 

instruct and move the audience, which in tum, makes them more willing to take him 

seriously (2-6). Campbell's work shows the continued discussion of the importance of the 

orator being able to connect with his audience, and persuade them to do what is right, and 

in order to do so, the audience must believe what the speaker is telling them. 

Kenneth Burke, in A Rhetoric of Motives, refers to issues of political rhetoric in 

hi discussion of persuasion and identification. Using an example of "a misanthropic 

politician," Burke notes that "whatever the falsity in overplaying a role , there may be 

hone ty in the assuming of that role itself, and the overplaying may be but a translat ion 

into a different medium of communication, a way of amplifying a statement so that it 

carries better to a large or distant audience" (36). In thi s di scuss ion of a speaker's ethos , 

Burke notes that the tendency of the politician to be clear in hi s own moti ves, but 

poss ibly unclea r in express ing them to hi s audience, could be interpreted by hi s audi ence 

as b ing dece itful. In thi s case, Burke ' s position does ti e in effectively with the di scuss ion 

ofparrhesia in thi s study, and the idea of speaking truth to a larger audi ence. 

Most recently, in hi s essay, " George W. Bush Discovers Rhetoric : September l L 

2001 and the U.S. Response to Terrorism," David Zarefsky posits the question, ' 'Where 

in American culture does rhetoric dwell ?" He beli eves that this particular questi on "does 

not permit an easy answer, because the ethos of rhetoric as soc ia l practi ce i both 

ambiguous and ambivalent" (136). He further sees the role of the pres ident' s ab ility to be 

a rhetoric ian can be contradictory, since the truly good orator i viewed with susp icion~ 

yet when our country faces dire events or periods of unrest, peo ple turn to their pres ident 
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fo r words to lift their spirits and provide reassurance (136-13 7). Zarefsky' s belief about 

the importance of rhetoric in society could be applied to the public ' s frustration with 

George H.W. Bush 's inability to speak to them as effectively during domestic crises as he 

could to herald the country' s foreign policy victories abroad. 

Parrhesia: Speaking Candidly 

The rhetorical term parrhesia is probably not as familiar to modern audiences . 

Bruce Thornton ' s Greek Ways : How the Greeks Created We tern Civilizati on traces the 

deve lopment of parrhesia, starting with Isocrates, who saw it as'" impudence of peech ' ' ' 

(180). Then Plato u d it as a means of describing "'free speech and 'outspo kenne "' 

( 180). Thornton' d fi niti ons fro m Isocrates and Plato support the definiti ons Foucault 

ment ioned in Fearl ess S eech, but Thornton's foc us on parrhesia as a term remains 

I imited. Yet T hornton ' brief di scuss ion of the meaning of the term shows that it does 

have an app li cat io n beyond rhetori cal theo ry. 

Kenneth Burke's A Rhetori c of Moti ves addresses the issue of how truth can 

wo rk in rhetori c. Burke tates that "The kind of opinion w ith w hich rheto ri c dea ls, in its 

ro le of ind ucement to ac ti on , is not opinion as contrasted with truth" and then goes on to 

say that ''" op ini on ' in thi s ethereal ense clearl y fa lls on the bi as ac ross the matte r o f 

' tru th '" (54) . Burke seems re luctant to say that there is an abso lute truth ; ra ther, there is a 

tru th that works in conjunction with opini on. He elaborates furth er, say ing "a speaker 

may be true or fa lse in identi fy ing a person so acted when the person did no t so ac t- and 

if yo u succeed in making yo ur audience beli eve yo u, you could be aid to be traffi cking 

in sheer op inion as contras ted w ith the truth" (54) . Thi s exampl highlight the very 
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position that political rhetoric often encompasses: what candidates say about each other, 

and whether or not what they are saying about their opponents is a lie or opinion. The 

distinction here that Burke discusses bears a relationship to trying to ascertain the 

presence of parrhesia in a politician' s speech. 

Michel Foucalt's Free Speech provides a comprehensive look not only at the 

meaning of the word parrhesia, but also how the term 's meaning evolved from the 

ancient Greeks through the Roman Empire. Foucault asserts early in his discuss ion that 

there are two kinds of parrhesia: democratic and monarchical (22-23). This study foc uses 

on th more democratic parrhesia practiced by the Athenians and which Foucault 

describe as "a guideline for democracy as well as an ethical and personal attitude 

charac teri stic of the good citi zen" (22) . He also believes that "Parrhesia , which is a 

requi site fo r public speech, takes place between citizens as indi viduals, and a lso between 

citi zen con trued as an assembly" (22) . At the end of Free Speech, Foucau lt asserts that 

the point of hi s book is not to define what truth is , but to raise such questions as " What is 

the importance of the individual and for the society of telling the truth , knowing the truth , 

of hav ing peop le who tell the truth, as well as knowing how to recogni ze them?'' ( 169-

170). While my stud y won ' t answ r all of these questions, nor wi ll it try to define truthful 

political speech , my study address how parrhesia becomes a component of creating a 

pres ident 's ethos in public speakin g. 

How voters respond to candidates running for president in terms of what they may 

represent in regard to truthful metaphors is discussed in George Lakoff' s and Mark 

Johnson's Meta hors We Live B . The authors discuss the nature of truth in 
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twentiethcentury Western society, noting that they ''do believe that there are truths but 

think that the idea of truth need not be tied to the objectivist truth" (159). Even though 

Lakoff and Johnson discuss the many dimensions of truth in Western culture, they state 

that a belief in truth is of paramount importance, because "it has survival value and 

allows us to function in our world" (160). 

This discussion of truth is carried out in Bob Woodward ' s analysis of the post

Watergate era in his book Shadow. Although he does not address the rhetorical 

application of p arrhesia to presidential speech, it is a significant study in terms of 

parrhesia in its overall focus. Woodward ' s argument is that every American president 

since Richard Nixon has had to struggle with the issue of truth-telling to the American 

public, and presidents who have been perceived, rightl y or wrongly, as liars, have 

suffered politically. Woodward believes that the most signifi cant time in the hi story of 

post-Watergate presidents comes "when the honesty and truthfulness of the pres idents 

and those closest to them were challenged" (2) . Both of these works address the 

Ameri can identifi cation with the idea of truth in political di scourse, and that thi s idea is a 

paramount one that voters keep in mind when they go to the polls. 

Presidential Discourse: An Overview 

Jeffrey Tuli s' s The Rhetorical Presidency argues that when Woodrow Wilson 

gave hi s State of the Uni on addresses to Congress in 19 1 7, he saw the potenti al fo r 

directl y addressing the American people in order to gain their support fo r hi s initiatives 

(135). Tulis states that it was Wilson's deliberate intent to move the Ameri can pres idency 

in a new direction . Rather than serving as an executive clerk, the president wo uld serve as 
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a visionary leader through his public addresses, and by doing so, Wilson prepared 

Americans "for a new kind of governance-the rhetorical presidency" (183 ). Tulis' s 

work supports the study of the media' s impact on presidential rhetoric because major 

presidential addresses are televised to a global audience. 

Several authors have attempted to define differences between great presidents and 

mediocre ones. The majority of books written about presidential leadership or 

presidential greatness discuss a president's ability to communicate effectively with the 

American public . In 1966, Thomas Bailey's Presidential Greatness notes that " the most 

eminent Presidents have generally been eloquent Presidents" (198) and that "The 

Commander-in-Chief is also the Teacher-in-Chief' ( 199). Bailey defines the role of 

Teacher-in-Chi ef as the person who "must educate the people regarding the issues and 

the necessity for taking proper action" (199). Bail ey includes eloquence in speak ing, 

ethical behavior, and the ability to come across well on radio and telev ision as part of the 

overa l I definition of what it is to be a great pres ident (262-266). The text serves as a 

fore runner of those political works which define presidenti al leadership. 

Fred I. Greenste in 's The Presidenti al Difference also attempts to define 

presidenti al greatness, but unlike Bailey's work, has a more limited focus. Among the 

six criteria that Greenstein states makes for presidenti al effectiveness, two relate to 

presidential communication. The first is public communication, which shows the 

president ' s ability to communicate clearly with the public, while the other aspect of 

presidential effectiveness is organization (Greenstein 5). The ability of the president to 

organize hi s schedule and hi s staff relates directl y to speechwriting, which definitely 
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affects the outcome of presidential speech writing. Greenstein also provides an overview 

of the first Bush presidency, finding Bush lacking in the areas of public communication 

and organizational capacity (169). This book has also been cited in more recent studies 

in presidential rhetoric, primarily in terms of Greenstein ' s evaluation rubric . 

Presidential Speechwriting 

The position of the presidential speech writer as part of the structure of the West 

Wing has a relatively brief history, yet the presidential speechwriter plays an extremely 

important ro le fo r any president in the last eighty years. A lthough a relati ve ly recent 

tradit ion in American politics, the speechwriter 's hi story, from a rhetori cal standpoint, 

can be traced bac k to the ancient Greeks. Campbell and Jamieson state that " the need to 

act rhetori ca ll y has generated ghostwriters. In the ancient Greek city-states, logographers 

such as Antiphon and Isocrates penned speeches for others to deli ver" (9). Thus, Bush 

was parti cipating, however re luctantly, in a tradition intertwined with rheto ri ca l and 

po li tica l hi story. 

ln her memo ir What I Saw at the Revolution, Peggy Noo nan spend s the majo rity 

of her ti me recounting her experi ences as a speech writer in the Reagan White House. Yet 

she chose to prov ide her speechwriting services to Geo rge H. W. Bush when she heard 

some of hi s speeches in New Hampshire. She further hints that she, perhaps of all of hi s 

speechwriters, trul y understood what Bush needed in a speechwrite r: "The knock is that 

he is not Reagan. He's not. Why should he be? He is a quiet man. Don ' t try to make him 

sound like something he's no t. Can the high rhetoric" (297). Her ruminati on on 

ascertaining Bush's style indicates the necessity of having a speechwriter that can give 
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voice to the president's ideology in a way that reflects a perception and sensitivity to the 

president ' s audience that the president may not have the time, or the ability, to 

accomplish. 

Presidential speechwriting is primarily a creation of the early twentieth century. 

Although all presidents since George Washington have sought input and assistance with 

writing speeches, it wasn't until the twentieth century that a president specifically hired 

someone to work within the White House to write speeches. Originally known as a 

ghostwriter, thi s term eventually died out and now the title of speechwriter is one that is 

used most commonly to identify those who write for the president. John F. Kennedy and 

George W. Bush, both of whom are identified with one primary speechwriter (Theodore 

Sor nson and Michael Gerson, respectively), employed multiple speechwriters. Thus, 

George H.W. Bush, like many other presidents such as Dwight Eisenhower and Ronald 

Reagan, relied on a coterie of writers to draft major speeches. 

Richard Neustadt ' s Presidenti al Power: The Politics of Leadership is considered a 

landmark work in terms of a twentieth- century assessment of what specific power the 

president has. Although Neustadt does not directly address the issue of pres identi al 

speechwriting, or presidential rhetoric , he does mention that how presidents use of the ir 

time contributes to their effectiveness as a leader (10). This use of time is directl y rel ated 

to the speechwriting chores assigned to presidential speechwriters, and how often the 

president can meet with them. 

[n Karl yn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson's Deeds Done in Word s, 

they note not only the significance of presidential speeches, but also the important role of 
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the speechwriter in crafting that message. Campbell and Jamieson view the effective use 

of presidential rhetoric as an important component of presidential power because the 

president identifies himself with the executive branch, which in turn, helps to define his 

legacy after his tenure in power is over ( 4 ). Campbell and Jamieson focus on inaugural 

addresses primarily as the way in which presidents communicate with their audiences. 

Presidential Speechwriting: From the New Deal to the Reagan Revolution and 

Beyond briefly touches on the first Bush presidency, but it serves as a way of seeing how 

differ nt presidents have handled the demands of presidential speech writing ( or not). 

This collection of essays edited by Kurt Ritter and Martin J. M edhurst illustrates that 

ther is no one be t way to craft presidential speeches (8 -9). T he authors a lso indi ca te that 

w hil e presidential speechwriters are an ubiquitous fixture in the White House, the ways in 

which they are managed, and the access they have to the pres ident , can pl ay a role in how 

we ll pr identi a l speeches convey political messages to the public. 

Bradley Patterson 's T he White House Staff: The West Wing and Beyond does no t 

devote an ex trao rdinary amount of attention to the pres identi a l speechwriting staff, but 

do s a curso ry job of placing the work of the speech writers in the context of the ove ra l I 

hierarchy of the West Wing. Rath r than foc using on indi vidual speechwrite rs, Pa tte rson 

di scusses the structure of the White House Communicati ons Office, and hi ghli ghts one o r 

two majo r detail s involving pres idential speechwriter during the twentieth century. or 

the speechwriters of the first Bush administration, Patte rson notes that the pres identi a l 

speechwriters often had inadequate office and computers ( 172). This acco unt by 

Patte rson compliments the attention that Green te in pays to the o rganization of the White 
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House and how efficiently it is run, and with other accounts from works relating to the 

Bush White House that confirm that the speechwriters were not often treated as well as 

the rest of the West Wing staff. 

Dan Quayle 's post-election political memoir, Standing Firm, discusses at some 

length the communication issues he believes President Bush faced when they both were 

in office. Quayle notes that the president disliked confrontation, which Quayle believes 

led to the president being unable to pull together an effective organization to run for 

reelection in 1992 (93-94). In terms of how the president prepared for his speeches, 

Quayle notes that he did very little, and seemed to have little input in their creation (94 ). 

Finall y, he says that Bush often sent him (Quayle) to speak to the more conservative part 

of the base because Quayle was more comfortable talking to them than Bush was (200). 

Quayle ' s perspective as Bush's vice president is important, particularly since they had 

what both characterized as a close relationship and both faced criticism abo ut what they 

said in public and how they said it. The vice pres ident' s perspective on the pres ident' s 

communication problems also supports other accounts of critics. 

The Economist is the source of the arti cle "Syntaxgate Passes, ' ' which offers an 

abbreviated critique of President Bush ·s 1992 State of the Union address. The unsigned 

artic le notes the writing of Peggy Noonan and Roger Ailes in the speech, and sta tes that 

the speech fa ll s short of its billing as " the defining moment" of the Bush presidency (1). 

While not filled with praise for the president, the articl e predicts that with an upturn in 

the economy and with hi s status as an incumbent, even Bush's less than spectacular 

performance would not pose much of an obstac le in seeking ree lection in l 992 ( l ). Even 
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with a lukewarm response, the article indicates that even with his problems 

communicating in speeches, in early 1992, Bush does not seem in danger of losing the 

election ( 1 ). 

E lvin T. Lim 's article "Five Trends in Presidential Rhetoric: An Analysis of 

Rhetoric from George Washington to Bill Clinton," discusses how analyzing the text of 

presidential speeches fro m Washington to Clinton notes trends in presidential rhetoric 

that have gained ascendancy during the twentieth century, and those that have fa ll en off 

from the 19th century . Li m uses keywords to search for rhetorical patterns, and what he 

notices is that anti-inte ll ectual rhetoric seems to be more preva lent in presidential 

add resses (333), as w II as a more asserti ve rhetoric (335) . L im ' s a rticl e is impo rtant 

because m any of the trends he identifies he lp support the idea that twenti eth-century 

audi ence do respond to presidential rhetoric , but in ways that have changed w ith the 

pa sage of time . 

In Matiin J. Medhurst ' s antho logy, The Rhetorical Pres idency of George H.W . 

Bush, severa l a rti c les di scuss the probl matic pres idential rhetoric of the forty-first 

pre ident. In Medhurst' introductory essay, " Why Rhetoric Matters: George H. W. Bu h 

in the White Hou e,'' he points out that the pres ident 's apparent lack of concern with the 

content of hi s peeches led him to create an image with the voters that he essenti a ll y had 

lit tle understanding of what their lives were like during the only te rm of hi s pres idency. 

Wyton Ha ll 's essay, "Economically Speaking: George Bush and the Price of 

Percepti on,'' focu es on the memorable Bush phrase " read my lips," and how that phrase 

comprom ised Bu h ' s ethos with voters over time (179) . Both of these essays are 
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representative of the other topics in the book, which look at ways in which Bush needed 

to pay more attention to his speeches in order to make a more solid connection with his 

audience. 

"Power, Rhetoric , and the State: A Theory of Presidential Legitimacy," by 

Dwight G . Anderson discusses how rhetoric wields an enormous amount of power in 

terms of a president establishing his legitimacy and authority with the American public . 

Although Anderson does not di scuss the presidency of George H .W. Bush, he does 

discuss issues of authority fo und with wartime presidents such as Abraham Linco ln, 

Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. The issues Anderson di scusses in terms of 

these pres idents can be extrapolated to the Bush presidency, since Bush was president 

during the Gulf War. 

David A. Crockett's article "George W. Bush and the Unrhetori cal Rheto ri cal 

Pres idency'' does not address the first Bush presidency; instead, it foc uses on the 

rheto rical weaknesses of Pr sident George W. Bush, and how before September 11 the 

president was considered a weak speaker in the same mold as his father ( 466) . What 

Crockett does, though, is make the case that even in the modern age, if the pres ident is 

ab le to com municate w ith his aud ience that he is taking action and is sympatheti c to 

whatever cri ses befall them, it may not matter that he is rhetori call y gifted (483). T hi s 

arti c l wo uld show that the positive light in whi ch Pres ident George H. W . Bush is viewed 

at present may be due in pa11 to Crockett's view of the " unrhetori cal pres idency ." 

After he lost the 1 992 e lecti on, George Bush put together a collecti on of letters 

and journal entries spanning most of hi s life in a single vo lume entitl ed All the Best, 
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George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writing. In reading his letters covering his 

years away from home as a Navy pilot, and as a businessman and politician in Texas, one 

can see that Bush could actually be a fluent writer, even when discussing emotional 

issues with a variety of people with clarity and understanding. These letters and journal 

entries serve as the basis for stating that Bush had the capability of being an effective 

communicator in a more private form of discourse . 

The 199 2 Election: The Reelection Discourse of George H. W Bush 

Many books and articles that have been written since the end of the first Bush 

adm inistration attempt to cite reasons for why Bush fa iled to win reelection. Within thi s 

genre, there are sourc s that deal with the election only and those that di scuss it in terms 

of the entire term of Bush's pres idency. Among the books li sted here, all of them di scuss, 

in one fo rm or another, issues relating to Bush's ability, and inability, to communicate 

with voters. 

There are two notable books written about the Bush pres idency before the 1992 

Campbell , and Bert Rockman, which was publi shed in 199 1. E says by Rockman, 

Campbe ll , and Charl es Jones all note the vulnerabiliti es faced by Bush as he entered into 

hi s ree lec tion campaign. What is notabl e about these es ays is that none of the authors 

be lieve that any of the president's shortcomings in rhetori c or governing pose a serious 

threat to hi s ree lection. The second book about the Bush pres idency, Marchin in Place: 

authors, Michae l Duffy and Dan Goodgame, note weaknesses in the Bush pres idency, 
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and his idiosyncratic treatment of his staff, such as revoking the mess privileges of his 

speechwriters in 1989 ( 46). Yet Duffy and Goodgame, like Campbell and Rockman, do 

not appear to consider cloudy presidential communication as a serious problem for the 

upcoming election. Duffy and Goodgame give Bush high marks for his press 

conferences, believing that they show him as being a capable and effective Chief 

Executive (38). Although both of these pre-election books rather candidly di scuss the 

strengths and weaknesses of Bush's presidency, neither seems to seriously consider the 

possibility that Bush 's inability to communicate a clear plan for reelection mi ght 

ser iously damage hi s chances of being reelected. 

n exhausti ve look at the 1992 presidential campaign, Peter Goldman and 

Thoma M. DeFrank 's uest for the Presidenc 1992 analyzes the election from the 

viewpo int of the Bush, C linton , and Perot campaigns. Interv iews with the principal s 

( except fo r George H. W. Bush) and information gathered by the authors fir sthand during 

the campaign create the bulk of thi s look at the election from Fred Steeper's initi a l 

polling in the w inter of 1991 that signaled trouble for the Bush ree lection effort 

(Goldman and Defrank 3) . Another problem facing Bush was hi s apparent disinterest in 

running for reelection (4). The book di scusses how Bush 's reel ction campaign never 

reall y got off the ground until the fall of 1992, and it shows how Bush and C linton 

ana lyzed each other's campaigns and responded to each other 's bli sterin g campaign 

rhetoric. 

Mary Matalin and James Carville's All 's Fair: Love, War, and Running for 

Pres id nt t !ls the story of the 1992 e l ction from the perspecti ve of two politica l 
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operatives: Mary Matalin for George Bush's campaign, and James Carville for Bill 

Clinton's campaign. Matalin and Carville discuss how each views the successes and 

blunders of their own candidate, as well as their opponent. Not only is it unusual for the 

managers of both campaigns to write a joint book, but these two married soon after the 

election. Matalin and Carville ' s book further highlights the importance of a candidate's 

abi lity to communicate effectively with voters, both within and outside of their base. 

Matalin and Carville each discuss how the candidacy of Ross Perot impacted their 

respective candidates and what they said in an attempt to pick up Perot 's voters once he 

dropped out from the race. 

In assessing the results of Bush's failed reelection bid, The Election of 1992, 

ed ited by Gerald M. Pomper, et al. , contains a series of essays offering assessments of 

Bush's performance as president. In essays by Walter Burnham and Ross Baker, both 

discu s the failure of President Bush to adequately address the economic hardships facing 

Americans at the time of the 1992 election, and how his failure to do so negatively 

impacted his campaign. Kathleen Frankovic notes the results of this in her essay, "Pub! ic 

Opinion in the 1992 Campaign," when she discusses how Bush was not viewed by the 

voters as a figure of change, nor was he viewed as a trustworthy figure ( 121 ). The 

president 's failure to communicate a clear vision for reelection is discussed , but not 

always in terms of his speeches. 

Bill Clinton on Stwn State and Sta e: The Rhetorical Road to the White House 

is another collection of articles that hi ghlight the campaign rhetoric of Bi 11 Clinton, 

although George Bush and Ross Perot figure prominently throughout these di scussions. 
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Edited by Stephen A. Smith, these essays reflect on Clinton's use ofrhetoric and his 

ability to tailor it to the media, and how that impacted the 1992 election. Essays that 

focus on George H.W. Bush's participation in the election are helpful to this study 

because Bush's campaign rhetoric and use of the media are often contrasted with Clinton 

and Perot. 

Another work that addresses the problems Bush had in connecting with voters is 

Kathleen Kendall ' s Presidential Campaign Discourse: Strategic Communication 

Problems. In Kendall's article "The Problem of Beginning in New Hampshire: Control 

over the Play," she discusses how the Bush campaign failed to read the mood of voters, 

and failed to use the media to connect more effectively with voters. She states that among 

primary voters in New Hampshire, honesty was considered one of the most important 

characteristics a candidate could have (3). The essays in this particular volume focus on 

the communication strengths and weaknesses faced by all of the candidates in the 1992 

election. 

Although Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Paul Waldman' s book The Press Effect: 

Politicians, Journalists, and the Stories that Shape the Political World focuses primarily 

on the 2000 presidential race, they make pertinent points about the ways in which 

political stories are told through the media. Jamieson and Waldman discuss how the press 

discusses these stories in terms of frames and lenses (1 ). The first story that Jamieson 

and Waldman discuss in these terms is the use of Willie Horton ads by the Bush 

campaign in 1988, to discredit Michael Dukakis (2-3). This book shows that the first 
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President Bush had political operatives that did know how to create and control media 

coverage early in the first term. 

John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge's The Right Nation: Conservative 

Power in America, traces the development of the conservative movement in the United 

States. Micklethwait and Wooldridge discuss how President Bush underestimated the 

importance of his evangelical Christian base, noting that while he carried more of their 

vote in the 1988 election than Ronald Reagan did in 1980 and 1984, he did not take their 

concerns seriously once he got into the Oval Office (99). His lack of attention to this part 

of his base during his first term led to his defeat for reelection. 

Ryan J. Barilleaux and Mark J. Rozell's Power and Prudence: The Presidency of 

George H. W. Bush looks back at the Bush presidency and argues that the president ' s 

style of leadership was more incremental than boldly visionary (8). The authors note that 

the president did not effectively outline his governing agenda at the beginning of his 

presidency, nor when he ran for reelection (11 ). By failing to do so, Bush made it 

impossible for voters to determine how he planned to deal with domestic issues during 

his second term. The authors are taking the position that Bush's presidency was unique 

among other presidencies in the twentieth century in that his vision was more measured, 

and not as passionate, as those of other presidents, which might have been a reason that 

he did not achieve reelection, but may receive kinder treatment from historians in the 

future. 

Dean Hammer' s article, "The Oakeshottian President: George Bush and the 

Politics of the Present," identifies Bush ' s political tendencies toward tradition and caution 
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in his governing style as similar to that of Michael Oakeshott's political theory. 

Oakeshott believed that politics come almost completely from tradition, and that 

"politics, for Oakeshott, neither begins nor ends with vision but within understanding and 

appreciation for existing traditions of behavior" (304). Hammer's article supports various 

sources who identify President Bush as being completely at home with the values of his 

upper class background, and unwilling to engage political brawls unless absolutely 

necessary. 

The works in this section indicate the depth and breadth of the sources selected to 

discuss the topic of this study. These works indicate that there is a significant body of 

research available to support the further study of President George H.W. Bush's use of 

presidential rhetoric and presidential discourse as he established himself as president in 

his 1989 Inaugural Address, up until his acceptance speech for the Republican Party in 

1992. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study is to focus on the part of President George H.W. Bush' s 

discourse that occurred during his reelection campaign and to show that the weakness of 

hi s reelection rhetoric was a factor in his defeat in 1992. Because so few works on 

presidential rhetoric focus exclusively on President Bush, and on the rhetoric of 

presidential candidates in general when they run for reelection, this study should position 

itself as one that addresses how important the study of rhetoric and discourse is to a 

president running for reelection. Bush' s apparent popularity going into a reelection 

campaign, and then losing it, indicates that a political disconnection of some kind 
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happened as Bush ran for a second term. Analyzing Bush's Inaugural Address, his State 

of the Union Address of 1992, and his 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, through the 

lens of rhetoric, and through the lens of the cultural and political forces at play when the 

speeches were written, will show that while weaknesses in Bush's reelection rihetoric was 

not the sole reason he lost the election, inattention to his political speeches played a role 

in losing the presidency. 
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CHAPTER II 

AN OVERVIEW OF GEORGE H.W. BUSH'S PRE-PRESIDENTIAL 

POLITICAL DISCOURSE 

The Struggle between the Personal and the Political 

In his public utterances and in his political speeches, George H. W. Bush became 

well-known for not speaking as clearly or as effectively as he could have. While Bush's 

prepared speeches were organized and revised before being spoken in public , Bush's 

unscripted remarks could often be hard to follow. He also had a well-known aversion to 

expressing deep emotion in public, which some of his supporters felt was detrimental to 

his attempt to live out the kinder, gentler part of his political ethos. Yet in hi s letters to 

others (sometimes nothing more than a thank-you note), Bush could often be an effective 

comm unicator, often expressing emotions and a depth of character that escaped him in 

more public modes of communication. Thus, in this study, an overview of Bush ' s pre

presidential rhetoric is worth investigating. 

While this study will not provide a biographical overview of the president ' s life 

(which has been well-documented in several biographies and in President Bush's own 

post-presidential collection of writing, All the Best), only some of the elements of the 

president's life that seem to most closely influence hi s political discourse will be 

examined in thi s chapter. The purpose in bringing in these cultural and biographical 

elements is to show how the pres ident ' s rhetoric was influenced by many outside forces; 
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that his speeches were not written completely by himself or his speechwriters in a 

vacuum. As James Kinneavy states in A Theory of Discourse, "In this large sense, no text 

is autonomous-it exists within a biographical and historical stream" (24 ). And so it is 

important to go back to George H.W. Bush's formative political years to see how he 

expressed himself to others in a less public environment, and how that compared with 

how he expressed himself as a politician later in his life. 

Pathos and Private Life 

In his book All the Best, Bush shares with his audience a letter he wrote to his 

parents from the Naval Pre-Flight School in Chapel Hill , North Carolina, right after Pearl 

Harbor when he, like thousands of other young men, voluntarily joined the American 

Armed Forces. In this particular letter, Bush shares with his parents his decided 

differences with his fellow candidates, as well as his inherent distaste for American war 

propaganda which appeals to raw emotion: 

The only thing wrong with this place is, they don ' t realize the average 

intelligence. They hand out crude propaganda here. It is really 

sickening- Many of the men here realize it- also the intelligent officers. 

Stuff like 'Kill the laps-hate-murder' and a lot of stuff like 'You are the 

cream of American youth. ' Some fellows swallow it all. These are the 

fellows many of whom are below average intelligence, 2 of my 

roommates, for example, get a big kick out of hearing it. Maybe it is 

good. All the well-educated fellows know what they are fighting for- why 

they are here and don ' t need to be brainwashed into anything. (25) 
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In this passage, evidence of Bush's patrician upbringing is present in his assertion that 

only the most intelligent men do not need to be told why they are fighting the war, and 

that the men from the lower, less educated classes seem to need and believe it. His view 

is persuasively argued, and the passage from his letter is clearly organized. Bush moves ' 

from his distaste of the kind of racist propaganda he is receiving in training school, to 

acknowledging that perhaps it is needed in order to motivate some men to fight. Yet Bush 

finally moves away from that consideration to saying that no, there are better ideals worth 

fighting for than what he has seen, and his belief in this higher ideal brings a poignancy 

to the passage. 

Although Bush disliked discussing emotional issues in public, he could express 

himself clearly in letters, too. In one letter Bush sent to his mother during the war, he 

gave her the benefit of his teenage wisdom 1: 

I don ' t think it is entirely wrong for a girl to be kissed by a boy ... I 

kissed Barbara [Pierce, the future Mrs. George H. W. Bush] and am glad of 

it. I don ' t believe she will ever regret it or resent, it, and I' m certainly not 

ashamed of it ... however, if Barbara sort of forgets me, which is not 

unlikely, as I have no chance to see her at all , I don ' t believe The will ever 

dislike me more for having kissed her ... For a kiss to mean engagement 

is a very beautiful idea, Mama, but it went out a while back, I guess. (30) 

1 
Mrs. Bush had told her son how upset she was to see her daughter, Nancy, ki ss a boy she was dating but 

to whom she was not engaged. 
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The organization of this passage is lucid, the prose clear, and the point both emotional 

and pragmatic. Bush speaks quite frankly to his mother about why he believes that she 

may be wrong in her view that his sister will get a bad reputation for kissing another boy, 

since he himself has been in a similar position with Miss Barbara Pierce, and he even 

takes the position of stating that perhaps the man is just as vulnerable as the woman in 

terms of getting hurt emotionally. The last line of the letter is unintentionally hilarious 

and moving at the same time; it simply reinforces the idea that each generation thinks the 

previous generation ' s ideas about love and sex are hopelessly outdated. These passages 

from his early adulthood show that Bush had the capabilities to craft written prose that 

was coherent and persuasive, as well as emotionally moving. He retained that ability 

during his career, and through the same medium: letters and thank-you notes. 

Pathos and Politics 

During his political career, Bush was able to effectively use pathos when crafting 

letters to his friends and his family , as well as to his political rivals. Unlike his political 

mentor, Richard Nixon, Bush found it difficult to hold a grudge against a political rival , 

especially when the rival could respond to him in a civil and pleasant way. One such rival 

was the former Democratic vice-president, Walter F. ("Fritz") Mondale. Mondale ran 

against Ronald Reagan in Reagan ' s reelection bid in 1984, and when he lost, Bush sent 

him a note, recalling the former vice-president ' s kindness to him when Bush became 

vice-president in 1980. As Bush recalled it, Mondale was among the first people he 

contacted after the election: 
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Dear Fritz-

you & Joan [Mondale's wife] have been most thoughtful and courteous. 

Bar looks forward to her visit with Joan in 10 days or so. I'd love to sit 

down with you. Thank you for your wire, your call, your just plain 

decency. I've lost plenty-I know it's no fun-

My best to you-George. (302) 

What is apparent in this note is that both vice-presidents seem to have developed a 

cordial relationship that is probably similar to that between former presidents. The group 

they belong to is an exclusive one, and in a bygone era where civility was prized among 

politicians, Bush is able to wax at length (for him) about Mondale 's graciousness toward 

him. His mention of how Mrs. Bush is looking forward to meeting with Mrs. Mondale is 

probably meant to reinforce this bond; since Mrs. Bush tended to hold grudges more 

easily than her husband, this reference of how she looked forward to seeing Mrs. 

Mondale emphasizes the genuine goodwill he bears toward Mondale. And yet, there is 

also a hint of real emotion toward the end; it was not easy for Bush to talk about emotions 

in general , particularly unpleasant ones, so his rare moment of candor w ith Mondale 

("I've lost plenty- I know it's no fun") is a telling one. Not only is he sending Mondale 

the equivalent of Clinton's "I feel your pain" statement (although for Bush it would be 

"Message- I care"), but he is also acknowledging that both men share a simi lar 

experience: defeat in the political arena, which is often politically fatal for even the most 

experienced politician. 
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Bush also knew how to respond to situations where more awkward emotions were 

involved. An example of Bush's ability to reach out to a political rival in kindness is 

evident in a note he sent to another vice-presidential candidate after another election. 

Bush' s tenuous rivalry with Representative Geraldine Ferraro during Ronald Reagan's 

reelection campaign in 1984 showed his awkwardness at relating to women in the 

political arena. The day after their only debate he made his famous political gaffe saying 

that he had "tried ' to kick a little ass last night"' (Wicker 109). Why Bush felt compelled 

to make such a statement has been debated before, particularly since it seems such a 

breach of politeness for a man more than well-schooled in the finer social arts. But Bruce 

Curtis states that it may have been Ferraro ' s performance in their debate that spurred such 

a comment; Curtis notes that "with steely eye and firm response, Ferraro passed the 

macho test- so much so, in fact , that the next morning Bush felt compelled to affirm that 

in the debate he had ' kicked a little ass"' (5). Bush noted in All the Best that after he won 

the presidency in 1988, Ferrraro wrote him "a wonderful note of congratulations, taking 

credit for teaching me everything I knew about debate" ( 406n). Bush responded to her in 

the following note: 

Dear Gerry, 

I mean- talk about a thousand points of light- your letter was the 1001 st 

point. It brightened my day! It made me want to go out and kick _ no, 

no , never agam ... 

Love to all your family ... George" ( 406). 
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One would imagine that even for an accomplished man like the vice president, this sort of 

thank-you note would be a difficult one to negotiate, given the circumstances of his 

comments about Ferraro, and yet there is a genuine elegance and genuine emotion that 

comes through in this note. First, there is the clever reference to his "thousand points of , 

light" phrase, and he includes her in it. Then, there is the oblique apology in the "no, no, 

never again" and a friendly tone in the closing, "Love to all your family" and the use of 

his own first name, rather than his new title of vice president. As was the case in his 

earlier correspondence, there is an economy of length, and yet the organization of the 

note is direct and easy to follow, and the pathos in it is endearing. The audience can see 

why Bush had so many allies to call on when he ran for president on his own. 

The examples from Bush's private correspondence illustrate his ability to 

communicate effectively under difficult circumstances. His thoughts evolve clearly, and 

he brings empathy to his political correspondence that is touching. When others have 

suffered, Bush is able to use logos and pathos to effortlessly build an ethos as a civil and 

sensitive politician. His previous political defeats serve him well in these instances; 

because he has known defeat, he speaks to Mondale and Ferraro from experience, which 

makes his condolence notes very believable. The candor he expresses only enhances his 

ethos. While he could express himself well in writing in private, he could not transfer that 

ability into his public political life. 

Like Father, Like Son: George H. W Bush 's Early Political Career 

Bush appeared to have no overwhelming ambition to go into political office as a 

young man. He entered the oil business after college and moved his family to Texas, 
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which he often invoked later in his public life to assert that he did know about the lives of 

"ordinary folks." But the pull of family tradition was a significant one, and like his father, 

Prescott Bush, who had had a successful business career before pursuing a successful 

political career in the United States Senate, George Bush soon contemplated running for , 

Congress. Duffy and Goodgame note that when Bush first ran for the Senate from Texas 

in 1964, he faced an uphill battle because the Republican Party at that time was 

dominated by the John Birch Society, foreshadowing Bush's clash with the conservative 

right wing of the Republican party as he continued to run for public office (23 ). At the 

time of the 1964 Senate race, Bush had a particularly difficult time because the Birchers 

in the Republican Party hammered Bush for being too moderate, while the Democrats 

accused Bush of being a favorite of the Birch Society (Duffy and Goodgame 203). 

Bush lost his first Senate run, but racked up a promising political statistic: "he 

received more votes than any Republican in Texas history; 200,000 more than the GOP 

nominee for president, Barry Goldwater" (Duffy and Goodgame 204). In his biography 

of Bush, Tom Wicker states that Bush's total was the only part of the election in which he 

could take any solace (31 ). While Bush had been unable to secure a win, his impressive 

numbers meant that he was still a politically viable candidate, and he bided his time until 

he could run again in the next general election. 

In 1966, Bush ran for a congressional seat in Houston and won (Duffy and 

Goodgame 204). After Bush his victory, he caused a furor in his congressional district 

when he wouldn' t buckle under to pressure from his supporters to vote for a bill that 

restricted blacks from housing in certain areas in Houston (Sheehy 160). Bush expected 
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he would be criticized for his position, but he was taken aback by the vehemence with 

which voters responded to his position, a position which may have cost him his run for 

the Senate in 1970 (Wicker 36). Bush's position against housing discrimination was an 

unusual one for him; his inclination toward keeping the status quo and his dislike of , 

conflict made his decision to stand by his unpopular position noteworthy. 

Kevin Phillips noted that despite the seriousness of his intent in running for public 

office, "Bush' s 1964 and 1966 election campaigns employed heavy advertising to 

downplay issues and elevate the candidate's personal appeal" (30). Focusing on personal 

appeal rather than on political issues seemed to be more of Bush's style, playing up the 

stability of his character and bypassing discussion of serious issues. Bush ' s aversion to 

committing to issues did prove beneficial in the long term. Because Bush was not totally 

averse to changing his political views to meet those of a political mentor, it allowed him 

to advance up the political ladder when winning elections did not tum out in his favor. 

Bush decided to run one more time for the U.S. Senate in 1970. According to 

Gail Sheehy, in a foreshadowing of another father/son political coming of age story, 

"Bush had reached the middle of his life- age forty-six- and perhaps needed to declare 

himself his own man. Against his father ' s advice, having been defeated in his first 

Senate race in Texas in 1964, Bush gave up his congressional seat to try again" (174). 

Hoping to secure a Republican Senate seat, Bush was receptive to receiving campaign 

money from then-president Richard Nixon: "Nixon dispensed more than $100,000 to 

Bush, mostly in cash, from a secret White House fund for his favorite candidates" 

(Sheehy 174). Bush returned the favor by tailoring his views to fit Nixon ' s model. 
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Despite his father's strong conviction that American involvement in Vietnam was 

a terrible mistake, George played the hawk on Vietnam and opposed civil-rights 

legislation as well" (174). Duffy and Goodgame believe that ultimately Bush's "Eastern 

Establishment roots posed a liability" (203 ), a view shared by Wicker, who stated that , 

Bush was derided by his opponent, Lloyd Bentsen, as "a liberal Ivy League 

carpetbagger" (3 8). Since Nixon had run for president and won on a similar platform, it 

seemed to make sense for Bush to adopt a similar set of views, and it also foreshadowed 

his own turnabout on the issues when he became Ronald Reagan's vice president and 

publicly espoused many of the political points he had earlier scorned. 

Sheehy states that by turning his back on civil rights and embracing a pro-war 

stance on Vietnam, Bush gained Nixon' s financial support, but ultimately lost the 1970 

Senate race (17 4 ). Wicker also believes that Bush' s pro-housing stance and his "reaching 

out to blacks and Hispanics" hurt his chances of election statewide, where "more whites 

were opposed to or suspicious of open housing and liberalism" (38). His Senate run loss 

did not seem to have an impact on Bush in regard to rethinking his policy of adapting to 

fit the needs of his political benefactor, because Bush would repeat this behavior in the 

future. Bush' s lack of passion and ideals for politics made it that much easier for him to 

adapt his views to that of a more powerful political rival when the time came for him to 

do so. 

By being able to give himself over to a political figure more powerful than 

himself, such as he did in 1980 when Ronald Reagan beat him in the Republican 

primaries, Bush was able to gain the vice presidency. In 1988, he then had a clear shot at 
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being the Republican nominee. That is not what happened, however; he was challenged 

in Iowa and New Hampshire by Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole, Representative Jack 

Kemp, and Representative Pierre DuPont. Reagan's coattails were not big enough for 

Bush, and because Bush had so devoutly identified himself with his political patron, he 

could not sum up a clear identity of his own to communicate to the voters (Sheehy 156). 

Although Bush went on to win the Republican nomination, he did not seem to be 

invincible. 

The Vice-Presidency and Bush's Ethos 

During the summer of 1988, Bush fell precipitously in the polls. Although the 

Democratic nominee, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts, had an even tighter 

rein on his emotions than Bush did, Dukakis came out of the Democratic National 

Convention solidly ahead in the polls. His lead was due in part to the Bush campaign' s 

inability to come up with a concise and consistent campaign message for their candidate. 

As Duffy and Goodgame note, "His campaign had been a bewildering and sometimes 

fugue of mixed messages designed to woo and hold together an unlikely coalition of 

mainstream Republicans, activist conservatives, Reagan Democrats, and independent 

suburbanites" ( 16). Other candidates might find this patchwork quilt of constituencies 

troublesome to unite, but not Bush. Duffy and Good game noted that Bush ' s primary goal 

was winning the election, rather than securing a mandate (16). By the summer of 1992, 

Bush' s primary goal was also the same in that he wanted to win reelection. As the 

incumbent, however, he found himself struggling yet again to overtake his Democratic 

opponent. 
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Bush was in danger of losing the 1988 election to Dukakis until his campaign 

manager, Lee Atwater, came up with a strategy to destroy Dukakis's credibility with the 

voters. Micklethwaite and Wooldridge state that "Atwater wore down the Dukakis 

advantage with a campaign, largely aimed at blue-collar voters," which is why Bush ' 

attacked Dukakis for belonging to the ACLU and for issuing a pardon to Willie Horton 

(97-98). Duffy and Goodgame also observed that crime and drug use were issues Bush 

could successfully exploit: "Spawned by a colossal drug epidemic, crime had reached 

epidemic proportions in many large cities and had spread so far that neighborhood watch 

programs and private security patrols had become commonplace in suburbs and even 

rural towns" ( 17). Bush brought out these themes relentlessly in his speeches, and in the 

series of presidential debates he engaged in with Dukakis during the fall of 1988. The 

controlled approach toward politics that the Dukakis camp favored throughout the 

primaries failed as Bush pummeled his challenger in stump speeches and during the 

debates, and his challenger refused to fight back. In the 1992 campaign, Bush would have 

a tougher time labeling Clinton, a moderate Southern Democrat, as a left-wing liberal 

Democrat. But Clinton had other character flaws that Bush could exploit. Bush continued 

to use the issues of drug use and crime in his speeches throughout his term, but by 1992, 

Americans wanted to know how he would respond to the economy' s downturn. 

In his acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention in New Orleans, 

Bush shows some of the hallmarks of his future speeches. As a candidate for the 

presidency, Bush lets his audience know that he does have a vision for the future , but that 

he will not be stating that vision in the high rhetoric they had come to expect from 
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Ronald Reagan. He directly addresses his reluctance to engage in personal observations 

by noting: "I reject the temptation to engage in personal references" (Bush "1988 

Republican National Convention Acceptance Address" 2). He also states that his goal is 

to continue to strengthen America; in essence, continuing the job he believes was begun 

by Ronald Reagan (2). Then Bush turns his attention to Dukakis, never once mentioning 

him by name, but identifies Dukakis as the candidate who envisions that the United 

States is past its prime (3) and that for social issues such as gun control, abortion, and the 

death penalty, "my opponent says no-and I say yes" (7). While these are the kinds of 

rhetorical tropes an audience comes to expect in a presidential campaign, there are other 

points that the president makes that will appear again in the speeches he makes in the 

future. 

The most famous line of Bush's entire political career also occurred in this 

speech. Bush stated: "My opponent won't rule out raising taxes. But I will. And the 

Congress will push me to raise taxes and I'll say, ' no. ' And they ' ll push, and I' ll say 'no. ' 

And they ' ll push again, and I'll say to them: 'Read my lips: no new taxes! "' (Bush " 1988 

Republican National Convention" 8). These were the words by which Bush defined 

himself not only for his base cheering him on in New Orleans, but also for those people 

watching who were wondering how he would overcome his deficit in the polls. These 

lines helped him turn the election around and to come within striking distance of the 

Democratic nominee. The author of that line, former Reagan speech writer Peggy 

Noonan, states that despite the repeated efforts of his staff to get her to cut the phrase 

from his speech, she kept putting it back in because " it's definite . It's not subject to 
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misinterpretation. It means, I mean this" (307). Yet as Tom Wicker pointed out, this 

particular phrase, "repeated over and over by the press and on television would be graven 

on the memories of Republicans, conservative and otherwise, ultimately to become an 

albatross circling above George Bush's presidency" ( 150). But for the kairoJic moment 

Bush was in, the phrase did the trick, and provided the clarion call for Republicans 

heading into the 1988 election. 

The presidential debates also contributed to the end of the Dukakis campaign. 

When Bernard Shaw of CNN asked Dukakis the emotionally-loaded question of whether 

or not he (Dukakis) would want a man who hypothetically raped and murdered his wife 

to be put to death, Dukakis ' s measured, controlled response seemed to confirm his 

reputation for being an intelligent yet emotionally detached figure (Wicker 142-143). 

Despite the fact that Bush' s vice presidential candidate, Dan Quayle, went on to get 

clobbered in his vice presidential debate against Bush' s old nemesis Lloyd Bentsen 

(Wicker 145), Bush defeated Dukakis that November. 

A Victory of Sorts 

Bush had been able to cobble together a functioning coalition that elected him but 

not resoundingly so. The electorate seemed to want more of the same, rather than any 

kind of seismic change. According to Charles 0. Jones in his essay "Meeting Low 

Expectations: Strategy and Prospects of the Bush Presidency," Bush owed his election to 

a "moderate-to-conservative" base consisting of "married men, the middle-aged, the 

college educated, white-collar workers, homemakers, high-income voters, whites, and 

Protestants" and that geographically, Bush "did extremely well in the South, and had 
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impressive showings in the Midwest and West" (45-47). Despite this tremendous victory 

for Bush, it proved pyrrhic. His scorched earth policy of campaigning cost him dearly in 

terms of congressional cooperation, so that when Congress reconvened in January 1989, 

the Democratic majority felt no particular responsibility to do anything that would make 

Bush's first one hundred days in office anything memorable or historic (Barilleaux and 

Rozell 8). Duffy and Goodgame also agree that Bush felt no particular push from the 

electorate to make widespread change. They state that Bush's own pollster, Robert 

Teeter, "realized that the nation was alienated by the excesses of the Reagan era but 

recognized that it was also unwilling to embrace the Democratic alternative. He felt that 

the public wanted only a minor course correction"( 18). Duffy and Goodgame also note 

that Teeter ' s polling indicated that "throughout 1987 and 1988 revealed that the public 

was unmoved by any single issue" (18). This kind of audience was tailor-made for Bush, 

because of his own reluctance to commit to a specific agenda to implement any kind of 

change, no matter how benign. 

Once elected president, Bush would have done well to reflect on the rhetorical 

characteristics of the presidents direct I y preceding him. Of course, Ronald Reagan was a 

master of political discourse, and Bush made a concentrated effort not to try to pass 

himself off rhetorically as another Reagan. Yet it would have been the presidents that 

preceded Reagan that should have held Bush' s attention, because both Jimmy Carter and 

Gerald Ford shared some similarities with Bush, both in terms of the circumstances under 

which they became president, as well as their rhetorical style. 

46 



In the case of Ford, he was an appointed vice president and then became president 

upon the resignation of Richard Nixon. Hult and Walcott note that Ford had to cultivate 

the perception that his White House would not be run along the same lines as Nixon, 

which may have led him to release Nixon's speechwriters (58). David Gergen noted that 
I I 

during the short time in which he worked in the Ford administration as a speechwriter, 

"he [the President of the United States] must take great care to build the trust and 

confidence of the public, and Ford fell down on that one" (109). Gergen believed that the 

reason Ford fell short was because of the magnitude of mistakes that were made during 

his short tenure in office, "mistakes [that] sprang from inexperience, not malevolence" 

(124 ). One result of the secrecy of the Nixon presidency was that secrecy of any kind was 

avoided at all costs by the Ford administration. 

While having access on demand to see the president might seem to be ideal , in 

regard to the speechwriting process, it wound up being a detriment. Hult and Walcott 

note that Ford' s speechwriters had access to the president and met with him before 

writing a major speech (58). Gergen confirms this in his own political memoir, noting 

that drafts of speeches were often read with all the principals in the room, with everyone 

reading a page at a time, and with everyone commenting (133). What was frustrating 

about this approach, according to Gergen, was that without having any idea of what the 

purpose of a speech was, or what its major thematic constructs were, it was difficult to 

offer any kind of helpful comments to the person or persons writing the speech (133). 

Thus, according to Hult and Walcott, the public believed that Ford ' s administration had 

no clear policy directives , based on the lack of direction of Ford ' s speeches (58) . These 
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kinds of mistakes made by the Ford administration led to a new administration led by 

Jimmy Carter. 

However, Carter did not learn from the errors made by the Ford administration. 

Much like Ford, Carter positioned himself as an anti-Nixon figure, promising the public 

that the White House would be different than the Nixon and Ford administrations (Hult 

and Walcott 58). While Carter maintained a speechwriting staff, he did not utilize them 

as much as one would think. Hult and Walcott state that Carter had written his own 

speeches in the past and did not like the idea of others writing for him, so Carter's 

speechwriters were denied access to policymakers as well as the president (62-63). This 

distance between the speechwriters and Carter got so bad that speechwriter Cheryl 

Conner wrote a memo to head speechwriter James Fallows in which she voiced her 

considerable frustration at being unable to know what kind of content Carter wanted in 

his speeches or how he would articulate that content: "I can't get into the head of Jimmy 

Carter because I ' ve never met Jimmy Carter" (Hult and Walcott 63-64). Despite tinkering 

with the speechwriting process at different times during the only term of Carter ' s 

presidency, no productive accommodation could be reached. Ultimately, Carter ' s 

presidency, like Ford ' s, would not reach a second term because the public did not believe 

the president could effectively deal with the serious issues facing him in his second term. 

Bush would have done well to revisit and review the history of his immediate 

predecessors. Yet there was little motivation to do so in late 1991 because of Bush ' s high 

approval ratings, the successful prosecution of the Gulf War, and the lack of any serious 

competition facing him in the Democratic Party. One potential Democratic candidate, 
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however, believed Bush could be beaten, specifically because of how Bush had defeated 

Dukakis. Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton believed Bush's ultimate vulnerability was that 

Bush "had run on a two-plank platform: read my lips and the other guy's a 

bum"(Goldman and Defrank 33). As Clinton envisioned what the 1992 campaign would 

look like, Clinton predicted that "if you didn't have an agenda to govern by, something 

you wanted to accomplish, there was no point running at all" (Goldman and Defrank 33). 

Eventually, Clinton made up his mind to take on the most popular post-Cold War 

president, and entered the Democratic primaries in the early spring of 1992. 

By March 1992, another man also believed that Bush was vulnerable. Texas 

industrialist Ross Perot entered the race for the presidency as an independent candidate 

and his message of wholesale political reform became a catalyst for the debate about 

whether a three-party system would help or hinder the governing process. Perot ' s 

appearance and voice were great fodder for satirists, but his message had a strong appeal 

to Americans dissatisfied with the government. His candidacy and his campaign rhetoric 

proved stronger than all the attacks Bush could muster. Perot struck a chord with voters 

who were fed up with government as usual , and Perot hammered on his message as much 

as possible, to the detriment of the president. In his book United We Stand: How We 

Can Take Back Our Country, Perot famously described the federal debt in this way: 

"The debt is like a crazy aunt we keep down in the basement. All the neighbors know 

she ' s there, but nobody wants to talk about her"(8). While his choice of campaign 

rhetoric was almost laughably colorful, the reaction it inspired among voters was no 

laughing matter for Bush or Clinton. 
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Summary 

Bush was completely capable of writing about matters relating to emotions, both 

deep and discomforting ones, as his personal correspondence illustrates. He was also 

quite capable of writing logically, and being able to communicate tough ideas to a 
I 

difficult audience, but again, in his personal correspondence. When it came to political 

communication, however, those personal communication abilities did not cross over; 

there was no marriage of the personal and the political, but a strict divide. 

As vice-president, Bush saw his role as being that of a loyal servant to the 

president, which made it difficult to assert who he was to the American public when he 

ran for the presidency in 1988. He won the election, but he won primarily because of who 

he was not: he was neither Reagan nor was he completely the anti-Reagan. Rockman 

touched on this theme as Bush was poised for reelection: "For now, Bush is at the crest of 

his foreign policy and national security leadership powers. The shelf-life of approval 

based on his conduct of the foreign policy role, however, may be less durable than it now 

seems" (31 ). In the spring of 1992, Duffy and Goodgame declared that " the best news for 

Bush in Clinton ' s emergence was the possibility that most of the president ' s biggest 

drawbacks might not matter anymore. This was the most stunning piece of I uck ... 

Bush, who seemed to stand for nothing at home, found himself running against a man 

who stood for things most folks scorned" (267). At least, that is how it seemed in the 

spring of 1992. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE ROLE OF PRESIDENT AND SPEECHWRITER IN CREATING 

PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC 

Issues Facing Bush's Speechwriters 

By the time Bush ran for president the first time in 1980, political speechwriters 

were an indispensable part of any political campaign and a permanent part of the 

structure of the White House. In his book Eyewitness to Power, David Gergen observed 

that one of the benefits of being a presidential speechwriter is that, "You may not shape 

history, but you have a ringside seat watching others make it. Over time, you may even 

add a finishing touch or two"(26). Bush had a number of speechwriters who worked for 

him in the White House. Martin Medhurst says that David Demarest, Assistant to the 

President for Communications, identified Mark Davis, Curt Smith, and Dan McGroarty 

as the speechwriters hired at the beginning of Bush's presidency (6). Speechwriters listed 

on the George Bush Presidential Library web site include: Carol Aarhus, Mark Davis, 

Mary Kate Grant, Dan McGroarty, Curt Smith, and Tony Snow ("Speechwriting" 1). 

Others, such as Peggy Noonan and Roger Ailes, were involved with writing for a specific 

speech, such as the 1992 State of the Union Address. As is true in any organization, the 

Bush speechwriting team had times when they functioned smoothly and other times when 

they did not. 
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One of the biggest challenges facing Bush's speechwriters during the reelection 

campaign was creating a coherent message for the president to deliver. When Bush ran 

for the presidency in 1988, Wayne Fields noted that former Reagan speechwriter Peggy 

Noonan joined Bush's campaign because a major problem in the campaign "was the 

public ' s lack of any clear perception of who the Vice President was" (61). Noonan 

concurred somewhat with this view when she said she joined the Bush campaign because 

she sensed Bush needed her to help articulate his campaign message (296-297). As his 

campaign progressed, Noonan's assistance did help contribute to his success in the 

primary and the general election, particularly in regard to his acceptance speech at the 

Republican convention in New Orleans. This speech contained many memorable phrases, 

such as "a thousand points of light," "a kinder, gentler nation," and "read my lips." The 

clarity ofNoonan ' s writing contributed to Bush' s success in part because the acceptance 

speech helped establish a strong yet benign ethos for him. Voters now had an idea of who 

he was and the ideas he stood for , and responded to his message more strongly than the 

more cerebral and emotionally distant Dukakis. Yet as noted in Chapter II , the American 

public wanted continuity in their leadership. While Bush presented a more presidential 

ethos than Dukakis, he still lacked a driving message. 

Once the campaign was over, Bush ' s remained reluctant in investing significant 

time in the developing a message or an agenda to serve as a springboard for his reelection 

campaign. Early in his presidency, Bush requested his speechwriters focus their efforts on 

promoting the foreign policy accomplishments of the administration, and to emphasize 

the limits of the federal government in supporting domestic programs (Barri leaux and 
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Rozell 67). In the speeches analyzed in this study, all of them begin with a discussion of 

foreign policy accomplishments, followed by a discussion of domestic issues and how the 

government could fund only a portion of what it had in the recent past. But what would 

prove most problematic to Bush's speechwriters in 1992 was the lack of a central 

message they could work with as Bush ran for reelection. 

With several foreign policy successes by 1992, Bush and his speechwriters had no 

difficulty in pointing to many successful accomplishments of their administration on the 

global stage. What would prove more troublesome was the corresponding dearth of 

domestic accomplishments. Barilleux and Rozell also attest to this problem with the lack 

of a message, stating that "because the White Hose lacked a central message, the 

campaign foundered from one theme to another" (73). The situation became so serious 

that one of Bush ' s speech writers, Curt Smith said, in my interview with him, that Chief 

of Staff Sam Skinner "called the writers into the Roosevelt Room and said, ' You 

(pointing at us) devise a domestic agenda for us! ' Well , that's not what we were there 

for. "' 2 The lack of a domestic agenda was shown in this rather desperate gesture. Tony 

Snow stated that "the Bush White House, in response to the public's preference for 

change, put forth a number of domestic policy initiatives in 1992 merely to politically 

rebut the charge that Bush lacked an agenda" ( qtd. in Barrileaux and Rozell 65). 

Goldman and DeFrank believed that "there was no real Bush agenda beyond muddling 

through" (6). Smith also believes that Bush needed to address cultural and social issues 

more in his reelection speeches to remind his base, as well as those voters tempted by 

2 
See Appendix A for transcript of phone interview with Curt Sm ith , 29 May 2007. 
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Perot's candidacy, why they voted for him in the first place (Appendix A). Without an 

overall reason to run for reelection, Bush's speechwriters faced a daunting challenge: 

creating a vision without hearing it articulated. 

A second obstacle facing Bush's speechwriters was Bush's reluctance to give 

serious attention to presenting his speeches in a compelling manner. As noted in Chapter 

Two, although Bush willingly pursued a career in politics, he actively disliked behavior 

that seemed to call unnecessary attention to himself. The president's discomfort with 

taking the speechwriting process seriously might have led to his defeat in 1988 had it not 

been for Noonan' s contribution to his writing staff and to Lee Atwater's aggressive attack 

strategy against Michael Dukakis in the final months of the campaign. Martin Medhurst 

believed that one of Bush 's major errors in his presidency was in "relegating public 

rhetoric to a position of secondary importance as something that could be more or less 

ignored" (6). Bush ' s distinct lack of enthusiasm for this part of his presidency came back 

to haunt him during the reelection campaign, because by then the damage had already 

been done. Curt Smith told me that Bush "did not place the premium, if you would, on 

the art of rhetoric, on the importance of public speaking, which was a mistake" and that 

"it was the central mistake of his presidency" (Appendix A). 

A final challenge facing Bush's speechwriters was Bush 's reluctance to express 

emotion in his speeches. Bush was quick to cut examples of pathos from speeches 

immediately. Duffy and Goodgame state that "plainspoken by nature, Bush was 

uncomfortable with dramatic language and hyperbole. He often deleted the most 

memorable passages from his speeches, in part because of their emotional content" ( 4 7). 
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As mentioned in Chapter II, Bush did not relish exhibiting excessive emotion in public, 

which sometimes ran counter to the demands of the campaign. Less than one month 

before the 1988 election, Bush wrote in a journal entry for 14 October that his 

speechwriters had given him what he called "red meat speeches" ( 402). Unhappy with the 
I I 

speeches' strong appeal to the emotions of the audience, Bush notes, "I sent it back and 

said, ' Please don't hand me this crap.' It was totally out of sync with what we want to be 

doing"( 402). Once he became president, Bush maintained his preference for using as 

little emotional appeal as possible. Patterson reports that Bush disliked giving emotional 

speeches "for fear of losing control of his emotions" (168). During his tenure as a 

speechwriter for Bush, Curt Smith said in our interview that he would write passages in 

speeches that challenged Bush's "no pathos" rule because he believed his emotional 

vulnerability contributed to his ethos as president. Smith remembered Bush telling him 

specifically, " I have to be careful, because I don't want to break down" (Appendix A). 

Smith said that he did want Bush to break down (although he didn ' t tell him so) because 

he believed the American public would respond positively to expressions of honest 

emotion from the president (Appendix). Bush ' s preference to refrain from emotional 

displays in public was not unusual for a man of his generation. What Bush could not 

predict was that when he ran for reelection, one of his opponents would be able to engage 

in pathos quite effectively. In late 1991 and early 1992 the ability to express empathy 

would not seem that remarkable, but Clinton's ability to feel the pain of the voting public 

would prove problematic for Bush's reelection campaign. 
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Bush's speechwriters experienced a gamut of events during their tenure; some 

events were frustrating, but others were more rewarding. According to Duffy and 

Goodgame, Bush revoked the mess privileges of his speechwriting staff ( 46), a report 

confirmed by Barrileux and Rozell, who clarified that the order came from John Sununu 

(58). Medhurst also observes that the limited salary paid to speechwriters "effected 

thousands of dollars in salary savings" and yet Medhurst believes that making no more 

than $40,000 per year might have proved a major disincentive to potential speechwriters 

(7). Some speechwriters were also upset that "the only portions of speech drafts that the 

boss seemed to care about were the 'acknowledgements '-the several paragraphs of 

names and perfunctory thank you ' s that led nearly every Bush speech, in which he 

recognized by name the friend, political allies, and routine famous people in every 

audience" (Duffy and Goodgame 46). Mary Matalin discussed how presidential 

speechwriter, Steve Provost, exhausted by the demands of Bush aides and policy people, 

wound up singing passages of Bush's 1992 Houston acceptance speech to and with his 

assistant Christina Martin, as a reaction to stress (311-312). These examples fail to 

indicate catastrophic problems among the speechwriting staff, but they do reflect the 

increased stress facing a struggling reelection campaign. 

Some experiences were better, indicating that Bush was not completely tuned out 

to the speechwriting process. Curt Smith asserts that Bush not only made himself 

available to speechwriters, but would praise them for a speech he particularly liked giving 

(Appendix A). On one occasion, Smith and his research assistant had taken great pains to 

write a speech for the president to give on his state trip to Hungary in July of 1989. Smith 
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recalled that his research assistant had taken great care in doing research for Bush' s 

speech. As he remembered it, he and his assistant were listening to the speech on a 

"squawk box," rather than watching it on television. Because they could not watch the 

speech, Smith says, "What we don' t know is that it's been raining in Budapest for hours; 

we don' t know that tens of thousands of people are congregated in the central square and 

their lives are in danger because of thunder and lightning, and we don' t know any of this. 

All we hear is Bush being introduced and then we hear Bush saying to the crowd, ' I have 

this speech in my hands and I'm going to tear it up! "' (Appendix A) Aghast at Bush' s 

remark, Smith and his research assistant wondered what was happening and what the end 

result would be. The story does have a happy ending: 

Well, in fact, nothing had gone wrong with the speech; Bush liked it, but 

we didn ' t know that. And so, in any event, when Bush got back, he got 

hold of a picture by Reuters ; someone had taken a picture of him ... 

after he had told the crowd he was going to tear up the speech, Bush, in a 

tan overcoat, a maniacal grin on his face , half a speech in one hand, half a 

speech in the other, and tens of thousands of Hungarians cheering wildly 

.. He heard what had happened and our reaction, so he sent me a photo 

which I still have : "Dear Curt, It ' s raining in Budapest. I'll wing it. 

Sincerely, George Bush" (Appendix A). 

The story is a wonderful illustration of Bush' s playful wit, and certainly the effect of his 

remarks on the crowd in Budapest showed that his action of tearing up the speech fit the 

kairos of the situation. But it also underlines the president's reluctance to be tied to a 
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speech, and also highlights his dislike of having to prepare for a speech. Bush also 

demonstrates sensitivity to the feelings of this particular speechwriter in that he took the 

time to send him a picture inscribed with a teasing note. All of the tensions and elation of 

the speechwriting process is encapsulated in this story. 

While working for Bush had its frustrations, sometimes the rewards came at 

unexpected moments. Curt Smith gained a rare insight into the extraordinary demands 

facing the President of the United States toward the end of Bush's second year in office. 

Smith said that Bush held a Christmas party for the speechwriting staff at the family 

residence in 1990 to discuss what had gone well and what hadn't gone well that year. 

Smith recalled Bush's grandchildren running around and that the mood was quite 

pleasant. After an hour, Bush said he had to go to another event, so everyone else got up 

to leave as well. Smith said that as Bush got up, he said very quietly, "I feel a thousand 

years old." At first Smith thought Bush was going out to talk to reporters, which tended 

to be stressful, but when Smith turned on the television the next morning, he heard the 

announcement that the United States had invaded Panama (Appendix A). Such an event 

not only highlights the extraordinary burden and responsibility of the Chief Executive, 

but it also emphasizes how presidential speechwriters may be witnesses to history and 

help use their exposure to history in crafting their messages for the president. 

Effective or Inefficient?: The Organization of Bush's Speechwriters 

One could argue that other positions within the White House carry more power 

and more prestige than that of a presidential speechwriter, and yet the rapid rise of the 

speechwriter in the hierarchy of the West Wing shows that the position holds a 
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commanding power and prestige of its own. This power and prestige often goes hand-in

hand with the president served by the speech writers. Of the one-term presidents in the 

twentieth century, were there problems in how the Bush speechwriting staff was 

organized? 

One must look first at the evolution of the position of the speechwriter in the 

White House hierarchy. Although presidents throughout American history received input 

from trusted advisors when their speeches were drafted, in wasn't until the early 

twentieth century that the position of presidential speechwriter was established within the 

White House. In Bradley Patterson' s The White House Staff: The West Wing and 

Beyond, he credits Judson Welliver for becoming the first "literary clerk" for Warren G. 

Harding on 4 March 1921 (162). Peggy Noonan states Welliver was "literary executive 

secretary" (91 ). During the administrations that followed, either one or more persons 

were invited to participate in drafting addresses that ran the gamut from "Rose Garden 

rubbish" to the State of the Union (Noonan 95). 

The position of presidential speechwriter expanded throughout the twentieth 

century. Speechwriting gained in stature because of the importance placed on the ability 

of the president to communicate effectively with the public through a growing number of 

technologies. During Harding's administration, the dominant medium would have been 

radio. Roosevelt's extraordinary election to four consecutive terms of office was due in 

part to his command of the radio. Although Eisenhower appeared on television frequently 

during the 1950s, John F. Kennedy is still considered as the first president to master the 

medium. Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton also knew how to use television to their benefit. 
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Pike and Maltese are among the many critics who believe that for twentieth-century 

politicians, "the most powerful tool for going public has been television" (79). Clinton is 

the first president whose tenure in office was influenced by the Internet. The Monica 

Lewinsky scandal flourished in part because the more lurid details of her sexu~l conduct , 

with Clinton were posted on such websites as Matt Drudge's The Smoking Gun. The 

growth of mass media also changed the scope of the president's audience. Not only could 

more and more Americans hear presidential speeches through television and the Internet, 

but an international audience could be reached more easily as well. As the occasions 

grew in which a president was expected to address the nation because of the rapid growth 

of media and technology, so, too, did the role of the speechwriter grow. 

The way in which speechwriters were organized differed from administration to 

administration from Harding to Eisenhower. In the case of the Truman Administration, a 

person might be asked to contribute to a draft because he was recommended by someone 

who knew Truman (Carlin 42), or because he played poker with him (Clifford 73-74). 

The more loosely organized cadre of speechwriters that fluctuated from year to year, and 

from administration to administration, gained slightly more organization starting in the 

1950s. 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower is credited with institutionalizing the 

speechwriter' s role within the White House. Fred I. Greenstein ' s analysis of 

Eisenhower' s effectiveness as chief executive, The Hidden-Hand Presidency: Eisenhower 

as Leader, concludes that Eisenhower was deliberate in his choice of language in his 

speeches as well as to whom he assigned various tasks in the speechwriting process, with 
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the end result that he was known for "building a public support that transcended many of 

the nation's social and political divisions" (57). In this case, Greenstein asserts that 

among the strategies Eisenhower used to govern well was the ability to speak clearly to 

the public, and to institute a system that allowed him to hand off tasks not requiring as , 

much of his time to subordinates. Charles Griffin concurs with Greenstein' s evaluation. 

Griffin states while Eisenhower was involved in the last stages of revising a speech he 

would deliver, there was a definite drafting process for a speech involving the selection 

of a speech topic, to whom the speech was assigned, and who would be involved in the 

initial revising stages (74-77). Griffin also states that Eisenhower' s effectiveness as a 

public speaker can be traced to his efficient organization of his speech writing staff, and 

his involvement with the speechwriting process in its later stages (86). Even though 

Eisenhower instituted a more organized approach to speechwriting, this process was not 

always followed by his successors. A case in point would be the open access approach 

used during the Ford administration, which began with the best of intentions, yet wound 

up undermining the president's ability to communicate clearly with the American public. 

The open access enjoyed by Ford ' s speechwriters is one of the consequences of 

the Watergate scandal , and serves as a direct contrast to Eisenhower' s organizational 

plan. The secrecy of the Nixon administration, and its embittered relationship with the 

press strained the relationship between the chief executive and the American people and 

the press. Ford was sensitive to the perception that any perceived secrecy in his actions 

might lead the public to perceive he, too, was untrustworthy. David Gergen, who served 

as a speechwriter for Nixon and Ford, noted how Ford made the decision to be highly 
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accessible to his staff, including his speechwriters. While the decision appeared to be a 

smart political move, the decision led to devastating communications gaffes, such as Ford 

delivering an unedited speech in New York (115). In fact, after Gergen was initially fired 

from the Ford administration in its opening days because he was a member of
1

the Nixon , 

speechwriting staff, Gergen was quickly hired back in order to help quell the verbal 

gaffes that were making Ford a media target (127) . Yet the open door policy continued, 

and it weakened Ford' s ability to create effective speeches because of the inefficiency of 

the speechwriting process. (130). 

By the time George H. W. Bush was elected, there were many possible models for 

him to use within the West Wing in regard to how he wanted to interact with his 

speechwriting staff. The model he would choose would have a tremendous impact on his 

presidency, and it is clear that the model he chose was closer to Eisenhower' s model. One 

example of the organization of the Office of Speechwriting occurred before the State of 

the Union Address in 1992. On 28 January, C. Boyden Gray wrote a memo to White 

House Communications Director David Demarest, asking that "an insert attached for 

page 9" of the draft of the State of the Union be added.3 The addition informs Congress 

that they "must enact our banking reform legislation this year," followed by an assertion 

by Bush that he would not be doing his job if he didn ' t take the proper steps "to address 

regulatory overkill. " 4 A version of the 1992 State of the Union Address had been 

distributed that morning by Phillip Brady for comments to various Cabinet members, the 

3 
Memorandum, C. Boyden Gray to David Demarest, 28 January 1992, OA/ID: 6096, White House 

Counse l's Office, Tony Snow Subject File, Office of Speechwriting, George Bush Pres idential Library. 
4
Memorandum, C. Boyden Gray to David Demarest, 28 January 1992. 

62 



Press Secretary, and Vice President Quayle on the morning of 28 January 1992. The 

document had a routing sheet on it that noted the date, the time at which the document 

had to be returned to David Demarest and by each name were two columns: Action and 

FYI. A checked box by Action indicated comments were specifically request~d, while a , 

check by FYI indicated the copy did not require comments. 5 That version of the State of 

the Union, the following sentence was lined out: "I won't neglect my responsibility for 

sound regulations that serve the public good, but regulatory overkill must be stopped. "6In 

the published version of the speech, the line reads, "I won't neglect my responsibility for 

sound regulations that serve the public good, but regulatory overkill must be stopped. 

And I've instructed our Government regulators to stop it" (Bush "Address" 159). The 

general meaning of the passage remains, except that rather than saying that regulatory 

must be addressed, now it must be stopped. 

The revision of this small section of the 1992 State of the Union address 

illustrates how the speechwriting process functioned. After the draft of a speech was 

routed through channels, one of the principles responded with a request for a revision. 

The proposed revision was then incorporated into the final text of the speech, with some 

polishing of the wording. This process is all the more remarkable because of the speed in 

which the revision was made, which was less than twenty-four hours. 

What this example suggests is that there was a workable process for writing and 

revising speeches in the Bush White House. Curt Smith told me he believed the system 

5 
Memorandum. Phillip Brady to the Vice President, the Press Secretary, Cabinet, and White House 

Council 's Office, 28 January 1992 l 992, OA/lD 6096, Tony Snow Subject File, Office of Speechwriting, 
George Bush Presidential Library. 
6 

Memorandum, Philip Brady to the Vice President, et. al. , 28 January 1992. 
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worked well because there was rarely any confusion as to who was working on what 

speech, and that the process of assigning, drafting, and revising speeches ran smoothly. 

Smith thought the practice of assigning speeches to one person made the speech more 

effective because of the level of control one person had its writing. But there was a 

caveat to that: Smith also said that what did not work in the speechwriting process was 

when speeches were "written by committee"(Appendix A). He said the 1992 State of the 

Union Address was written this way, as was Bush's acceptance speech at the Republican 

Convention in Houston, and that the effectiveness and impact of a speech was diminished 

when so many suggestions and rewrites were juggled (Appendix A) . Patterson also found 

that Bush was part of the speechwriting process and "was often in contact with his 

speechwriters" (168). Smith also said that he had access to Bush (Appendix A) . 

Outwardly, then the process seemed to work. Speeches were assigned in an organized 

way, and speechwriters had access to Bush. On paper, the speechwriting process worked 

well. But not all critics agree with that view. 

Barrileux and Rozell believe that the speechwriting process in the Bush White 

House was ineffective because so many people had input into the creation of presidential 

speeches. They, too , examined the speechwriting folders in the Bush Library and 

concluded that the number of White House staffers who participated in signing off on a 

speech overwhelmed the process (164n). The organization of the Office of Speechwriting 

followed Eisenhower' s model of assigning speeches to writers, having deadlines for 

revisions, and incorporating revisions efficiently into a final draft. Bush made himself 

available to speechwriters in a manner similar to Ford' s. Despite the fact that the protocol 
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for gaining an audience with Bush sounded informal, a protocol existed nonetheless, and 

was followed. Yet the final result of Bush's speeches seemed unsatisfactory, particularly 

as Bush faced a primary challenge in New Hampshire from Pat Buchanan in early 1992, 

and had to face the emergence of Ross Perot as an independent candidate in March 1992. , 

Summary 

Although presidential speechwriting is a relatively new addition to the institution 

of the presidency, speechwriters serve an important role in presidential rhetoric, and 

George H. W. Bush's speechwriters also contributed to the ethos he projected to 

American people through his speeches. What proved problematic for Bush' s 

speechwriters became evident as his presidency neared his first term: he knew what he 

wanted to do to position the United States as the world's primary superpower as the Cold 

War ended, yet he could not articulate his ideas for what he wanted to do domestically 

beyond ending drug abuse and lowering the crime rate. While these issues were definitely 

of concern, addressing how to bolster a faltering economy as well as presenting a 

meaningful set of domestic initiatives was also important in the 1992 election. 

Without a solid domestic agenda to work with, Bush's speechwriters found it 

difficult to create a consistent message for Bush to deliver in the same way that his 

successful foreign policy initiatives could be discussed. And no matter how well

intentioned, Bush' s reluctance to devote time to preparing for his speeches, as well as his 

reluctance to talk about emotional issues proved frustrating to his speechwriters. Their 

frustration seemed to be rooted in their perception that his reluctance hurt him with 

voters. His reluctance created a distant, distracted appearance not in keeping with what 
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the speechwriters knew about him. Many presidents in the past have had a rather chaotic 

speechwriting staff, but Bush's manner of organization closely resembles that of 

Eisenhower' s chain-of-command style. With a workable, if not perfect, system in place, 

Bush and his speechwriters approached the 1992 election. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE 1989 INAUGURAL ADDRESS 

Background to the 1989 Inaugural Address 

The first major address of a new president is the inaugural address. Over time, 

inaugural addresses have gained more importance even than the annual State of the 

Union Address in terms of introducing a president and his vision to the American people. 

James Barnes notes that "the inaugural address gives the new President an important 

opportunity to make the transformation from partisan politician to leader of the nation" 

(1 ). Campbell and Jamieson state that "the identity of the presidents as spokespersons for 

the institution, fulfilling constitutional roles and exercising their institutional power, gives 

this discourse a distinctive character. In turn, that identity-the institution of the 

presidency- arises out of such discourse"( 4). Thus , the president establishes an initial 

ethos as a leader in this speech. 

Barnes notes that "Some inaugural addresses are classics: Abraham Lincoln ' s in 

1865, Franklin D. Roosevelt ' s in 1933, and John F. Kennedy ' s in 1961 " (1 ). For many 

years, John F. Kem1edy ' s Inaugural Address served as a model for late twentieth-century 

American presidents; Peggy Noonan discusses how she tried to move Ronald Reagan ' s 

second address away from the cadences and phrasing of Kennedy ' s in order to establish 

something fresher for his audience (187). 
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In order to address the issue of President George H.W. Bush's ethos in the 1992 

campaign, one must look back to the ethos the president had to create at the beginning of 

his term in office. Presidential ethos is not established out of thin air; rather, the process 

of creating a presidential image is an ongoing one. In Bush's case, this was particularly 

true since he was walking a rather sensitive line between identifying himself as President 

Ronald Reagan ' s political heir and identifying himself to the American public as his own 

person. As Bush looked toward creating such his initial presidential image, however, one 

critic noted that Bush had a particularly difficult task ahead of him. Roderick Hart says, 

'" You take a person with no love of language or sense of timing, comparatively devoid of 

vision, [ and] he ' s a rhetorical disaster area"' ( qtd. in Barnes 2). 

The world had also changed, along with the chief resident of the White House; 

with the end of the Cold War, and with modest economic prosperity, Bush came to the 

office of the presidency under favorable domestic and international conditions. 

Barrileaux and Rozell believe that Bush "saw his mission as being to guide the country 

effectively during a period of transition, rather than precipitating large-scale changes" 

(6). Rockman agreed with Barrileaux and Rozell ' s assessment of Bush' s political 

philosophy. They state that, at the time of Bush' s presidency, "a Tory ' s view of the world 

... embodies the precept that doing nothing more likely is better than doing something. 

The difficulty with ' the vision thing ' that Bush experiences stems mainly from this 

traditional Tory perspective on the world" (25). This more complacent view of the 

world, associated with the comfort of the tradition, status, and wealth complements 

Barrileaux and Rozell ' s view of Bush' s hesitance to push "large-scale changes" (6). 
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Certainly Bush was caught short during his reelection campaign by the perception that 

not only did he not have a cogent plan for moving the country into economy recovery, he 

did not particularly care about those in dire economic straits. While this perception was 

not entirely true, his rhetorical stumbles did little to correct this impression. 

Dean Hammer also viewed Bush's presidency along similar lines in its inability to 

establish a clear ethos for the president. Hammer noted that Bush seemed more of a 

"guardian president" who wanted to "watch over and protect what already exists rather 

than actively change the direction of government" (302). Jones concurs, with Hammer's 

view of Bush as a "guardian president," noting that among those who voted for Dukakis 

were the ones who wanted a more activist government, and that "the president has limited 

responsibilities in regard to abortion or crime policy" ( 48) . Bush was thus in a bind. 

While he inherited a prosperous country that stood alone globally in terms of its power 

and wealth, he knew that the good times wouldn't last forever. He was not the sort of 

politician who would necessarily try to predict where he needed to take a proactive 

approach to significant problems that might arise. Also, Bush had to be aware of the fact 

that he would need to speak candidly with the American people about what they would 

have to face in th future. As Bob Woodward notes in his post-Watergate study Shadow, 

many Americans wondered if future presidents would "talk and plot in private like 

Nixon" (2). For a president who was happy keeping the status quo , and uncomfortable 

with conflict, Bush would need to tread a careful path in order not to arouse public 

suspicion about his behavior as president. 
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Another issue faced by the newly-elected president was how he had been 

characterized in the media before the election. In the print media, nothing had hurt Bush 

worse than the backhanded compliment Newsweek paid him in its October 11, 1987 

issue. Although he was the cover story that week, the magazine's headline, "George 

Bush: Fighting the Wimp Image" crystallized for voters what was perceived as the 

dichotomy of Bush's character (Wicker 129). Wicker believes that because Bush had 

been discussed at length in the press as having a "wimp image" the discussion took on a 

life of its own because "once expressed, it can be so often repeated-in the press and in 

general conversation-that it might as well be a reality" (131 ). For Bush, the "wimp 

factor" would prove difficult to shake, and not just in the print media. He would work 

hard to change the image that somehow he was not strong enough to be president, but 

popular culture challenged Bush's image almost as much as the medial. 

Television plays a pivotal role in presidential politics because it can both serve 

and mock political leaders, and George H.W. Bush's presidency proved no exception to 

this rule. The NBC comedy show Saturday Night Live, for example, had made 

presidential satire part of their shows during Lorne Michaels' s tenure as executive 

producer of the show (Shales and Miller 346). This presidential satire, grounded in 

presidential impersonations, has varied in terms of their effectiveness. In "Live from 

N.Y.: It's the President," Ken Tucker says that Chevy Chase's take on President Ford 

was not based on a physical or verbal resemblance to the president at all (2). Instead, 

Chase's Ford was based on the president's tendency towards physical clumsiness, at 

which Chase excelled (2). After the end of the Reagan presidency, with a new president 
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in office, and with Michaels back in the producer's chair, the emphasis on presidential 

satire came back. According to Dana Carvey, the decision to take on the character of 

then Vice President Bush was made for him: "I was just assigned George Bush, and I 

couldn' t do him at all. It was just a weird voice and weird rhythm ... But then ... I just , 

sort of hooked it, and it was that phrase 'that thing out there, that guy out there <loin' that 

thing"' (Shales and Miller 346-347). 

In the early stages of his impersonation of George Bush, Carvey presents him as 

more of a straight man to other characters. Carvey appears to experiment with using 

glasses and with the length of Bush' s hair in two sketches preceding the 1988 election, 

and changes the timbre of Bush' s voice ("Presidential Bash 2000"). In both sketches, the 

caricature of Bush uses hand gestures to emphasize his points. In a New Hampshire 

primary sketch, Bush ' s voice sounds like a precursor for Carvey ' s Ross Perot: nasal and 

strident ("Presidential Bash 2000"). By the time "Bush" debates "Michael Dukakis" 

(played by Jon Lovitz), Carvey has toned Bush down. Carvey' s voice sounds more like 

Bush' s in real life. Although "Bush" is portrayed as a figure of ridicule, it is the Dukakis 

character that's played more strongly for laughs. Apologizing in an absolute deadpan to 

Sam Donaldson (played by Kevin Nealon) for his response to a question, "Dukakis" 

drones: "I apologize for flying off the handle like that" ("Presidential Bash 2000"). As a 

result of this ability to characterize the vice president in such a way that made him 

instantly recognizable to a large national audience, Carvey ' s impersonation of Bush came 

to occupy the public consciousness, as well as having an impact on Bush ' s ethos. 
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By 1992, Carvey' s impersonation of Bush had evolved even further, although not 

necessarily for the better for the president. In The Best of Saturday Night Live series that 

features Dana Carvey's impersonations, Bush is characterized as a chuckle-headed 

grandfather, carried away by the trappings of office. In his characterization of Bush, 

Carvey no longer emphasizes Bush's testier, waspish personality. Instead, Carvey's Bush 

characterization focuses on Bush's easy-going, bordering on passive, approach to his 

presidency. In one sketch in which "George Bush" speaks to the public from the Oval 

Office about the latest technology used in the Gulf War, Carvey's characterization of 

Bush suggests he cares less about putting troops in harm' s way than he does 

demonstrating to the audience how much fun it is to wear night-vision goggles with the 

lights out in the Oval Office (Michaels). 

The president's voice has gone up a notch, and is now more Mr. Rogerish in its 

cadences. Carvey ' s portrayal of the president ' s syntax is much choppier; gone are the full 

sentences of his vice-presidential days, and it's replaced by the president's sentence 

fragments and repetitive phrasing: "That'd be bad ... BAD! BAD!" (Michaels). Bush has 

gained in stature now that he is president, but the way in which Carvey portrays him 

indicates that Bush is more of a figure of ridicule due to his inability to grasp the serious 

nature of the presidency. Carvey' s impersonation of Bush wasn' t the only way that the 

president was characterized in popular culture. In Gary Trudeau' s political cartoon strip 

"Doonesbury," Bush was never drawn at all ; he was simply a voice. One of the more 

famous lines the Bush cartoon uttered was when he assured an aide that he suffered no 

conflict of interest in supporting many of President Reagan ' s political ideas because he 
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(the vice president) had put his manhood in a blind trust until Reagan left office (Duffy 

and Goodgame 38-39). These are only two examples of Bush's position in popular 

culture at that time, yet even after his defeat, Bush continues figure in pop culture. Like 

Ford, his cartoon likeness made an appearance on The Simpsons and Dana Carvey has 

reprised his role of George H.W. Bush on Saturday Night Live on occasion during 

George W. Bush' s presidency. 

Many challenges faced Bush and his speechwriters as they began to draft the 

inaugural address, and they tried to meet the demands of this kairotic moment within the 

confines of this particular presidential genre. Already known to the American public as a 

benign yet combative vice-president at ease in the shadow of the iconic President Reagan, 

Bush had to use the inaugural address as a way to create a new ethos for himself, an ethos 

that needed to reassure and keep the Reagan coalition that helped get him elected, and he 

also had to create an ethos congenial to the Democratic majority in Congress, without 

whom he could not hope to have smooth passage of any of his domestic legislation. With 

the end of the Cold War, Bush also had to let the world know what kind of a leader he 

would be, and how he envisioned America' s position in the world. With these issues in 

mind, Bush and his speechwriters went to work on the first major speech of Bush' s 

presidency. 

The 1989 Inaugural Address: Creating Ethos, Using Parrhesia 

Bush and his speechwriters worked to establish Bush' s ethos with the American 

public within the first six paragraphs of the inaugural address. In these first critical 

paragraphs, Bush first publicly stated his thanks and appreciation to Ronald Reagan, 
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expressing his appreciation for "all the wonderful things that you have done for America" 

(Bush " Inaugural Address" 1). No elaboration on these "things" is given, and it is the last 

time Reagan is referred to, directly or indirectly, in the speech. Bush then establishes his 

place in presidential history by referring to the history behind the oath of office he has 

just sworn; he notes that "I've just repeated word for word the oath taken by George 

Washington 200 years ago, and the Bible on which I placed my hand is the Bible on 

which he placed his. It is right that the memory of Washington be with us today not only 

because this is our bicentennial inauguration but because Washington remains the Father 

of our Country" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 1 ) . In this passage, Bush is affirming both a 

secular and religious heritage. He creates the image of himself more as Washington's heir 

than Reagan ' s, although he makes a reference to the Bible that would please Reagan 's 

conservative base. 

He continues this balance between secular and religious ethos by then creating the 

metaphor of democracy as the front porch of the American home, "a good place to talk as 

neighbors and as friends" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 1 ). Yet while Bush invokes the 

images of Americans talking with each other, he then states that "my first act as President 

is prayer" (1 ), and then asks his audience to "bow your heads" (1 ). In the prayer, he 

modestly asks for God' s love and guidance, asking God to "accept our thanks for the 

peace that yields this day and the shared faith that make its continuance likely" (1 ). 

Within the first part of the address, the president has tried to create a balanced 

ethos with his audience. He is reaching out to both the religious and secular members of 

his audience with his religious and historical references. What he and his speechwriters 
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appear to be doing is creating a balance of personas; George Bush is both the religious 

man and the civil servant, trying to bridge the chasm between both of these kinds of 

voters. Both groups will want to know what he envisions for the country, and he attempts 

to create a picture of his vision within the address in ways that will not outrage either 

sensibility. 

In the first part of his discussion of the future, Bush's tone is upbeat and 

optimistic. He asserts that "I come before you and assume the Presidency at a moment 

rich with promise. We live in a peaceful, prosperous time, but we can make it better" 

(Bush "Inaugural Address" 1). Bush then likens change to that of a breeze: "For a new 

breeze is blowing, and a world refreshed by freedom seems reborn. For in a man's heart, 

if not in fact , the day of the dictator is over. The totalitarian era is passing, its old ideas 

blown away like leaves from an ancient, lifeless tree. A new breeze is blowing, and a 

nation refreshed by freedom stands ready to push on" (1). These passages reflect Bush' s 

global view, and he is creating for his audience the vision of himself as leading the 

country into a future where global freedom will be a serious possibility. The man with 

dual sensibilities sees the American love of hard work and freedom moving his country 

ahead toward the next century. 

Yet the passage that follows disrupts the imagery and ethos in the process of 

being established within the address. The president says, "There are times when the 

future seems thick as a fog; you sit and wait, hoping the mists will lift and reveal the right 

path" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 1 ). Using the "fog" metaphor seems to contradict what 

has been said. The connotation of fog is not particularly pleasant, especially when it is 
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paired up with the idea of a person passing the time until the fog clears and "the right 

path" presents itself. The fog metaphor works against the ethos Bush is trying to establish 

in this speech, because he is introducing to his audience the possibility that he might 

approach a foggy situation with the passive approach he has just stated. 

The confusion in imagery and metaphors increases in the next three paragraphs. 

In order to offset the fog metaphor, Bush then fashions another metaphor: freedom and 

democracy as a doorway. He initially states that "this is a time when the future seems a 

door you can walk right through" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 1) and then likens 

democracy to a door: "Great nations of the world are moving toward democracy through 

the door of freedom" (1 ). Bush concludes by saying that all people all over the globe 

"agitate for free expression and free thought through the door to the moral and 

intellectual satisfactions that only liberty allows" (1 ). Bush and his writers seem to view 

freedom and democracy as interchangeable in creating the door metaphor, but it is not, 

and the metaphor is not as effective as freedom as a breeze that was used earlier. A door 

is more passive than a breeze, and less appealing to the imagination in creating an image 

for the future. 

Bush' s creation of ethos improves in the section of the speech that discusses why 

freedom works. His use of the personal pronoun "we" in discussing the merits of a free 

society establishes a bond between himself and his audience, finding a common ground 

where he can relate to those who voted for him and those who did not. He states that 

"freedom works" and "freedom is right. We know how to secure a more just and 

prosperous life for man on Earth: through free markets, free speech, free elections, and 
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the exercise of free will unhampered by the state" (Bush "Inauguration Address" 1 ). The 

use of anaphora (Lanham 11) in this passage provides the kind of rhythmic cadence that 

is familiar to audiences in inspirational speeches. The use of anaphora continues in the 

next section of Bush's speech: "We don't have to talk late into the night abovt which 

form of government is better. We don't have to wrest justice from the kings. We only 

have to summon it from within ourselves. We must act on what we know" ( 1 ). The 

president continues to build a sense of shared purpose in this passage, believing that all 

Americans see American democracy as the best form of government and that our strength 

as a country is derived from the fact that we all believe in our government. This passage 

appears to be building toward some greater message, and yet it begins to veer off in 

another direction. 

At this point in the address, Bush raises two questions: "But have we changed as 

a nation even in our time? Are we enthralled with material things, less appreciative of 

the nobility of work and sacrifice?" ("Inaugural Address" 2) Within the text of the 

address, moving from the shared purpose of a democratic government to questioning 

whether or not Americans had grown too greedy poses another stumbling block to 

George Bush having a specific ethos. Earlier in the speech, Bush proclaimed that change 

was exciting, but with the appearance of the fog metaphor, and now with the implicit 

negative connotation of this question, Bush and his speechwriters seem to view change as 

negative. Also, the question about Americans possibly caring too much about material 

wealth implies that they do care too much about material wealth, and this kind of 

question hearkens back to Jimmy Carter's more dour presidential rhetoric. The questions 
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themselves can also function as candid speech, however. Bush is posing the tough 

questions to his audience, asking them if perhaps the lure of wealth diminishes the more 

traditional American work ethic, rooted in "the nobility of work and sacrifice." 

The passage that follows, which attempts to answer the questions, does offer the 

audience a striking insight into George Bush's character: 

My friends, we are not the sum of our possessions. They are not the 

measure of our lives. In our hearts we know what matters. We cannot 

hope only to leave our children a bigger car, a bigger bank account. We 

must hope to give them a sense of what it means to be a loyal friend; a 

loving parent; a citizen who loves his home, his neighborhood, and town 

better than he found it. And what do we want the men and women who 

work with us to say when we're no longer there? That we were more 

driven to succeed than anyone around us? Or that we stopped to ask if a 

sick child had gotten better and stayed a moment there to trade a word of 

friendship? (Bush "Inaugural Address" 2) 

Bush establishes two positions in this passage. The first is that even though he himself 

enjoys great personal wealth, he aligns himself with the majority of Americans who do 

not. Here, he focuses on those traits of character that are important in American society 

(and to him): loyalty, love, and compassion for others. The metaphor of the "average 

American" in a community where everyone knows everyone and where money is not 

everything is evoked movingly. The second position that Bush establishes is his own. 

This passage announces his ethos: I am not materialistic like many during the Reagan 
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years. He has invoked Reagan first in the address, but here is making a rhetorical move to 

establish his own presidency. Bush further establishes his ethos by stating that "if the 

man you have chosen to lead this government can help make a difference; if he can 

celebrate the quieter, deeper successes that are made not of gold and silk but of better , 

hearts and finer souls; if he can do these things, then he must" (2). The president 

establishes himself as the champion of the underdog, the man who will reward and 

celebrate the ethical nature of his people. 

Another shift in the speech occurs at this point. Moving yet again from one train 

of thought to another, Bush invokes a more feminine metaphor in discussing the United 

States. He says, "America is never wholly herself unless she is engaged in high moral 

principle. We as a people have such a purpose today. It is to make kinder the face of the 

Nation and gentler the face of the world" (Bush "Inauguration" 2). The caring, feminine 

imagery used here, along with the reference to his famous phrase from his acceptance 

speech in 1988, "a kinder, gentler nation," introduces the passage in which he addresses 

the problems facing American society. Going back to the use of anaphora, Bush lists 

those who need help: 

There are the homeless, lost and roaming. There are the children who have 

nothing, no love and no normalcy. There are those who cannot free 

themselves of enslavement to whatever addiction- drugs, welfare, the 

demoralization that rules the slums. There is crime to be conquered, the 

rough crime of the streets. There are young women to be helped who are 

about to become mothers of children they can' t care for and might not 
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love. They need our care, our guidance, and our education, though we 

bless them for choosing life. (2) 

While the use of anaphora in this passage is not as stirring as it was when the president 

was discussing freedom and democracy, it does provide a way to organize the list of 

people he believes are in trouble and need care and compassion. Bush' s list is interesting 

in that it shows his ability to acknowledge the social problems facing the country, yet 

using language that would appeal to his conservative audience. Demoralization could be 

found in other areas of American society in 1989, and crime occurs in areas other than 

"the streets" (read urban crime). The young women who are pregnant out of wedlock 

must be nurtured and educated, but only if they choose life (read not get an abortion). As 

the president continues to build his ethos as a caring president, who believes good works 

are a better measure of a person' s character than a bank account, he and his speechwriters 

anticipate that their audience will want to know how people who need assistance will 

receive it, including the members of the president ' s base. 

The president' s solution is that the American government, while a symbol of all 

things good and admirable in society, cannot be the vehicle for helping those in need. 

Bush states: "The old solution, the old way, was to think that public money alone could 

erase these problems. But we have learned that that is not so. And in any case, our funds 

are low. We have a deficit to bring down. We have more will than wallet, but will is what 

we need" ("Inaugural Address" 2). As a Republican and as Reagan' s vice-president, 

Bush informs his audience that he will embrace the social conservatism of his Republican 

predecessors; he will not be looking to revive Johnson ' s Great Society. Yet Bush and his 
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writers make a rather puzzling decision to bluntly state the U.S. is in debt, a debt that 

grew under the Reagan administration. The memorable alliteration, "we have more will 

than wallet," unfortunately is not the uplifting rhetoric one tends to associate with an 

inaugural address. Yet this passage shows how Bush and his speechwriters use parrhesia,, 
I 

or candid speech, with the audience. Bush pulls no punches here; he says that the federal 

government can no longer afford to fund social programs as plentifully as they were in 

the past. 

Bush goes on to describe how the needs of the unfortunate will be met, again 

using rather dire imagery. He states that "we will make the hard choices, looking at what 

we have and perhaps allocating it differently, making our decisions based on honest need 

and prudent safety. And then we will do the wisest thing of all. We will tum to the only 

resource we have that in times of need always grows: the goodness and the courage of 

the American people" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 2). In this passage, a lack of clarity 

emerges. What hard choices does the president anticipate will be made? What does 

"looking at what we have" mean? What does "allocating it differently" mean? These 

terms are not clarified, and they could have different meanings to different members of 

his audience. A more liberal audience member might assume that Bush is actually 

committing to continued funding of government social programs, while a conservative 

audience member might assume that Bush is committing to reducing big government 

even further. Bush's statement that "the only resource we have that in times of need 

always grows: the goodness and courage of the American people" does not clarify the 

point as well as it might; again, it 's not completely certain if he is going to ask Americans 
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to sacrifice more of their tax dollars for social programs, or if he is going to sacrifice 

those programs to help pay down the national debt. 

In the following section, Bush attempts to clarify what he plans to do: he plans to 

encourage private citizens to volunteer more of their time to help others. Bu~h declares , 

that "we must bring in the generations, harnessing the unused talent of the elderly and the 

unfocused energy of the young. For not only leadership is passed from generation to 

generation but so is stewardship. And the generation after the Second World War has 

come of age" (Bush "Inauguration" 2). Bush's argument here, that there is great potential 

for Americans to help each other out is a sound one, and the idea of stewardship going 

hand-in-hand with leadership is a good one, particularly when Bush ties it in with the 

Greatest Generation. However, speaking of older people as having "unused" talent 

perpetuates a stereotype of the passive senior citizen, as does referring to the energy of 

the young as being "unfocused." The choice of language in this passage lessens the 

impact of the president's plan. The unveiling of the plan to have volunteers help with 

social programs, however, is even more confusing in the passage that follows. 

Knowing that his audience wants to know how volunteers would be used to help 

others, the president lays out his plan: "I have spoken of a Thousand Points of Light, of 

all the community organizations that are spread like stars throughout the Nation, doing 

good. We will work hand in hand, encouraging, sometimes leading, sometimes being led, 

rewarding" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 2). While the opening metaphor as volunteers 

representing a thousand points of light had been used by the president before, nothing 

comes after it that indicates how the thousand points of light will help the country. The 
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passage raises more questions than it answers. For example, which people will be 

working hand in hand? What form will this encouragement take? Will the work itself be 

rewarding to all concerned, or will there be more tangible rewards? This passage appears 

to be appealing to social conservatives, who would not want an increase in government , 

spending for social programs, yet the idea of everyone working together and the phrase 

"sometimes being led, rewarding" could be interpreted as involving at least some limited 

government funding. Bush has the opportunity to be more specific or concrete in 

outlining the basic idea for his plan, yet chooses vague wording, possibly to appeal to a 

wider audience. If this is Bush' s plan, then the section that follows is a natural segue. 

The president then discusses the conflict that is apparent in Congress, as well as 

among many Americans. He addresses both in the following passage: "We need a new 

engagement, too , between the Executive and the Congress. The challenges before us will 

be thrashed out with the House and the Senate. And we must bring the Federal budget 

into balance. And must ensure that America stands before the world united, strong, at 

peace, and fiscally sound. But of course things may be difficult" (Bush "Inaugural 

Address" 2). Bush presents himself as a leader who wants to mediate discord, and while 

he acknowledges that pro bl ems must be worked out between the president and Congress, 

the phrase "thrashed out" indicates that the process is part of what is contributing to the 

discord he is talking about. Balancing the federal budget apparently will be the major 

conflict Bush anticipates; what appears to be a passage about how the president and 

Congress communicate with each other switches focus to who will control the process. 

But the connection between these ideas is not explored; instead, the president states the 

83 



fact that the country must be united to the world, as well as being "strong, at peace, and 

fiscally sound." The phrasing is interesting because the president equates being strong 

with being fiscally sound, although earlier in the speech, material goods were not as 

important as being part of a family and interacting with one's community. Again, there is 

a conflict within the speech as to what view the president is trying to promote. This 

statement is then followed by the president's candor: "things may be difficult. " The use 

of parrhesia in this statement stands out because while the organization of his ideas is not 

always clear to follow, this phrase is perfectly clear. 

The passage concludes with the president's plea for unity. He believes that the 

key to solving the conflict between the executive and legislative branch is as follows: 

"We need to compromise; we 've had dissension. We need harmony; we've had a chorus 

of discordant voices" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 2). The use of anaphora is effective, in 

that it encapsulates what Bush sees as the solution and the problem the country faces. Yet 

the cadence might have been more memorable had the order been switched to reflect the 

problem and then the solution. Bush continues to try to build his ethos as a kinder and 

gentler president. He knows there are problems, and rather than bludgeoning or blaming 

his opponents, he wants everyone to come together in a spirit of cooperation, even though 

he does not suggest how that would come about. 

In one of the most perplexing passages in the speech, Bush chooses to identify 

one specific reason for why there is so much conflict in Congress. He begins by noting 

that Congress has changed in recent times: "There has grown a certain divisiveness. We 

have seen the hard looks and heard the statements in which not each other ' s ideas are 
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challenged but each other's motives. And our great parties have too often been far apart 

and untrusting of each other" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 2-3). After noting that 

Congress has been in conflict, based on anger, the president offers a phrase which sorely 

needs revision: "in which not each other's ideas are challenged, but each others ' 

motives." The awkwardness of the phrase detracts from the point Bush is trying to make. 

But what really proves confusing is what follows next, when he states his specific 

rationale for why Congress expresses such strong discord. Bush states, "It ' s been this 

way since Vietnam. That war cleaves us still. But, friends , that war began in earnest a 

quarter of a century ago, and surely the statute of limitations has been reached. This is a 

fact: The final lesson of Vietnam is that no great nation can long afford to be sundered by 

a memory" (3). There's no discussion in this passage as to how the war in Vietnam 

influenced the disharmony in Congress; the logical relationship between the two points in 

this argument is not clear. Also, the president's "fact" that the war is a memory for all 

Americans does not take into account the veterans who came back wounded mentally, 

physically, or both. Bush tries to end the passage on a positive note, by stating, "A new 

breeze is blowing, and the old bipartisanship must be made new again" (3). The return of 

the breeze metaphor provides a slight lift to the section, but the idea of old partisanship 

being transformed into something new adds nothing to the initial metaphor. The 

president's ethos is compromised by confusing wording and organization in a passage 

that could have been deleted from the speech and not missed. 

Bush extends a rhetorical olive branch to Congress in the next tightly organized 

and effectively worded section. He says, "To my friends , and yes, I do mean friends- in 
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the loyal opposition and, yes, I mean loyal-I put out my hand. I am putting out my hand 

to you, Mr. Speaker. I am putting out my hand to you, Mr. Majority Leader. For this is 

the thing: This is the age of the offered hand" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3). The ethos 

created here is compelling and is heightened by the effective use of rhetoric. The 

president reaches out to his potential political enemies by identifying them as his friends 

and not ridiculing the adjective "loyal." He verbally creates the image of literally putting 

out his hand, and then using it as a metaphor: "the age of the offered hand," which 

indicates the president is committed to non-partisan politics. The reality of this could be 

argued. Yet with the anaphora of "and yes, I do mean friends ," as well as the phrase, 

"and yes, I mean loyal," there is a rhythm that is effective and is heightened by his 

willingness to literally and symbolically extend his hand. Bush continues this use of 

modified anaphora in the next section: "And we can' t turn back clocks and I don ' t want 

to. But when our fathers were young, Mr. Speaker, our differences ended at the water ' s 

edge. And we don 't wish to turn back time, but when our mothers were young, Mr. 

Majority Leader, the Congress and the Executive were capable of working together to 

produce a budget on which this nation could live" (3). 

Anaphora is used when Bush mentions again that change is a good thing in 

reference to not turning back the clocks of time, in introducing part of the speech to the 

Speaker of the House, and when he says he does not want to turn back time when he 

addresses the Senate Majority Leader. Bush also uses modified anaphora when he uses 

the phrases "when our fathers were young ... . when our mothers were young," followed 

by "Mr. Speaker" and "Mr. Majority Leader." The clear wording and clear organization 
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emphasizes the importance of the olive branch the president is extending to the 

Democratic Congress. 

Following that passage the president then appears to extend olive branch to the 

world. Bush states, "To the world, too, we offer new engagement and a renewed vow: 

We will stay strong to protect the peace. The offered hand is a reluctant fist; once 

made-strong, and can be used with great effect" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3). As is 

the case in other places within the inaugural address, a conflicting message is being given 

here . After the goodwill of the previous section, one anticipates that the promise of "new 

engagement" might mean that a more tolerant tone and a more moderate approach to 

foreign policy than during the "Evil Empire" days of the Reagan administration. Yet 

Bush carries over from the previous paragraph the idea of the offered hand, but then 

contradicts that metaphor by turning it into a more aggressive one: the reluctant fist. Lest 

anyone think that Bush is defining "reluctance" as "aversion," he reiterates that the fist is 

powerful. 7 

Bush continues the message with an indirect reference to Vietnam, with two 

confusing aspects to the message he is trying to communicate. The president notes that, 

"There are today Americans who are held against their will in foreign lands and 

Americans who are unaccounted for. Assistance can be shown here and will be long 

remembered. Good will begets good will. Good faith can be a spiral that needlessly 

moves on" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3). Bush is addressing Vietnam in this passage, 

7 
Bush 's metaphor of rhetoric as being an open hand or closed fist will resonate with scholars of the 

rhetorical tradition , who will remember Zeno's belief that rhetoric could be an open hand or closed fist . 
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because the issue of POWs held in Vietnam after the war was one of the areas he was 

actively involved in within the Reagan administration. What is confusing in this passage 

is that it comes right after the statement about the reluctant, yet strong, fist. Here the 

president is extending the open hand. He is counting on the Vietnamese government to 

assist in finding and returning the remains of POWs, or returning the POWs themselves. 

The phrase "good will begets good will" could refer to lifting trade sanctions against 

Vietnam, but the president and his speechwriters seem to believe that vagueness is more 

effective. Certainly some revision could have been exercised here to be more specific 

about the benefits of acting in good faith toward the United States in regard to the POW 

issue. 

Bush then goes on to discuss the importance of strength and trust in the global 

community. He believes that "Great nations like great men must keep their word. When 

America says something, America means it, whether a threat or an agreement or a vow 

made on marble steps. We will always try to speak clearly, for candor is a compliment; 

but subtlety, too, is good and has its place" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3). It is evident 

from this passage that Bush intends to maintain the image of the United States as a 

trustworthy ally, which will come into play in the following year ' s Gulf War. The last 

sentence is probably the truest statement of George Bush' s belief about rhetoric. His idea 

that "candor is a compliment" has been evident throughout the speech, as is the phrase 

"subtlety, too, is good and has its place." 

Bush concludes the section by reiterating that he wants to continue to maintain a 

strong relationship with the Soviet Union. He states, "While keeping our alliances and 
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friendships around the world strong, ever strong, we will continue the new closeness with 

the Soviet Union, consistent both with our security and with progress. One might say 

that our new relationship in part reflects the triumph of hope and strength over 

experience. But hope is good and so is strength and vigilance" (Bush "Inaugural 

Address" 3). As has been noted throughout the speech, a strong beginning to a passage 

weakens as the passage progresses. Bush praises old allies as well as a new one; he is also 

reassuring his base that he will not take a soft political approach to the Soviets, which is 

further stressed in the "security and progress" phrase. Yet the sentence that follows 

sounds like a backhanded compliment in its reference to "the triumph of hope and 

strength over experience," which implies that ultimately, a strong American military 

overcame the less trustworthy Soviet power. Bush is trying to be positive and optimistic 

here but undermines that effort through his use of a patronizing tone disguised in a 

"kinder, gentler" rhetoric. 

Finally, the president begins to wrap up his speech. He begins by addressing the 

audience outside the Capitol: "Here today are tens of thousands of our citizens who feel 

the understandable satisfaction of those who have taken part in democracy and have seen 

their hopes fulfilled" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3). This sounds as though it is directed 

to Bush supporters who voted for him and for those who worked on his campaign and 

will now have the opportunity to serve in his administration. He continues: "But my 

thoughts have been turning the past few days to those who would be watching at home, to 

an older fellow who will throw a salute by himself when the flag goes by and the woman 

who will tell her sons the words of the battle hymns" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3). The 
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"older fellow" might be a World War II veteran just like Bush; the fact that he "will 

throw a salute by himself' may be Bush's way of praising a form of patriotism that he 

believes may also have been a casualty of the Vietnam War. The woman teaching "her 

sons the words of the battle hymns" sounds as though it is a sentimental reference to an 

image of motherhood from a more distant era, although Bush says, "I don't mean this to 

be sentimental" ( 4). What he does mean, is "that on days like this we remember that we 

are all part of a continuum, inescapably connected by the ties that bind" (3 ). Bush and 

his speechwriters are trying to create an image of connectedness, and yet it does not quite 

work because there is such a brief reference to the present ( such as the people who were 

addressed at the beginning of the passage, the people who have come to see democracy in 

action). An attempt at bridging the political divide and the generational divide is being 

made, but it does not quite work; it's more confusing than anything else. 

After having addressed the legacy of the past, Bush turns toward the future. The 

president notes that school children throughout the United States are watching the 

inauguration on television. Addressing them directly, he thanks them "for watching 

democracy' s big day. For democracy belongs to us all , and freedom is like a beautiful 

kite that can go higher and higher with the breeze" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3 ). Bush 

makes an attempt to reach out to the children in his audience by talking to them in their 

vernacular ("democracy' s big day") and brings a twist to the "democracy is a breeze" 

metaphor by now introducing the metaphor of democracy as a kite "that can go higher 

and higher with the breeze." The breeze can still be a metaphor for democracy, but since 

that metaphor is not continued in this section, it is not clear if that was the intention of 
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Bush and his speechwriters or not. Bush concludes by saying, "no matter what your 

circumstances or where you are, you are part of this day, you are part of the life of your 

great nation" (3). The language here is rather mild, and the passage is brief; it serves its 

purpose as a ceremonial acknowledgement. 

The president makes a brief acknowledgement of himself as the speech moves 

toward its conclusion. He notes that "a president is neither prince nor pope, and I don't 

seek a window on men's souls. In fact, I yearn for a greater tolerance, and easygoingness 

about each other's attitudes and way of life" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3 ). The phrasing 

in this passage illustrates another significant example of parrhesia. Bush appears to be 

engaging in candid speech with his audience, describing for them his desire not to engage 

his job as some sort of king or omnipotent leader. While Bush states that he does not 

"seek a window on men's souls," one wonders how that line played with the conservative 

part of his base. The phrase probably would have had a more positive impact on the 

moderates and social conservatives in the audience who preferred a less invasive form of 

government. And after his assertions of strength in the world and at home, Bush' s desire 

for "a greater tolerance, and easygoingness about each other' s attitudes and way of life" 

sounds almost as though he is adopting a more liberal tone. This is a bit confusing after 

the president has tried to establish a tough ethos for himself, and yet it sounds genuine. 

Then Bush and his speechwriters make a major contradiction. Having just stated 

his desire for more tolerance, the president then cites what American society cannot 

tolerate. He notes that "there are few clear areas in which we as a society must rise up 

united and express our intolerance," which directly contradicts what he said earlier (Bush 
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"Inaugural Address" 3 ). Yet the president only states one "clear area" that society must 

not tolerate: "The most obvious is now drugs. And when that first cocaine was smuggled 

in on a ship, it may as well have been a deadly bacteria, so much has it hurt the body, the 

soul of our country. And there is much to be done and to be said, but take my word for it: 

This scourge will stop!" (3) The multiple areas of intolerance boils down to one area, 

which is drug use, and of all possible forms of drug use, the president focuses on cocaine 

use. What is puzzling here is that Bush's address has already indicated that there are 

several problems facing the country, among them a massive federal debt and serious 

social inequity. Why not express in this section intolerance for the massive debt? Why 

not express intolerance for social inequity? The focus on drug use makes sense, in that it 

is a drain on society in terms of the economics of all governments, as well as their law 

enforcement. Yet why the president chose to focus on cocaine is not clear. 

Bush sets out a charge for the country. Rather than choosing to bring his address 

to an end by addressing one of the several metaphors he established during the speech, he 

begins by addressing the work that the country will need to engage in soon: "And so, 

there is much to do. And tomorrow the work begins. And I do not mistrust the future. I do 

not fear what is ahead. For our problems are large, but our heart is larger. Our challenges 

are great, but our will is greater. And our flaws are endless, God ' s love is truly 

boundless" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 3). A curiously cautionary note is sounded in this 

section, as though the president is warning his audience of hard times ahead. His attempt 

to assure the audience that he does not fear the future sounds just the opposite, especially 

since he describes the challenges the nation faces , and how flawed we all are. Bush 
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engages yet again in parrhesia; he is creating an ethos for himself as being a trustworthy 

president by pointing out that the future won't be completely perfect, and yet this very 

sense of candid speech about the future seems to indicate just the opposite. 

Bush attempts to downplay a high rhetoric at the very end and to leave hi~ 

audience with the image of him as an everyman president. Bush knows that "Some see 

leadership as high drama and the sound of trumpets calling, and sometimes it is that. But 

I see history as a book with many pages, and each day we fill a page with acts of 

hopefulness and meaning. The new breeze blows, a page turns, the story unfolds" (Bush 

"Inaugural Address" 3-4). This appears to be a direct reference to the fact that by the time 

he was elected, Bush was already known as an underwhelming political orator. He and 

his speechwriters acknowledge that fact, but are trying to turn it to their advantage. Not 

every politician, they are saying, can effectively engage in political high rhetoric. 

Sometimes the political process is more pedestrian, and much can be accomplished in a 

quieter way, such as everyone working together to do great things, and then the new 

breeze comes along to turn the metaphoric page. 

Bush then states, "And so, today a chapter begins, a small and stately story of 

unity, diversity, and generosity-and written, together. Thank you. God bless you. And 

God bless the United States of America" ( 4 ). Bush concludes by reiterating the fact that 

he intends to be more inclusive in his presidency, and probably on a less bombastic 

rhetorical scale than past presidents (including the rhetorically dynamic Ronald Reagan). 

He will be working with the American people to create a better society, and then ends 

with the phrases that have been used since Ronald Reagan' s presidency: "God bless you. 
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And God bless the United States of America." By using this phrase, the memory of the 

former president is invoked for his supporters, and for his more conservative audience 

members, it serves to reassure them that Reagan's heir is indeed in the White House. 

Media Reaction to the 1989 Inaugural Address 

The press reacted positively to Bush's Inaugural Address, which is not unusual 

considering that the address serves as a way for new presidents to introduce themselves to 

the American public. The speech also introduces presidents to a global audience, and sets 

the tone for the first four years of their administration. Bush did a solid job of putting 

across his speech, although following in the footsteps of Ronald Reagan may have been 

daunting. In All the Best, Bush noted in a journal entry that "the speech went about 20 

minutes, and it was well received. Congress liked it. We 've got to find ways to do this 

compromise"( 411 ). Bush' s response to the speech is corroborated by Bernard Weinraub ' s 

coverage of the speech for the New York Times. Weinraub states that several key 

Democratic leaders, including Representative Dan Rostenkowski and Senator George 

Mitchell said that the American people wanted partisan bickering to stop, and that they 

appreciated the willingness of Bush to cooperate with Congress (A6). Weinraub further 

noted how commanding Bush was on the podium, noting that his voice was "strong and 

his manner self-assured" (Al). This kind of strong response boded well for the beginning 

of Bush' s term in office. 

However, not everyone was as generous in their reaction to the speech; in his 

biography of Bush, Tom Wicker dismissed the speech as "largely forgettable ," 

memorable only for piquing the ire of conservatives who wanted to know why the new 
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president believed that the country need to be kinder and gentler than it had been ( 15 7 -

158). The tone of compromise and the promise of a new era served as the focal points of 

Bush' s Inaugural Address, and based on this optimism that permeates the beginning of 

most presidential terms, he began getting to work doing the people ' s business. 

Summary 

In Bush's Inaugural Address, he introduces himself to the American public as 

President of the United States, a president coming to power at an uncertain yet exciting 

time in American history. Bush and his speechwriters use the speech as one way of 

defining who Bush will be as president; they will need to create a somewhat different 

view of Bush from that of being Reagan ' s vice president, and one of a strong leader fully 

capable of becoming the Chief Executive. The examples of ethos and parrhesia used 

throughout this speech show that Bush and his speechwriters are up to the challenge. 

Although some of the rhetorical choices aren ' t the most effective, Bush speaks directly to 

the American people about the challenges facing the country as it moves into the post

Cold War era. 

The Bush Inaugural Address praises the end of the Cold War, yet warns 

Americans that more global challenges lie ahead. On the domestic front , Bush sees 

challenges ahead, primarily with rising drug use and crime rate. He also discusses the 

plight of the homeless and how important volunteerism will be in solving many of the 

social crises facing the country. His belief in the power of volunteerism to help people in 

need reflects his view that government-funded social programs can no longer expect a 

steady stream of revenue . He also invites Congress to cooperate with him to help all 
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Americans, an issue that earns favorable reaction in the media. Although media reaction 

to the speech is generally favorable, Bush is limited as to what he can discuss. Because he 

has just assumed the presidency, he can only discuss what he hopes to accomplish in his 

first term, but he chooses topics of concern to many Americans, and he sounds a note of ' 

optimism laced with caution throughout it. Bush prepares to lead the country through his 

first term as president. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE 1992 STATE OF THE UNION ADDRESS 

Background of the 1992 State of the Union Address 

In 1991, George Bush gave a triumphant State of the Union address that heralded 

the success of American troops and their allies in Operation Desert Storm. With 

phenomenally high approval ratings, and an enthusiastic reception of both houses of 

Congress for his State of the Union address, it seemed as though reelection was a 

foregone conclusion. By the State of the Union in 1992, George Bush' s political fortunes 

had changed considerably. Bush and his advisors and speechwriters looked to this 

particular form of political speech as a way to boost his standing with the American 

public as the presidential election season loomed on the horizon. 

Bush also had another compelling reason for making sure this address made a 

strong, positive impact on voters: he had to reassure them that his vice president would be 

a capable leader in the event of Bush' s demise. If ever there were a more ideally-suited 

presidential team in terms of their approach to the demands of political rhetoric, it was 

George H. W. Bush and his vice president, former Indiana Senator J. Danforth Quayle. 

An ambitious conservative Republican, Quayle lobbied assiduously for a spot on the 

Bush ticket and like his boss, placed little emphasis on preparing for public speaking. On 

the day his position as vice president was announced in New Orleans, Quayle arrived at 

the event without any prepared remarks "because I just never really spoke from a lot of 
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notes"(Woodward and Broder 56). Although Quayle's role was a ceremonial one, in 

times of crisis the role of the vice president assumes more significance. With a 

heightened significance comes heightened press scrutiny. Bush and Quayle experienced 

this scrutiny right before the 1992 campaign. 

Bush' s health became an issue of concern in the spring of 1991. Woodward notes 

that the president's "handwriting had changed" and his weight fell by 15 pounds (189). 

Because of his ill health, Woodward believes that Bush put off making a serious decision 

about running for reelection (189), even telling a group of advisors during a political 

meeting at Camp David that summer he had not committed to running for a second term 

(193). Quayle affirms what Woodward says, stating that on May 4, 1991 , he had been 

notified "the President has taken ill" (253) and that while he did not assume presidential 

powers at that time, then Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas commented that Quayle 

would definitely "be a campaign issue in 1992 if President Bush chose to run with him a 

second time" (253-254). The concern over these issues might have faded by the time of 

the 1992 State of the Union address, but only a few weeks earlier Bush' s illness in Japan 

made his health front page news. And whenever Bush' s health became front page news, 

so did speculation about the effectiveness of Vice President Quayle. 

The address itself had to accomplish a number of tasks. First, it had to discuss the 

usual issues: economic and international successes and a plan for the future. In Walter 

Burham's essay "The Legacy of George Bush: Travails of an Understudy," he states that 

conservatives wanted Bush to refrain from running for reelection because he was 

considered out of touch with the times, had raised taxes, and "has given no clue about 
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what he would do in a second term" (28). Bush and his speechwriters had to reassure the 

conservatives who had elected him that he was still a viable candidate, despite the fact 

that Bush had a hard compromise forced upon him by the Democratic Congress in 1990: 

large domestic spending cuts would be made if the president would raise taxes, which 

Bush did. The second task of this particular State of the Union address was reestablishing 

the president's ethos among his base, and providing an appealing ethos for independents 

and disgruntled Democrats. Peter Goldman and Thomas DeFrank's book, Quest for the 

Presidency 1992, states that the polling numbers at this time indicated that voters felt "no 

one was in charge-no one with the strength, courage, and vision to keep the country 

from sliding deeper into decline" (15). At this point, however, potentially serious 

Democratic challengers such as New York Governor Mario Cuomo and Nebraska 

Senator Bob Kerrey could not commit wholeheartedly to an election that looked like 

certain defeat for them. A strong State of the Union address would further serve to 

establish his invincibility to potential Democratic challengers. 

While Bush and his speechwriters had to make sure that the speech delivered the 

message that the president had a serious plan to bolster a flagging economy, they had 

many accomplishments they could point to proudly in this particular address. The Gulf 

War had been a success, and with the conclusion of the Cold War, Bush had successfully 

established himself as an effective leader. He used his interpersonal communication skills 

to establish solid working relationships with other world leaders such as Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher, and Russian Presidents Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin. 

Though the domestic legislation he had gotten through Congress was sparse, passage of 
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the Clean Air Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act were no small 

accomplishments. Although the ability to be a forceful public speaker eluded him, but as 

he and his speechwriters approached the 1992 State of the Union address, that hardly 

seemed to matter. 

Recreating Ethos, Engaging in Parrhesia 

State of the Union addresses usually are not as well-remembered as inaugural 

addresses, and yet not only do they provide the American public the opportunity to hear 

the president discuss the successes of the past year and plans the president has for the 

future , the State of the Union also serves as a way for the public to judge how the 

president is faring. The theatrical display of the event itself (heightened by being 

televised) often indicates to the public how successful the president is as well. Is he 

applauded only by Congressional members of his party? How many times is he 

interrupted for applause? Is the speech plodding, or lively? These are issues that figure in 

the critique that follows. For Bush, the 1992 State of the Union Address would prove 

particularly challenging. Not only was there a disparate national and international 

audience to which he would be speaking, but his own base was so fragmented that he 

needed to try to mend fences with its various factions. Duffy and Goodgame noted in the 

1988 election "Bush won with a coalition whose demands were so contradictory that it 

would prove almost impossible to govern" (16) . Bush would have to make a serious 

effort in this speech to reassure his base going into the election that he was still a 

candidate they could support. 
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President Bush begins his 1992 State of the Union address with two jokes. The 

first occurred after his acknowledgement of the Speaker of the House, the Senate 

Majority Leader, the Congress, and others, when he says, "I wanted to make sure it [the 

speech] would be a hit, but I couldn't convince Barbara to deliver it for me" (Bush 

"Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the Union" 156). With 

the pressure riding on Bush to deliver a hard-hitting State of the Union address, he 

appears to be acknowledging the popularity of Mrs. Bush, and acknowledging that her 

delivery would assure the speech's success. The president continues the joking by 

making reference to his recent trip to Japan when he vomited on the Japanese Prime 

Minister when he further notes, "I see the Speaker and the Vice President are laughing. 

They saw what I did in Japan, and they're just happy they ' re sitting behind me" (156). 

The presence of the humor directly at the front of the speech is probably meant to address 

tension, and to set up the president's ethos as that of a man who can admit when he is 

made mistakes. Bush' s joke also serves to enhance the president' s parrhesia, in that he is 

acknowledging the truth of his situation: that his wife enjoys a strong popularity 

throughout the nation, and that his recent illness was a cause of concern to the American 

public. Bush has finally allowed himself to express, in a humorous fashion, his 

acknowledgement that the American public may be thinking he is not as strong a 

president as he once was. As mentioned in Chapter II, he has always discussed 

uncomfortable emotions well in private correspondence; now, he is attempting to do so in 

his political discourse. 
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Bush continues his address by listing the serious changes in the international 

community. He states the overall purpose of the speech: "I mean to speak tonight of big 

things, of big changes and the promises they hold, and of some big problems and how, 

together, we can solve them and move our country forward as the undisputed leader of , 

the age" (Bush "Address" 156). From this plan, one can see that the same issues are at 

hand as were in the inaugural address; mainly, that this is an exciting time for the future 

of the country, and yet there are still problems facing the nation. Bush begins by noting 

that "in the past 12 months, the world has known changes of almost Biblical proportions. 

And even now, months after the failed coup that doomed a failed system, I'm not sure 

we 've absorbed the full impact, the full import of what happened. But communism died 

this year" (156-157). Bush refers in this passage to the failed attempt to overthrow 

Mikhail Gorbachev the previous summer and the democratic election of Boris Yeltsin to 

succeed him the previous month after Gorbachev ' s resignation. He also refers to the 

collapse of the Berlin Wall, both of which he barely acknowledged publicly. 

His silence on the collapse of communism he addresses next: "Even as president, 

with the most fascinating possible vantage point, there were times when I was so busy 

managing progress and helping to lead change that I didn ' t always show the joy that was 

in my heart" (Bush "Address" 157). Bush and his speechwriters have chosen to 

recognize the criticism that has come the president ' s way on this matter, and they are 

addressing it directly and candidly. By doing so, it cultivates the president ' s ethos as a 

strong leader who can admit when he has made a mistake, and he lets his audience know 

that he did experience the same emotions they did. His responsibilities, however, kept 
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him from expressing them fully, which sounds like an admission of candid speech. Bush 

goes on to say, "But the biggest thing that has happened in the world in my life, in our 

lives, is this: By the grace of God, America won the cold war" (157). Whereas in 

Bush' s Inaugural Address he believed that a strongly armed military would bring peace' 

to the globe, here Bush is invoking God's grace (implying that the United States is a 

Christian nation) as the most significant reason why America won the Cold War. 

Bush says he will outline what the end of the Cold War means for the United 

States. He states that there are "changes that can take place in our country, now that we 

can stop making the sacrifices we had to make when we had an avowed enemy that was a 

superpower. Now we can look homeward even more and more to set right what needs to 

be set right" (Bush "Address" 157). The president is addressing those critics who said 

that he had focused more on international crises than domestic crises. What Bush is 

arguing here is that now that international threats have lessened, the government will 

have the time and means to focus on domestic problems. 

At this point in the speech, the organization becomes harder to follow. Once Bush 

has stated that problems at home can be more readily addressed, he says, "I will speak of 

those things. But let me tell you something I've been thinking these past few months. It's 

a kind of rollcall of honor. For the cold war didn't end; it was won. And I think of those 

who won it, in places like Korea and Vietnam. And some of them didn't come back. 

Back then they were heroes, but this year they were victors" (Bush "Address" 157). The 

president and his speechwriters seem to be making the point that Korea and Vietnam 
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were not individual wars (from which the United States did not emerge fully victorious), 

but were part of the battles that eventually won the Cold War for the United States. 

Bush discusses in more details these veterans of Korea and Vietnam. The 

president points out that "all the G.I. Joes and Janes, all the ones who fought fa,ithfully for , 

freedom, who hit the ground and sucked the dust and knew their share of horror ... it's 

moving to me how the world saw them. The world saw not only their special valor but 

their special style: their rambunctious, optimistic bravery, their do-or-die unity 

unhampered by class or race or region" (Bush "Address" 157). The president is trying to 

bring together the soldiers of these wars under the same heroic banner as soldiers who 

fought in World War II (which is invoked in the phrase "G.I. Joes and Janes"). One also 

notes that by mentioning G. I. Janes, the president is making a reference to women 

working outside the home. Bush again seems to be commenting on what others have seen 

as his lack of emotional expression when he says he is moved by how the world saw 

these fighting men and women. The choice of "rambunctious" as an adverb of "bravery" 

seems odd, as does "optimistic" because they are adverbs not usually associated closely 

with "bravery" . Also, Bush' s view that the soldiers were "unhampered by class or race or 

region" is a rather rosy look at the past. One also wonders if the "region" in the passage is 

a misprint of "religion," which would make more sense given the context of the speech. 

Bush concludes this section of the speech by completing the link between the 

soldiers of World War II with the soldiers of Korea and Vietnam by showing how the 

Gulf War soldiers are their descendants. Bush states, "What a group we 've put forth, for 

generations now, from the ones who wrote 'Kilroy was here ' on the walls of the German 
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stalags to those who left signs in the Iraqi desert that said, ' I saw Elvis.' What a group of 

kids we 've sent out into the world" (Bush "Address" 157). Bush is discussing his pride, 

both in those soldiers who went before (the Kilroy inscribers) as well as the Gulf War 

soldiers who left the Elvis signs in Iraq. Bush is shoring up his ethos as a leader ,who can , 

appreciate the sacrifices of those soldiers in the past, and who has pride in the lineage of 

American soldiers who have fought for freedom. 

Once he has established the proud military tradition that helped secure the peace 

in the Cold War, Bush thanks another group of people for their sacrifices. In his address, 

he begins by saying that "there ' s another to be singled out, though it may seem inelegant, 

and I mean a mass of people called the American taxpayer. No one ever thinks to thank 

the people who pay a country's bill or an alliance ' s bill" (Bush "Address" 157). 

Unfortunately, Bush is correct that it may be inelegant to single out the American 

taxpayer, simply because the entire section is inelegantly worded. However, addressing 

them directly in the speech helps solidify his ethos by engaging in parrhesia. It is true 

that wars are fought in part through the contributions of taxpaying Americans. Bush is 

justifying their higher taxes, telling them that their monetary sacrifice has been 

appreciated, much in the same way he thanked the previous generations ' soldiers for 

fighting on America' s behalf in the past. Bush goes on to say that "the American people 

have shouldered the burden and paid taxes to support a defense that was bigger than it 

would have been if imperial communism had never existed" (157). Bush has coined a 

unique term here: imperial communism. He does not refer to an "imperial democracy," 

though. He reiterates his position that American taxpayers are as heroic as American 
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soldiers: "And here's a fact I wouldn't mind the world acknowledging: The American 

taxpayer bore the brunt of the burden and deserves a hunk of the glory" (157). Even 

though Bush seems to couch his language towards an international audience, he simply 

reiterates one more time his belief that the American taxpayer should be commended for , 

contributing to the Cold War effort. 

Bush then discusses what the country can expect now that Cold War expenditures 

are no longer necessary. He notes that "for the first time in 3 5 years, our strategic 

bombers stand down. No longer are they on 'round-the-clock alert" (Bush "Address" 

157). The passage is a crisp illustration of what the end of the Cold War means for the 

safety of the nation. Bush states that "tomorrow our children will go to school and study 

history and how plants grow. And they won' t have, as my children did, air raid drills in 

which they crawl under their desks and cover their heads in case of nuclear war. My 

grandchildren don ' t have to do that and won' t have the bad dreams children had once, in 

decades past" (Bush "Address" 157). What Bush says here is the safety that Americans 

have now that the Cold War has ended translates to its youngest generation, in that they 

no longer have to fear nuclear drills, or face nightmares about nuclear destruction. Once 

he states that his grandchildren will not be facing the same threats as his children, he 

warns the audience, "there are still threats. But the long, drawn-out dread is over" (157), 

which again is a sign of Bush' s parrhesia. He is not trying to paint a rosy picture here, of 

a pax Americana; instead, he ' s telling the truth to the American public in that there would 

be other threats in the global community to face. 
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Bush spends one section of the speech summarizing the completed goals of 

Operation Desert Storm. He notes that the previous year, "I spoke to you at a moment of 

high peril. American forces had just unleashed Operation Desert Storm. And after 40 

days in the desert skies and four days on the ground, the men and women of Arp.erica' s 

Armed Forces and our allies accomplished the goals that I declared and that you 

endorsed: We liberated Kuwait" (Bush "Address" 157). Bush is reminding his critics 

(and his supporters) that the main goal of Operation Desert Storm was to liberate Kuwait; 

the president had been criticized for not pushing American forces into Iraq to topple 

Saddam Hussein' s dictatorship. Then he states that after Kuwait's liberation, the Arabs 

and Israelis met to seriously discuss peace in the Middle East, and that all Gulf War 

hostages were returned to United States soil by Christmas (157). He concludes by 

stating, "Our policies were vindicated" (157). Bush is stating that the entire operation was 

successful in that its goals were met, and unlike Korea and Vietnam, no POWs were left 

behind in enemy territory. Thus, he is laying claim to an ethos of a successful wartime 

president. 

What follows is a statement of America' s place in the world as the premiere 

superpower. According to Bush, "Much good can come from the prudent use of power. 

And much good can come of this: A world once divided into two armed camps now 

recognizes one sole and preeminent power, the United States of America. And they 

regard this with no dread" (Bush "Address" 157). Bush and his speechwriters have used 

one of Bush's well-known keywords in this passage, "prudent," to discuss how the U.S. 

needs to handle its position as the world's lone superpower; Bush also assumes that the 
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rest of the world does not fear that the United States is the only superpower remaining. 

He goes on to say, "For the world trusts us with power, and the world is right. They trust 

us to be fair and restrained. They trust us to be on the side of decency. They trust us to 

do what's right"(l57). Using anaphora again, Bush is underlining the fact that the rest of , 
I 

the world believes that the United States will not become a dictatorial superpower. He is 

creating an ethos of a kinder, gentler, world power, of which he is the leader. 

Bush also supports his position that the U.S. must do what is right by using a 

letter from a military widow. Taking a page from Ronald Reagan's book, Bush states that 

"a few days after the war began, I received a telegram from Joanne Speicher, the wife of 

the first pilot killed in the Gulf, Lieutenant Command Scott Speicher. Even in her grief, 

she wanted me to know that some day when her children were old enough, she would tell 

them ' that their father went away to war because it was the right thing to do '" (Bush 

"Address" 157). Bush reiterates, "And she said it all: It was the right thing to do" (157). 

Using this example from a letter from a widow of one of the first casualties of the war, 

Bush and his speechwriters take this Reaganesque approach to remind the audience why 

the war had to be fought, and why it was right to do so. Attention is also paid to a war 

widow, a woman with children, who was gracious enough to write such a letter to the 

president. No other woman in any of Bush's speeches thus far has received such 

prolonged attention. 

Bush praises the bipartisan cooperation that occurred in Congress before the war 

was authorized. After he states that fighting the Gulf War was the proper response to the 

invasion of Kuwait by Iraq, the president says, "And we did it together. There were 
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honest differences right here in this Chamber. But when the war began, you put 

partisanship aside, and we supported our troops" (Bush "Address" 158). He then goes on 

to say, "This is still a time for pride, but this is no time to boast. For problems face us, 

and we must stand together once again and solve them and not let our country ,down" 

(158). Bush is reminding Congress that if they could unite to solve the problem of 

international aggression, surely they can do the same for combating domestic problems. 

Bush engages in parrhesia in this passage, both to the voters and to Congress, because he 

is admitting that the problems that must be solved in the future will need the cooperation 

of Congress. 

Bush discusses how the end of the Cold War will change American defense 

spending. Noting that "two years ago, I began planning cuts in military spending that 

reflected the changes of the new era," Bush says that "this year, with imperial 

communism gone, that process can be accelerated" (158). Bush states specifically what 

will be revised in terms of the nation' s spending on defense: "we will shut down further 

production of the B-2 bombers. We will cancel the small ICBM program. We will cease 

production of new warheads for our sea-based ballistic missiles. We will stop all new 

production of the Peacekeeper missile. And we will not purchase any more advanced 

cruise missiles" (158). The specificity in this passage is a marked improvement over the 

vagueness in Bush' s Inaugural Address. Bush can point to specific, cost-cutting measures 

that the military budget will undergo. He is also using anaphora in the phrasing "we will" 

in order to emphasize and highlight the cuts he plans to make. 
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Another action Bush plans to make is to meet with the President Yeltsin. He says 

he will meet with Yeltsin that weekend to discuss plans to "eliminate all land-based 

multiple-warhead ballistic missiles" (Bush "Address" 158). Again, Bush lists what he 

will do at the meeting: "I will do the following: We will eliminate all Peacekyeper 

missiles. We will reduce the number of warheads on Minuteman missiles to one and 

reduce the number of warheads on our sea-based missiles by about one-third. And we 

will convert a substantial portion of our strategic bombers to primarily conventional use" 

(158). Although there is an awkward transition in going from "I will do" to "we will," 

the use of anaphora creates a strong cadence for the list of items Bush is discussing, and 

it sounds forceful and strong. The president's ethos is strong, in that he is presenting an 

image of strength as he looks to redefine U.S. military power. 

Bush repeats the warning he made earlier about refraining from boasting about 

American success in the Gulf War because there were still problems to be addressed at 

home. Bush states, "I want you to know that for half a century American Presidents have 

longed to make such decisions and say such words. But even in the midst of celebration, 

we must keep caution as a friend. For the world is still a dangerous place. Only the dead 

have seen the end of conflict. And though yesterday's challenges are behind us, 

tomorrow's are being born" (158). Bush is clearly stating that the victories of the past are 

in the past, and that the country must concentrate on solving problems in the present. The 

president is continuing to present the future as being more uncertain and fraught than the 

past, and that the nation must proceed cautiously in dangerous times. The president's 
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parrhesia is evident in this passage, too; he's letting them know the good times won't go 

on indefinitely. 

Bush further notes that there is approval for the military cuts he has made, and 

that in no way is he planning to weaken the country's defenses. He clarifies tl)at "The 

Secretary of Defense recommended these cuts after consultation with the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff. And I make them with confidence. But do not misunderstand me. The reductions I 

have approved will save us an additional $50 billion over the next 5 years. By 1997, we 

will have cut defense by 30 percent since I took office" (Bush "Address" 158). The 

president is giving specific examples of how the cuts he has proposed will affect the 

budget and national defense. But lest anyone think he is trying to weaken the country, he 

includes the phrase, "do not misunderstand me," and continues on: "These cuts are deep, 

and no deeper. To do less would be insensible to progress, but to do more would be 

ignorant of history. We must not go back to the days of 'the hollow army.' We cannot 

repeat the mistakes made twice in this century when armistice was followed by 

recklessness and defense was purged as if the world were permanently safe" (158). 

Bush's ethos in this passage is that of the wartime president mindful of history. He is 

stating that cuts in certain kinds of defense are fiscally responsible and safe; yet Bush 

also indicates that he knows that after World War I, failure to perceive new threats in 

Europe and Asia led to the Second World War. 

Bush asks the Congress to contribute to the defense of the country by looking at 

technology, namely, the Strategic Defense Initiative. He asks Congress for help "in 

funding a program to protect our country from limited nuclear missile attack. We must 

111 



have this protection because too many people in too many countries have access to 

nuclear arms. And I urge you again to pass the Strategic Defense Initiative, SDI" (Bush 

"Address" 158). The president states: 

There are those who say that now we can turn away from the world, that , 

we have no special role, no special place. But we are the United States of 

America, the leader of the West that has become the leader of the world. 

And as long as I am President, I will continue to lead in support of 

freedom everywhere, not out of arrogance, not out of altruism, but for the 

safety and security of our children (Bush "Address" 158). 

Bush continues to build on his presidential ethos in this passage, taking on what he views 

as a moral responsibility to be the world ' s superpower. With his references to leadership, 

and the effective use of alliteration to reject "arrogance" and "altruism" as his reasons for 

taking on this role, Bush' s dedication to the "safety and security of our children" signals 

his eagerness to see this position as a moral one. 

Bush elaborates further on the elevated position of the United States. He 

continues, "This is a fact: Strength in the pursuit of peace is no vice ; isolationism in the 

pursuit of security is no virtue" (Bush "Address" 158). Parrhesia is evident in this 

passage; Bush is sharing with his audience what he believes is true, and that he, as the 

representative of the West, must carry on an ethical leadership role as the world ' s leading 

superpower. With that, Bush leaves the realm of international politics, and moves into the 

domestic sphere. While he has dedicated the opening segment of his State of the Union 
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address to international issues, over half of the remaining speech discusses his proposed 

domestic agenda. 

Bush begins by identifying the major problem at home: the economy. Bush states, 

"And now to our troubles at home. They're not all economic; the primary probJem is our , 

economy. There are some good signs. Inflation, that thief, is down. And interest rates 

are down" (Bush "Address" 158). The president spends more time focusing on the loss of 

jobs, however: "But unemployment is too high, some industries are in trouble, and 

growth is not what it should be. Let me tell you right from the start and right from the 

heart, I know we ' re in hard times. But I know something else: This will not stand" (158). 

In this passage, Bush is not as clear as he was earlier in the international section; he is not 

clarifying how high unemployment is, nor is he identifying which industries struggle for 

survival. The president and his speechwriters are trying to use the phrase "right from the 

start and right from the heart" as a possible sound bite for television and talking points, 

because the rhyming phrase makes the passage easier to remember. They are also reusing 

his phrase from before the Gulf War "This will not stand" and they 're applying it to the 

economy, which reinforces what Bush said about fighting economic problems just as the 

country fought in the Gulf War. 

In fact , Bush addresses the connection between improving the economy and 

fighting the Gulf War directly in the next phrase. He notes that "In this Chamber, in this 

Chamber we can bring the same courage and sense of common purpose to the economy 

that we brought to Desert Storm" (Bush "Address" 158). He then says, "And we can 

defeat hard times together. I believe you'll help. One reason is that you're patriots, and 
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you want the best for your country. And I believe that in your hearts you want to put 

partisanship aside and get the job done because it's the right thing to do" (158). Just as 

he said earlier it was the right thing to do for the U.S. to fight in Kuwait and to assume 

the mantle of leadership in the post-Cold War world, he uses the same phrase, ~'It's the 

right thing to do" to appeal to bipartisanship to solve the economic woes of the American 

public. 

Bush appeals to the can-do spirit of Americans. He believes that "The power of 

America rests in a stirring but simple idea, that people will do great things if only you set 

them free . Well, we 're going to set the economy free. For if this age of miracles and 

wonders has taught us anything, it's that if we can change the world we can change 

America" (Bush "Address" 159). What is slightly confusing about this passage is that the 

Reagan administration was so successful in part because of its fiscal conservatism. For 

Bush to blame government restraint means he is blaming, in part, the legacy of the 

previous administration. Bush again repeats the mantra that if global conflict can be dealt 

with through cooperation, so can the problems with the domestic economy. 

Bush outlines the general areas that are needed to improve the economy. He 

begins by stating, "We must encourage investment. We must make it easier for people to 

invest money and create new products, new industries, and new jobs. We must clear 

away the obstacles to growth: high taxes, high regulation, red tape, and yes , wasteful 

Government spending" (Bush "Address" 159). The president and his speechwriters 

emphasize investment most strongly in this passage; encouraging and making it easier for 

people to invest appears twice before the discussion moves to creating products, 
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industries, and jobs. This shows where the president's experience splits away from a 

significant portion of the electorate. Those people who have lost their jobs, or who are 

working for minimum wage, do not have a lot of disposable income at hand. Because of 

the relative wealth the president was born into, and because of the wealth he acquired 

working in the oil fields in Texas, the idea of more investment would tend to make more 

sense. Yet Bush seems unaware that investing is not an option for all Americans. Then 

Bush lists the obstacles to growth, which are rooted in the government. He only 

specifically tags "Government spending" as an issue as the last element in the list; he 

does not tag taxes, regulation, and red tape with the adjective "Government." Bush is 

trying to give a nudge to the Democratic Congress, rather than alienating them with more 

forceful rhetoric. 

Rather than outlining the plan he has, Bush breaks from his speech to insert a 

caveat to the audience. Bush notes that "None of this will happen with a snap of the 

fingers , but it will happen. And the test of a plan isn't whether it's called new or 

dazzling. The American people aren't impressed by gimmicks; they're smarter on this 

score than all of us in this room. The only test of a plan is: Is it sound, will it work?" 

(Bush "Address" 159) He is being truthful , engaging in parrhesia when he tells his 

audience that economic recovery will not happen overnight, but he also does not indicate 

when he thinks it might happen. He also compliments the American people on their 

acumen in sniffing out ineffective solutions to these problems, but he also takes a risk by 

introducing the question of whether his plan is sound and if it will work; this sort of 

question could come back to haunt him, particularly in an election year. 
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All the time and care Bush took to encourage bipartisan cooperation on the 

economy throughout the speech is mitigated somewhat in the following passages. He 

begins by addressing the fact that both a short- and long-term plan is needed: "We must 

have a short-term plan to address our immediate needs and heat up the economy. And ' 

then we need a longer term plan to keep combustion going and to guarantee our place in 

the world economy. There are certain things that a President can do without Congress, 

and I'm going to do them" (Bush "Address" 159). Bush's declaration at the end of this 

passage sounds as though he is throwing down the gauntlet to Congress, and is 

contradicting the earlier ethos he established as being the bipartisan president leading the 

country to victory on all fronts. 

Bush further elaborates on those measures he can take as president without 

Congressional approval. The first measure is to ask "major Cabinet departments and 

Federal agencies to institute a 90-day moratorium on any new Federal regulations that 

could hinder growth. In those 90 days, major departments and agencies will carry out a 

top-to-bottom review of all regulations, old and new, to stop the ones that will hurt 

growth and speed up those that will help growth" (Bush "Address" 159). While this 

sounds as though Bush is taking action, it is not clear how this action would benefit 

unemployed workers. Also, it is not clear what would be defined as those regulations that 

would help or hinder economic growth, and who would determine which regulations 

would be kept and cut. What if Bush and a Cabinet member disagree on which 

regulations should be cut? 
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In addition to the review of federal regulations, Bush discusses the plight of 

Americans denied loans. Focusing on "the untold number of hard-working, responsible 

American workers and business men and women who've been forced to go without 

needed bank loans," the president offers some relief (Bush "Address" 159). The 

president says that for them, "The banking credit crunch must end. I won't neglect my 

responsibility for sound regulations that serve the public good, but regulatory overkill 

must be stopped. And I've instructed our Government regulators to stop it" (159). 

The second action Bush intends to take relates to what he labels as "pro-growth 

expenditures" : "This should put an extra $10 billion into the economy in the next 6 

months. And our new transportation bill provides more than $150 billion for construction 

and maintenance projects that are vital to our growth and well-being. And that means 

jobs building roads, jobs building bridges, and jobs building railways" (Bush "Address" 

159). Neither Bush nor his speechwriters clarify what pro-growth expenditures are, nor 

do they discuss how these expenditures will deposit $10 billion dollars into the American 

economy. No discussion occurs about how the pro-growth expenditures relate to the 

transportation bill, either. 

Finally, Bush states that he wants the federal tax withholding tables to change. He 

says he has "directed the Secretary of the Treasury to change the Federal tax withholding 

tables. With this change, millions of Americans from whom the Government withholds 

more than necessary can now choose to have the Government withhold less from their 

paychecks. Something tells me a number of taxpayers may take us up on this one" (Bush 

"Address" 159). Bush is now providing a more concrete measure of tax relief for 
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taxpayers who need it. He adds, "This initiative could return about $25 billion back into 

our economy over the next 12 months, money people can use to help pay for clothing, 

college, or to get a new car" (159). How $25 billion will be funneled back into the 

economy in one year isn't discussed here, but Bush understands what most of the big 

ticket items are most important to many taxpayers. The president's final statement that 

he will, "with the Federal Reserve ... support monetary policy that keeps both interest 

rates and inflation down"(l 59) ends the section with what he can do by referring back to 

what he said his administration had done so far to address the country ' s economic woes. 

Bush will keep inflation "that thief' under control as well as interest rates. He does not 

say anything about how he plans to keep these things under control, however. 

The president then moves on to what his long term plans are. Even though Bush 

has spent most of his speech talking to Congress about how important bipartisan 

cooperation is, and how everyone must work together to get the economy back on track, 

he· moves away from that tone in this passage. After stating what he is able to do himself, 

Bush says, "Members of Congress, let me tell you what you can do for your country. 

You must pass the other elements of my plan to meet our economic needs. Everyone 

knows that investment spurs recovery" ("Address" 159). Bush and his speechwriters 

have made a reference back to John F. Kennedy' s memorable phrase, "Ask not what your 

country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country" when the president says 

"let me tell you what you can do for your country." The only problem with doing this is it 

sounds cynical, as though the president is assuming the Congress will not do what ' s best 

for the public. Bush then tells Congress they have to pass his economic plan; apparently, 
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there are no other options, negating the ethos of compromise he was trying to invoke in 

the speech. He then states the principles of his long-term recovery program. 

Bush's first long-term goal is "proposing ... a change in the alternative minimum 

tax and the creation of a new 15-percent investment tax allowance. The propm;al will 

encourage businesses to accelerate investment and bring people back to work" 

("Address" 159). The president does not discuss what the alternative minimum tax is or 

how it would help bring about strengthening investments and employing people, nor does 

he do the same for the increase in the investment tax allowance. Bush simply assumes his 

audience will know what he is talking about, and while many of his audience probably 

would know, a large number probably would not. 

The second part of the long-term plan has to do with real estate. In the address, 

Bush says that "real estate has led our economy out of almost all tough times we 've ever 

had. Once building starts, carpenters and plumbers work; people buy homes and take out 

mortgages" ("Address" 159). This discussion, while general in detail, does highlight the 

idea why Bush may be focusing on real estate as part of his long-term plan, even for 

those not well-versed in economics. His discussion of how the start of building leads to 

increased jobs is concisely stated. But what Bush fails to address is how people without 

jobs are going to get enough money together to afford a down payment, let alone a 

mortgage. 

Bush clarifies that "My plan would modify the passive loss rule for active real 

estate developers. And it would make it easier for pension plans to purchase real estate. 

For those Americans who dream of buying a first home but who can't quite afford it, my 
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plan would allow first-time homebuyers to withdraw savings from IRA's without penalty 

and provide a $5 ,000 tax credit for the first purchase of that home"("Address" 159). 

While this part of the plan may appear to address how the real estate part of the plan 

would work, it's only addressing that part of the audience with enough money to have an , 

IRA and/or a down payment for a house. Bush is not discussing how those without this 

much money would prosper under this plan. 

Bush' s final part of his plan asks the House and Senate to help "people who own a 

home, to everyone who has a business or a farm or a single investment. This time, at this 

hour, I cannot take no for an answer. You must cut the capital gains tax on the people of 

our country. Never has an issue been more demagogued by its opponents. But the 

demagogs [sic] are wrong"("Address" 159-160). This passage shows that the earlier 

ethos of conciliation Bush directed toward Congress is eroding. Bush is telling Congress 

the capital gains tax must be cut, and then goes further in saying that those who oppose 

cutting the tax are "demagogues," labeling that does not cede any middle ground. While 

Bush may be trying to strengthening his ethos with his audience, he ' s taking a hard line 

against Congress. 

Bush bluntly says that those who oppose cutting the capital gains tax "are wrong, 

and they know it. Sixty percent of the people who benefit from lower capital gains have 

incomes under $50,000. A cut in the capital gains tax increases jobs and helps just about 

everyone in our country. And so, I'm asking you to cut the capital gains tax to a 

maximum of 15 .4 percent" (Bush "Address" 160). The president continues his hard line 

rhetoric, saying that those who oppose capital gains tax cuts know they ' re wrong, yet he 
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does not say why. The implication in his examples of sixty percent of people benefiting 

make less than $50,000 and that these cuts make more jobs is that everyone should know 

this, so there's no excuse not to support the tax cuts. In other words, Bush uses his 

opinion on the capital gains tax and discusses it using parrhesia. And yet, he does not sax 

where the sixty percent statistic comes from, nor does he elaborate on how this particular 

tax cut leads to growth in jobs "and helps just about everyone in our country." 

At this point, Bush and his speechwriters have chosen to insert a digression into 

the speech. The president says, "I'll tell you, those of you who say, 'Oh, no, someone 

who ' s comfortable may benefit from that,' you kind of remind me of the old definition of 

the Puritan who couldn' t sleep at night worrying that somehow, someone somewhere was 

out having a good time" (Bush "Address" 160). It is a curious choice here to make a joke 

out of the expense of more liberal Democrats in the House and Senate whose votes Bush 

needs to get the tax cut passed. The joke sounds like one Reagan might have made, and 

perhaps Bush chose to evoke his style of humor in this passage, but again, it conflicts 

with the more cooperative rhetoric earlier in the speech. Bush continues: "The opponents 

of this measure and those who have authored various so-called soak-the-rich bills that are 

floating around this Chamber should be reminded of something: When they aim at the big 

guy, they usually hit the little guy. And maybe it's time that stopped" (160). This passage 

would be more effective in its plea that Congress should be careful in its supposed aim to 

"soak the rich" and unintentionally hurt "the little guy" if it were not followed by the last 

sentence. Had the choice been to say "It ' s time that stopped," the imperative nature of the 

structure would fit more with the no-compromise ethos of the short term plan. By saying 
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"maybe it's time that stopped," Bush does not sound as committed or strong, which has 

been the entire point of outlining such an uncompromising long-term economic plan. 

Bush ends the discussion of his long-term plan and moves directly into discussing 

the points of his short-term plan. He concludes the long term section by saying that 

Congress needs to pass "these commonsense proposals that will have a strong effect on 

the economy without breaking the budget agreement and without raising tax rates" (Bush 

"Address" 160). Although the president refers to his proposals as "commonsense," not 

much in the way of explanation as to why his proposals are commonsense occurs within 

the speech. Bush does not elaborate here as to why he thinks so; he simply segues into a 

discussion about his short-term plans. 

The first part of the short-term plan is to get immediate financial help from the 

federal budget. Bush says, "I have provided for up to $4.4 billion in my budget to extend 

Federal unemployment benefits. And I ask for congressional action right away. And I 

thank the committee. [Applause] Well, at last" ("Address" 160). This is another 

concisely stated point about the immediate help the president is seeking for those who 

need unemployment relief. Bush and his speechwriters needed to rethink the organization 

of this section, because for many people in the audience for this speech, short-term 

economic relief would probably have been of more immediate interest. 

Another digression from the discussion of economic relief occurs in the passage 

that follows. The president says, "Let's be frank. Let's be frank. Let me level with you. I 

know and you know that my plan is unveiled in a political season. [Laughter] I know and 

you know that everything I propose will be viewed by some in merely partisan terms" 
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(Bush "Address" 160). The repetitive use of "let's be frank" and Bush ' s statement that he 

wants to level with his audience indicates that what he is about to say next invokes 

parrhesia. He wants to be sure his audience knows that he will be speaking truthfully 

about the matters which follow, which is supported by his statement that his economic 

relief plan is being introduced in a State of the Union address during an election year. Yet 

he goes on to say, "But I ask you to know what is in my heart. And my aim is to increase 

our Nation' s good. I'm doing what I think is right, and I am proposing what I know will 

help" (Bush "Address" 160). This compassionate ethos is more in keeping with the 

earlier introduction to the long-term economic plan he introduced. Coming after the more 

hard-line approach of the short-term section, this conciliatory language sounds out of 

place. Bush also makes reference to letting people know his emotions, which reflects his 

sensitivity to criticism that he seemed to be indifferent to the country' s economic 

problems. 

The appeal to his compassionate ethos continues. He says, "I pride myself that 

I'm a prudent man, and I believe that patience is a virtue. But I understand that politics 

is, for some, a game and that sometimes the game is to stop all progress and then decry 

the lack of improvement. [Laughter] But let me tell you: Far more important than my 

political future and far more important than yours is the well-being of our country" (Bush 

"Address" 160). Bush identifies himself again as "prudent" and he also believes that 

"patience is a virtue," so he is continuing to speak candidly by invoking images of truth

telling. He makes a joke about the duplicitous nature of politics, which also is similar to 

Reagan ' s joke-telling before he would say something serious. Bush says creating a 
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stronger economy will mean that making the right choices will be hard, and may be 

politically costly to everyone in the government, including himself. Bush and his 

speechwriters are reminding his audience that the president and Congress are bound 

together in this endeavor and that if they all lose their careers in the process, it will still , 

be worth it: Bush implies that passing the short-and long-term economic plan that he 

proposed is the right thing to do. 

Bush elaborates on his parrhesia by saying, "Members of this Chamber are 

practical people, and I know you won't resent some practical advice. When people put 

their party ' s fortunes, whatever the party, whatever side of this aisle, before the public 

good, they court defeat not only for their country but for themselves. And they will 

certainly deserve it" ("Address" 160). The president is trying to instill a sense of 

cooperation in Congress by telling them what he believes to be true: they need to put the 

well-being of the voters ahead of political consideration. He concludes by giving the 

Congress a timeline, and an ultimatum. Bush gave the address on January 28, and so in 

the following passage he makes the following demand: "I submit my plan tomorrow, and 

I'm asking you to pass it by March 20th
. And I ask the American people to let you know 

they want this action by March 20th
. From the day after that, if it must be, the battle is 

joined. And you know, when principle is at stake I relish a good, fair fight" (Bush 

"Address" 160). Congress would have less than two full months to pass the president ' s 

economic plan. In essence, Bush is saying that the plan must be turned into law, or else. 

Just what "or else" would be is not stated, nor is the reason for trying to pass such a 

complicated package in under two months. 
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Bush then introduces the second part of his economic plan. He believes the 

previous parts of his economic plan are "not enough to get an immediate burst. We need 

long-term improvement in our economic position. We all know that the key to our 

economic future is to ensure that America continues as an economic leader of the world. , 

We have that in our power" (Bush "Address" 160). The president uses positive, 

encouraging words to get his audience behind his long-range plans. 

Bush identifies trade as the first component of his long-term plan. He states that 

"We will work to break down the walls that stop world trade. We will work to open 

markets everywhere. And in our major trade negotiations, I will continue pushing to 

eliminate tariffs and subsidies that damage America's farmers and workers" (Bush 

"Address" 160). The president is stating the action he will be taking only in a general 

way in this passage; he is not stating specifically how bringing the U.S. further into a 

world economy will help American workers, nor does he state how the elimination of 

tariffs and subsidies will help American workers, either. Bush further says "And we ' ll 

get more good American jobs within our own hemisphere through the North American 

free trade agreement and through the Enterprise for the Americas initiative" (160). These 

actions sound forceful , too, and it is clear that the president believes that these two 

entities will provide much needed jobs for the United States, but he still does not say how 

that will happen. 

The second part of Bush' s long-term plan involves education; however, he does 

not identify it as the second part of his plan until he is finished discussing it. At first , it 

sounds as though the president may consider education as part of trade. After discussing 
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the benefits of passing the North American free trade agreement, as well as participating 

in the Enterprise for the Americas Initiative, the president says, "But changes are here, 

and more are coming. The workplace of the future will demand more highly skilled 

workers than ever, more people who are computer-literate, highly educated" (Bush 

"Address" 160). It is not clear in this passage whether or not the president is simply 

working backward, and saying trade is most important, and an important component of 

that trade is education, or that he and his speechwriters made a conscious decision to go 

without including a clear transitional phrase as he did with introducing trade. 

Bush believes that better educated workers are needed to compete in the global 

economy. The way to have these better educated workers is to "Be the world's leader in 

education. And we must revolutionize America' s schools. My America 2000 strategy 

will help us reach that goal. My plan will give parents more choice, give teachers more 

flexibility, and help communities create new American schools" (Bush "Address" 160). 

The plan sounds good in that parents, teachers, and communities will be a part of the 

plan, but the president does not address how they will participate in the plan. For 

example, does giving parents more choice mean that they will be able to put their child in 

any public school they wish? Does it mean parents can put their child in any private 

school they wish? What does it mean for teachers to be flexible? How will communities 

create new schools? Many unanswered questions are evident in this section. 

Bush then states that "Thirty States across the Nation have established America 

2000 programs. Hundreds of cities and towns have joined in. Now Congress must join 

this great movement: Pass my proposals for new American schools" ("Address" 160-
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161 ). More information would have been helpful for the president's audience, 

particularly for those who feared the America 2000 program, such as the evangelical 

Christian segment of his audience, or those who believed that national public schools are 

the primary way for members of the lower economic classes to rise into the higher 

economic classes. Bush says thirty states have adopted America 2000 programs, but he 

does not say which states, or if all districts in each of the thirty states have adopted his 

program. Then he says that other cities and towns have adopted the America 2000 plan, 

yet it is not clear that these are the cities and towns in the thirty states, or if these are 

different towns and cities in different states. Bush is trying to establish his ethos as the 

education president, but not enough information is present for him to do so. 

Bush concludes the education section and begins the third section of his long-term 

plan by stating, "That was my second long-term proposal, and here's my third: We must 

make commonsense investments that will help us compete, long-term, in the 

marketplace" ("Address" 161 ). By the time the audience gets to the cue that the education 

section was the second part of Bush ' s long-term economic plan, they may have a hard 

time recalling what the first part of the education discussion was. And it may be 

confusing to those who initially thought that education and trade were part of the first 

proposal. Because the investment issue follows after the education issue, it may be hard 

for some members of the audience to move from the discussion of education to the 

discussion of investments. The lack of a transition makes it difficult to see the connection 

between education and investment, as opposed to the connection between trade and 

investment. 
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Bush declares that the third part of his long-term recovery plan focuses on 

"commonsense investments" ("Address" 161 ). He believes that the way to do this is to 

"encourage research and development. My plan is to make the R&D tax credit permanent 

and to provide record levels of support, over $76 billion this year alone, for people who 

will explore the promise of emerging technologies" (Bush "Address" 161 ). There is no 

discussion in this section of just what emerging technologies are part of the research and 

development tax cut, or why if it were made permanent, it would provide $76 billion for 

research support. 

The fourth item on the president's economic relief plan relates to fighting crime 

and drugs. Bush believes "it is time for a major, renewed interest in fighting violent street 

crime. It saps our strength and hurts our faith in society and in our future together. 

Surely a tired woman on her way to work at six in the morning on a subway deserves the 

right to get there safely" (Bush "Address" 161 ). The president and his speechwriters 

make a good point in this passage, that violent crime does take a toll on our society, and 

that everyone going to work or going home late at night should be able to do so safely. 

Yet Bush is inadvertently painting a rather grim picture of the troubled economy during 

his tenure in office; the lone woman on a subway that early in the morning may not be a 

professional woman, but a member of the working middle class, who can only afford to 

take a subway to work, rather than affording her own car. 

Bush declares, "And surely it ' s true that everyone who changes his or her life 

because of crime, from those afraid to go out at night to those afraid to walk in the parks 

they pay for, surely these people have been denied a basic civil right" ("Address" 161 ). 
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The president's speech writers have made a shrewd move in this passage, by identifying 

the fear of going out at night in public as being an issue affecting both genders, which 

would tend to mollify those in Bush' s audience who might wonder if street crime was 

just an issue affecting women. It is also a shrewd move to equate personal safety with 

civil rights, because civil rights are assigned to all citizens, just as the "his/her" 

construction suggests. Finally, Bush asserts, "It ' s time to restore it. Congress, pass my 

comprehensive crime bill. It is tough on criminals and supportive of police, and it has 

been languishing in these hallowed halls for years now. Pass it. Help your country" (161 ). 

He gives little detail about the bill he is demanding that Congress pass; he does not 

elaborate on what it means to be tough on criminals or supportive of the police. Bush is 

assuming his primary audience will fill in the blanks. 

The fifth step of Bush' s program asks for financial assistance with funding inner

city renewal projects. He asks that Congress "fund our HOPE housing proposal and to 

pass my enterprise zone legislation which will get businesses into the inner city. We must 

empower the poor with the pride that comes from owning a home, getting a job, 

becoming a part of things" (161 ). The president is relating his urban development 

program with the American ideals of ownership and class position; that ownership of 

land and a house leads people to become better and more productive citizens. The last 

sentence drops off a bit at the end; Bush and his speechwriters needed to be more specific 

about what it means to become "a part of things." That phrasing is too general for the 

specifics that came before it. 
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Bush continues by saying, "My plan would encourage real estate construction by 

extending tax incentives for mortgage revenue bonds and low-income housing. And I ask 

tonight for record expenditures for the program that helps children born into want move 

into excellence, Head Start" ("Address" 161 ). Why Head Start would be part of this 

section is slightly confusing; apparently, the president and his speechwriters see Head 

Start as more of an urban program than an education program, even though the rural poor 

also benefit from it. Moving Head Start funding into the education section would have 

made more sense, because it would have strengthened Bush's argument that education 

needs to be lifelong if a country is going to participate in a global economy. Also, the 

wording of what appears to be the sound bite for funding Head Start is awkwardly 

worded: "the program that helps children born into want move into excellence." Because 

Head Start is buried at the end of the section on urban funding , its position gives the 

appearance of being tacked on at the last minute, rather than being a serious part of the 

president's economic recovery program. 

The sixth part of Bush' s economic recovery program is his plan for health care. 

Bush begins by stating that health care for Americans needs to be reformed, and that 

"health costs have been exploding. This year America will spend over $800 billion on 

health, and that is expected to grow to 1.6 trillion by the end of the decade. We simply 

cannot afford this" ("Address" 161 ). Bush' s use of parrhesia is apparent again in this 

passage. He states what most Americans knew at that time, that health care costs were 

going through the roof, and he uses statistics to back that up (although he does not state 

where the statistics came from). Bluntly, Bush tells his audience that the price tag for 
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health care is beyond the budgetary means of the country. He does not shy away from 

sharing the truth about the health care crisis facing the American people. 

Bush then says, "The cost of health care shows up not only in your family budget 

but in the price of everything we buy and everything we sell. When health covetage for a ' 

fellow on an assembly line costs thousands of dollars, the cost goes into the products he 

makes, and you pay the bill" (161 ). In this passage, he is working to explain as concisely 

as possible how high health costs impact the economy, and it is understandable and 

effective. More than in the previous sections dealing with tax cuts and investment, the 

president is creating an ethos of understanding here: in this instance, his ethos shows that 

he does care about what is happening to working Americans in terms of their health care. 

Bush continues with his discussion of health care by stating, "We must make a 

choice. Now, some pretend we can have it both ways. They call it 'play or pay,' but that 

expensive approach is unstable. It will mean higher taxes, fewer jobs, and eventually a 

system under complete Government control" ("Address" 161 ). The "pay or play" 

approach needs more discussion in this section, because Bush is not fully explaining why 

this approach would lead to the high taxes and lack of growth he is talking about, as well 

as the increase of government control. Had he done that in this section, he would have 

built even further on the ethos of being a president concerned about health care. Instead, 

he seems to be nudging into partisan politics. When he says "some pretend we can have it 

both ways," he appears to be criticizing the Democratic Congress, particularly since this 

approach would result in a negative impact on taxes and government control. Bush has 
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asked for bipartisan cooperation throughout this speech, yet he seems less willing to ask 

for it in this passage. 

After dismissing "play or pay" as a solution to the health care problems facing the 

country, Bush states that as he sees it, the approaches to dealing with health care are 

limited. He declares that, "There are only two options. And we can move toward a 

nationalized system, a system which will restrict patient choice in picking a doctor and 

force the Government to ration services arbitrarily And what we ' ll get is patients in long 

lines, indifferent service, and a huge new tax burden" (Bush "Address" 161 ). The 

imagery used in this passage is so negative, it's clear that the president views nationalized 

health care as completely unacceptable. He does offer another option, though: "Or we can 

reform our own private health care system, which still gives us, for all its flaws , the best 

quality health care in the world" (161). The wording of this sentiment seems a bit 

contradictory: if American health care is the best in the world, why does it need 

reforming? Yet he has clearly come down on the side of reforming the present system of 

health care, and he moves on to discuss how he believes that can be accomplished. 

He begins the first part of this discussion by emphasizing the positive nature of 

reforming health care. Bush believes that by looking at the strengths of the current 

system, much can be accomplished ("Address" 161 ). He states, "My plan provides 

insurance security for all Americans while preserving and increasing the idea of choice. 

We make basic health insurance affordable for all low-income people not now covered, 

and we do it by providing a health insurance tax credit of up to $3 ,750 for each low

income family" (161 ). Bush proposes universal health care, but without government 
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intervention, which he sees as providing too many restrictions to choices. The president 

states how the plan would work for a low income family, yet he does not state what the 

cutoff point would be for a family. Then he adds, "And the middle class gets help, too. 

And by reforming the health insurance market, my plan assures that Americans will have ' 

access to basic health insurance even if they change jobs or develop serious health 

problems" (161 ). There are many questions here, such as how the health insurance 

market would be reformed, and how the issue of portability of health care would work. 

And while Bush discussed putting those in low income families on health 

insurance, his middle class coverage seems to only focus on those already with health 

care. The president wraps up his plan for health care by stating, "We must bring costs 

under control , preserve quality, preserve choice, and reduce the people ' s nagging daily 

worry about health insurance. My plan, the details of which I'll announce very shortly, 

does just that"("Address" 161 ). The final comments on health care are ones that would 

resonate with voters, particularly those focused on controlling costs and maintaining the 

quality of care and the ability to choose elements of one ' s own health care, yet the caveat 

at the end stating the full details will be announced later, does take some of the wind out 

of the plan. 

The seventh element of Bush' s economic plan deals with controlling the federal 

deficit. Bush states that, "We now have, in law, enforceable spending caps and a 

requirement that we pay for the programs we create. There are those in Congress who 

would ease that discipline now. But I cannot let them do it, and I won' t" ("Address" 161 ). 

The president is taking a hard line as he introduces his plan for deficit spending, putting 
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the congressional Democrats on notice, and not using any conciliatory rhetoric. He says, 

"My plan would freeze all domestic discretionary budget authority, which means no more 

next year than this year. I will not tamper with Social Security, but I would put real caps 

on the growth of uncontrolled spending. And I would also freeze Federal domestic 

Government employment" ("Address" 161 ). Although Bush noted earlier in the 1992 

State of the Union Address that he was going to add more money to the budget to extend 

unemployment benefits, here he states he is going to freeze all domestic spending. It is 

also not clear how he defines "uncontrolled spending" in regard to Social Security," or 

how the federal government can go on without hiring more workers to help implement 

some of what the president is proposing in his address. Bush then declares, "And with 

the help of Congress, my plan will get rid of 246 programs that don ' t deserve Federal 

funding. Some of them have noble titles, but none of them is indispensable. We can get 

rid of each and every one of them" (161-162). The president does not state which 246 

programs are going under the knife, but he is appealing to his audience ' s knowledge of 

"pork barrel rhetoric" that many of the programs funded by Congress are essentially 

useless, and are simply a means of diverting federal money to projects that are the interest 

of veteran senators and representatives. 

Bush then discusses rather vaguely what these programs are that he intends to cut 

from the budget. He says, "You know, it ' s time we rediscovered a home truth the 

American people have never forgotten: This Government is too big and spends too 

much. And I call upon Congress to adopt a measure that will help put an end to the 

annual ritual of filling the budget with pork barrel appropriations" (Bush "Address" 162). 
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Bush is repeating a home truth to his conservative base (and one guaranteed to upset 

Democrats), which is that government is too big and too fiscally irresponsible. As far as 

he is concerned, "every year, the press has a field day making fun of outrageous 

examples: a Lawrence Welk museum, research grants for Belgian endive. We all know ' 

these things get into the budget, and maybe you need someone to help you say no. I know 

how to say it, and I know what I need to make it stick" (162). Bush is working to dispel 

the ethos he has with his base who were outraged when he raised taxes in 1990 after 

swearing he wouldn' t before he was elected. With his "outrageous" examples, he's 

setting the scene of a Congress unable to curb expenditures and of himself as the stern 

disciplinarian who can get Congress to toe the line on spending. All he needs, he says, is 

"The same thing 43 Governors have, the line-item veto, and let me help you control 

spending" (162). The president again is reinforcing his image as being fiscally tough and 

the Democratic Congress as being weak when it comes to enforcing spending limits. 

Bush concludes his discussion of curbing the federal deficit by stating that "we 

must put an end to unfinanced Federal Government mandates. These are the 

requirements Congress puts on our cities, counties, and States without supplying the 

money" (Bush "Address" 162). The president wants these to end because "if Congress 

passes a mandate, it should be forced to pay for it and balance the cost with savings 

elsewhere" (162). Bush believes that "a mandate just increases someone else ' s burden, 

and that means higher taxes at the State and local level" (162). This passage makes sense 

in the context of taming the federal budget, and clear language is used to discuss the 

importance of this step. While there is not a high level of specificity in his examples, the 
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examples are stated clearly enough so that most members of the audience would 

understand why he believes unfinanced government mandates should be stopped. 

The penultimate step of Bush' s economic program is that Congress should pass 

the bills already before it that promote reform. According to the president, "Congress 

should enact the bold reform proposals that are still awaiting congressional action: bank 

reform, civil justice reform, tort reform, and my national energy strategy" (Bush 

"Address" 162). Although Bush believes that the Congress understands what he is 

referring to in this passage, the voters in his audience might have appreciated knowing 

what one or two of these bills in each area were about. 

Bush has one last item for the list of his long-term plan, and that relates to family 

values. He believes "we must strengthen the family because it is the family that has the 

greatest bearing on our future. When Barbara holds an AIDS baby in her arms and reads 

to children, she is saying to every person in this country: Family matters" ("Address" 

162). The reference to families appeals to the more conservative elements of his base, 

and he bridges the conservative/liberal divide over families nicely in this section. The 

bridges the divide through the choice he and his speechwriters made to talk about the 

importance of families and how, when Barbara Bush holds a baby with AIDS, it is 

symbolic of how important families are. 

In conjunction with stating how important families are, the president 

announces the creation of a new federal commission. Bush says: 

I am announcing tonight a new Commission on America' s Urban 

Families. . . . You know, I had mayors, the leading mayors from the 
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League of Cities, in the other day at the White House, and they told me 

something striking. They said that every one of them, Republican or 

Democrat, agreed on one thing, that the major cause of the problems of the 

cities is the dissolution of the family. ("Address" 162). 

Bush is taking on the ethos of the caring leader, listening to what the people want. 

If the mayors of America believe that family issues are at the heart of the economic 

problems facing the country, then the president will listen by forming this commission. In 

fact, he says, "They asked for this Commission, and they were right to ask because it's 

time to determine what we can do to keep families together, strong and sound" (162). 

Bush ends his discussion of the Commission at this point, and moves on to what he wants 

Congress to do next. 

Bush presents a handful of other economic relief that can be given to parents. The 

first one is something he says can be done "right away: Ease the burden of rearing a 

child. I ask you tonight to raise the personal exemption by $500 per child for every 

family. For a family with four kids, that's an increase of $2,000. This is a good start in 

the right direction, and it ' s what we can afford" ("Address" 162). Discussion as to why 

this would be a good, affordable choice isn ' t discussed further by the president. Instead, 

he says that there is another way to help families out financially: "It's time to allow 

families to deduct the interest they pay on student loans. I am asking you to do just that. 

And I'm asking you to allow people to use money from their IRA's to pay medical and 

education expenses, all without penalties" (162). As to what the economic impact of 
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these choices might be, the president does not say; he simply states that these choices will 

be beneficial for families. 

Bush declares that there is more that he wants to do, beyond his ten-point plan for 

long-term economic recovery. He states, "And I'm asking for more. Ask American 

parents what they dislike about how things are going in our country, and chances are 

good that pretty soon they' 11 get to welfare" (Bush "Address" 162). The switch from 

discussing economic relief for families and welfare is an abrupt one, and initially one can 

not tell why this particular leap is made in the address. Although it is not outside the 

realm of possibility that parents are unhappy with welfare, what Bush fails to note in this 

statement is that many families at this time are on welfare in order to survive the 

economic downturn, which he has been discussing in this speech. Bush continues by 

saying, "Americans are the most generous people on Earth. But we have to go back to the 

insight of Franklin Roosevelt who, when he spoke of what became the welfare program, 

warned that it must not become ' a narcotic ' and a ' subtle destroyer ' of the spirit" (162). 

Bush refers to Franklin Roosevelt, the Democratic president most likely to be associated 

with "welfare" because of the creation of Social Security during his administration. By 

referring to Roosevelt, Bush and his speechwriters appear to mollify the Democratic 

Congress, and remind them that even Roosevelt did not envision that Social Security 

would be such a monolithic institution. 

Bush clarifies, "Welfare was never meant to be a lifestyle. It was never meant to 

be a habit. It was never supposed to be passed from generation to generation like a 

legacy. It ' s time to replace the assumptions of the welfare state and help reform the 
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welfare system"(l 62) . The president and his speechwriters are using old imagery from 

past administrations that state that welfare is something all Americans want in order to 

live an undemanding life, and that most people would rather receive "free" money than 

work. They are appealing to that past rhetoric by stating metaphorically that welfare is a ' 

lifestyle, a habit akin to a drug habit, handed down from generation to generation. Bush 

concludes by endorsing welfare reform. 

Bush discusses how he believes welfare reform can be implemented. At first, he 

says "States throughout the country are beginning to operate with new assumptions that 

when able-bodied people receive Government assistance, they have responsibilities to the 

taxpayer: A responsibility to seek work, education, or job training; a responsibility to get 

their lives in order; a responsibility to hold their families together and refrain from having 

children out of wedlock; and a responsibility to obey the law" (Bush "Address" 162). 

Using anaphora in this section, the president uses the phrase "a responsibility" to 

cultivate his ethos of responsibility. Bush believes welfare recipients must be prepared to 

have their public and personal life, including reproduction, under government scrutiny in 

order to provide accountability to those Americans who are not on welfare, but who vote. 

Bush continues by stating that "We are going to help this movement. Often, State reform 

requires waiving certain Federal regulations. I will act to make that process easier and 

quicker for every State that asks for our help"(l 62). Bush also cultivates his 

compassionate ethos by stating that while the government is too big, as president, he can 

waive certain federal laws in order to help the states implement welfare reform more 
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quickly. The statement also enhances his leadership ethos by his promise "I will act" on 

this measure. 

The focus of his speech moves toward working compatibly with Congress. He 

states that "as we make these changes, we work together to improve this system, that our 

intention is not scapegoating or finger-pointing" (Bush "Address" 162). Although a great 

deal of the speech until this point has involved strong rhetoric from the president directed 

toward the Congress, as the president begins to bring his speech to an end, he returns to 

the language of conciliation. He observes, "If you read the papers and watch TV, you 

know there's been a rise these days in a certain kind of ugliness: racist comments, anti

Semitism, an increased sense of division. Really, this is not us. This is not who we are. 

And this is not acceptable" (162-163 ). Bush offers no examples of where this ugliness is 

coming from, other than the media. Yet without a sense of context, these comments seem 

out of place next to his exhortation to Congress to cooperate toward making the country 

stronger. Then Bush states, "And so, you have my plan for America. And I'm asking for 

big things, but I believe in my heart you' ll do what ' s right" (163). This part of the speech 

seems rather disjointed. Following the call to reject racism and anti-Semitism, the 

president then states he has outlined "my plan for America," and at this point, it would be 

difficult to remember which parts came from the short- or long-term plans he had. 

Bush elaborates further on Congressional cooperation. He observes, "It ' s a kind 

of an American tradition to show a certain skepticism toward our democratic institutions. 

I myself have sometimes thought the aging process could be delayed if it had to make its 

way through Congress. [Laughter] You will deliberate, and you will discuss, and that is 
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fine. But, my friends, the people cannot wait. They need help now" (Bush "Address" 

163). Bush reminds the Congress, in a roundabout way, that while discussion of 

differences has its place, action is needed to help Americans in need. 

Then, Bush addresses the mood of the country. He begins by noting that there 

seems to be a sadness in the country: "There's a mood among us. People are worried. 

There ' s been talk of decline. Someone even said our workers are lazy and uninspired. 

And I thought: Really? You go tell Neil Armstrong standing on the moon. Tell the men 

and women who put him there. Tell the American farmer who feeds his country and the 

world. Tell the men and women of Desert Storm" (Bush "Address" 162). The beginning 

of this passage has the potential to be very rousing, by addressing and acknowledging a 

kind of malaise within the country. But the president chooses to show as his first example 

of the strength and optimism of the country at present the example of Neil Armstrong on 

the moon. The president and his speechwriters are again looking to the past for examples 

of what makes America great, rather than concentrating on the present, which takes the 

steam out of his appeal that the best is yet to come. To his credit, Bush does note that 

"men and women" put Armstrong on the moon, and that it was men and women who won 

Desert Storm. Yet the men and women reference is diluted a bit by the reference to the 

American farmer as "him." There is a mixed ethos here, in that Bush is trying to let his 

audience know that he understands that times are hard, and yet they need to realize that 

there are still areas of strength the country can build on; however, the president uses 

references within this section that contradict the point he is trying to make. 
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Bush discusses the theme of the nation's mood, and tries to end on an optimistic 

note. He believes that "moods come and go, but greatness endures. Ours does. And 

maybe for a moment it's good to remember what, in the dailiness of our lives, we forget: 

We are still and ever the freest nation on Earth, the kindest nation on Earth, the strongest ' 

nation on Earth. And we have always risen to the occasion" (Bush "Address" 162). The 

president sees the sorrowful mood of the country as a passing one, part of an ongoing 

cycle. His approach to dealing with this sadness is simply to remember that America is 

the greatest nation on Earth, and that the country has always faced challenges directly and 

with spirit. Then, Bush makes another reference to the hard times faced by many in the 

country: "And we are going to lift this Nation out of hard times inch by inch and day by 

day, and those would stop us had better step aside. Because I look at hard times, and I 

make this vow: This will not stand" (162). The president is trying to be truthful and 

inspired in this passage; the parrhesia he uses highlights the nature of the economic 

recovery. He is telling his audience that the recovery will not be quick and easy, yet he is 

also telling his audience that he won't brook any detours in his way. Bush also recycles 

his line from the speech he gave stating that he wouldn' t allow Iraq to occupy Kuwait 

before Desert Storm: "This will not stand." Bush and his speechwriters are hoping that 

the audience will remember this, and be able to make the connection between the war in 

Iraq and the economic conflict faced at home. 

Bush ends the speech with uplifting parting words. He says, "And so, we move on 

together, a rising nation, the once and future miracle that is still, this night, the hope of 

the world. Thank you. God bless you, and God bless our beloved country. Thank you 
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very, very much" (Bush "Address" 162). The metaphor he chooses to represent the 

country, a miracle, is uplifting, yet for those that are not as religiously minded, a more 

concrete metaphor might have inspired more confidence. Yet Bush and his speechwriters 

also end with the variation on the familiar "God bless you/God bless the United States" 

so the sensibilities of that (still) loyal part of Bush's base are addressed in the closing 

sentences. This closing establishes continuity for those members of the audience who still 

feel strongly connected to Bush, but might be a bit disconcerting for those members of 

the audience who prefer that church and state always maintain their distance. 

Media Reaction to the 1992 State of the Union Address 

While some media response was quite positive to Bush ' s final State of the Union 

Address, the withering criticism it sustained from other critics kept it from being 

considered an unqualified triumph. A strong positive response by the media was needed 

for this speech because it was being hyped as the speech of the president ' s career. As the 

1992 New Hampshire primary neared for Republicans and Democrats alike, the media's 

response to the speech was crucial for getting Bush into the reelection campaign. As Pike 

and Maltese note, "presidents play a central role in the nightly dramas communicated on 

television news"(81 ). This particular State of the Union address had definitely been 

hyped as such a drama, and the media response to it would help set the initial tone of the 

start of the election. 

Of course, expecting unanimous approval from the media would be unrealistic, 

and the reaction from various parts of the media were not entirely enthusiastic. Bush 

himself did not include any comments about this speech in his book All the Best. In the 
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Economist, an unsigned editorial carped that "by Mr. Bush's low standards, the speech 

was delivered well ... But as the much-mocked syntax of his recent campaign speeches 

shows, Mr. Bush needs speech-writers more than any other president since Dwight 

Eisenhower" (1 ). The editorial went on to identify "the alliterative and sentimental 

fingerprints of Peggy Noonan ... all over the script" citing the phrase '"all the G.I. Joes 

and Janes, all the ones who fought faithfully for freedom"' as being evidence of her 

handiwork (1 ). What seemed to invoke the concern of this particular editorial was the fact 

that "insofar as the speech was meant to write a domestic agenda for the country, it was 

warmed-over stuff: education and welfare reform; the importance of family values; an 

attack on crime" (2). 

The editorial was not completely negative; it cited Bush's discussion of the 

conclusion of the Cold War as being the most emotionally appealing of the evening (2). 

But the overall tone of the Economist's editorial was one of frustration that Bush' s State 

of the Union Address had not done what it needed to do. The editorial ended with a dour 

comment: "He remains an incumbent president, and few incumbents lose .... It might not 

take much more than a moderate revival of the economy to make him uncommonly 

popular again" ( 1 ). The lukewarm reaction of this editorial was indicative that Bush had 

not given the speech of his political career, as some people felt he needed to do. 

Tom Wicker also agreed that the speech did not meet expectations, which were 

exaggerated to begin with; he believed that Bush "said little new about the economy and 

his limited proposals included that familiar Republican warhorse, a cut in the capital 

gains tax" (260). In fact, Bush' s gambit to lead off with his success in the Gulf War may 
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not have worked out as well as he hoped. Wicker points out that "it was the war, after all, 

that had diverted his attention from the economy. And ... if he could manage a war so 

well, why couldn't he also do something about unemployed workers in New Hampshire 

and elsewhere ... domestic policy should be the top priority. Shouldn' t it be?" (260). Just 

as the Economist had pointed out, the speech fell short of expectations. Wicker points out 

a troubling undercurrent; that continually referring to his expertise and success in foreign 

affairs was not playing to his audience as well now that the country was in trouble 

economically. 

Some media sources tried to strike a balance. In the New York Times the editorial 

page ran a critique of the speech, which veered from being admiring to being scathing. 

The Times praised the beginning of the speech, stating that "the first third of the speech, 

celebrating the triumph of democracy and the fortitude of its American defenders, was 

sharply written and compellingly delivered" (A20). Praise was also given for the 

president' s honesty. The Times noted that "He did not sugar-coat problems. The state of 

the Union, he confessed, is not good ... It ' s neither unexpected nor wrong for a President 

who 's been under fire for ignoring domestic needs to look for an oratorical fix" (A20). 

Ultimately, the Times believed that "the President's rhetoric also illuminates how 

marginal are his remedies" (A20). Bush thus came out of the State of the Union not 

having delivered on the hype that this would be a great speech that would present a series 

of strategies for solving the nation' s economic problems. However, another storm was 

brewing involving the speech that had more to do with the internal politics of the White 

House than it did with the president's domestic agenda. 
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The following week, disgruntled Bush aides leaked stories about the whole State 

of the Union process to the press. Lucy Howard and Ned Zeman of Newsweek reported 

that "on the even of George Bush's pivotal State of the Union Message, the White House 

was in turmoil ... As of late Friday . . . the president did not have an acceptable draft of 

the speech. Some top aides urged Bush to call in former Reagan speechwriter Peggy 

Noonan ... but his regular writing team, desperate to strut their stuff, fought to keep 

Noonan out" (1 ). Perhaps this level of leaking led a "senior aide" to remark "Too many 

people are worried about protecting their own backsides instead of Bush' s" (1). It would 

be easy to write this off as a turf war run amok, yet two weeks later, Ned Zeman and 

Lucy Howard would report that the Bush White House was looking for help in the 

speechwriting department. Their article, entitled "Message, I Need Help," stated that the 

president himself had not only brought Peggy Noonan back to the White House to help 

with the State of the Union address, but that "Bob Teeter and Fred Malek are now 

worried that Bush' s re-election effort could be hampered by his often uninspired rhetoric 

.. . 'Help,' said one Bush aide. ' We' re desperate"'(!). Not only had Bush' s speech not 

measured up to expectations, but now the story was evolving that the speechwriters were 

floundering. Whether this was simply a planted story to offset the critical reception of the 

speech, or simply a case of a rare breach among the usually intensely loyal Bush 

operatives is open to speculation. What is known is that the media now had a concurrent 

story to go with the lackluster reception to the State of the Union: the president's 

lifeblood, the ability of his speechwriters to craft effective messages for him, was anemic. 
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This was not the story with which to enter the primary campaign season, even for a 

popular incumbent president. 

Summary 

By the time of the 1992 State of the Union address, Bush's political fortune had 

fallen from its stratospheric heights of the previous year. Due to his weakening popularity 

and a troubled economy, Bush and his speechwriters worked to create a State of the 

Union address that would boost the president's image. Leading with the year' s 

international victories, Bush positions himself now as the experienced war president 

overseeing the final collapse of Soviet Communism. When the address reaches the 

domestic agenda Bush has for stirring economic recovery, though, it loses its earlier 

eloquence and begins to get bogged down in lists and generalities. Bush uses parrhesia 

throughout the address in regard to upcoming struggles internationally and nationally, but 

the length of the speech and its dense content creates a mixed ethos for Bush. Despite the 

mixed reaction from the media, Bush did not receive the positive reaction he was hoping 

for overall. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE 1992 HOUSTON ACCEPTANCE SPEECH 

Background for the 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech for the Republican National 

Convention 

By the time of the Republican convention in August 1992, never had the 

convergence of ethos and kairos been more compelling for Bush ' s political career, and 

never had he had to rely so much on his audience ' s ability to accept his candid speech. 

He arrived at the convention in Houston, Texas in an environment that few would have 

predicted in January 1992. At the beginning of the primary season, the field of 

Democratic contenders was nicknamed "The Seven Dwarves," and none of them had the 

gravitas of the sitting president. Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas, who finally emerged 

as the front runner for the Democrats, didn 't come close to having the credentials of 

Bush, who had engaged in a popular, short-term war which earned him phenomenally 

high presidential approval ratings. Clinton had been his own worst enemy during the 

Democratic primaries; no challenger' s taunts could compete with media stories about his 

serial infidelity in his marriage, his wife ' s investment strategies during her career as a 

lawyer at the Rose Law Firm in Arkansas, and his manner of avoiding the draft during 

the Vietnam War. 

Yet Clinton and Ross Perot were able to continue the challenge to Bush' s run for 

a second term started by former Nixon speechwriter Pat Buchanan in the New Hampshire 
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primary. Although Bush decisively silenced Buchanan in New Hampshire, Buchanan' s 

candidacy signaled the discontent fomenting within his own party. Pithily summed up by 

Clinton aide George Stephanopoulos as "Beer-and-shot populist in union halls by day, 

sipping an incongruous chardonnay with his Beltway friends at midnight," Buchanan' s 

initial challenge to Bush's reelection was dramatically resurrected in Houston (80). 

Buchanan pushed to get a spot speaking at the Republican convention, and 

according to Ross Baker' s essay "Sorting Out and Suiting Up: The Presidential 

Nominations," he benefited from a rarity in Republican conventions: disorganization. 

Scheduling problems earlier in the day meant Ronald Reagan' s televised appearance, and 

his endorsement of Bush for a second term, ended just as prime time television coverage 

began. This mismanagement of the schedule put Buchanan' s speech front and center for 

the viewing audience (65). Goldman and Defrank assert that neither Bush' s aides and nor 

anyone from the Republican National Committee screened the speech ahead of time, so 

Buchanan' s themes on the American culture war, on isolationism, and the lack of 

religious values in America, served as the face of the Republican party (401-403). James 

Patterson agrees with this interpretation of events in his book Restless Giant: The United 

State from Watergate to Bush v. Gore. Patterson believes Bush' s lack of focus on 

planning the 1992 Republican convention led to the convention ' s control by the 

conservative base of the party, a group which would not have been alarmed by the text or 

the tenor of Buchanan's address (251 ). This tum of events helped create the bind Bush 

and his speechwriters were in: how to dismiss the provocative rhetoric of Buchanan' s 

address while not being able to use much ammunition from the Democratic convention to 
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distract Bush's base. Samuel Kernell believes that with the advent of television, 

presidents "more often choose to 'go public' by circumventing those elites [ members of 

Congress primarily] and appealing directly to the American people for support" ( qtd. in 

Pike and Maltese 118). Bush now had to make a direct appeal not only to the convention ' 

audience, but also to the national audience who would be waiting to hear what he had to 

say. 

The Democrats had also an equally unusual convention a few weeks earlier: theirs 

was well-organized. In the book All ' s Fair: Love, War, and Running for President, even 

Mary Matalin acknowledged that the Democratic convention had been a success, noting 

that, "it ran on time and they stuck to their message" (240). With the Democrats enjoying 

a significant bump in the polls because of the generally optimistic theme of their 

convention (Seib 280), Bush was put in the tough position of trying to reassure more 

moderate viewers that Buchanan's views were not the views of the majority of the party. 

Yet Bush couldn' t completely repudiate Buchanan, because his views did represent the 

more conservative wing of the Republican Party, and Bush had to bring those voters back 

because of their disenchantment with his presidency (Baker 64 ). And despite the fact that 

the biggest burr under Bush' s blanket, the independent candidacy of Ross Perot, had 

finally been removed toward the end of the Democratic convention, many of these voters 

either were not returning to the Republican base, or they were staying with Perot's 

organization, hoping he would return. With his lackluster State of the Union Address 

behind him, as well as a convention that was not providing a united Republican front to 

the American public in prime time, Bush was faced yet again with having to give the 
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speech of his career" (Goldman and De Frank 405). These were the challenges facing 

President Bush and his speechwriters as they crafted the Houston Acceptance Speech. 

The 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech: Ethos and Parrhesia Revisited 

Bush's speech began more precipitously (and more decorously) than his earlier 

State of the Union Address. He starts with a list of thanks: thanks to the convention for 

nominating him as the Republican candidate for president, and thanks to Senate Majority 

Leader Bob Dole for introducing him (Bush "Remarks Accepting the Presidential 

Nomination at the Republican National Convention in Houston" 1). There ' s a brief 

detour in the speech as the president states to the convention audience, "Let me say this: 

This nomination's not for me alone. It is for the ideas, principles, and values that we 

stand for"(l). Those in the audience who would have remembered Richard Nixon ' s 

presidential rhetorical trope of saying, "Just let me say this" would recognize that similar 

imperative method of address in Bush' s digression. Bringing up "the ideas, principles, 

and values" that the president says are the reason why he was nominated is a strong 

beginning to the speech, yet its effectiveness is lessened by the president resuming his 

thanks, this time, to Vice President Quayle for bearing "a lot of unfair criticism with 

grace and humor" (1 ). This was a gracious understatement. 8 

Bush' s acceptance moves forward with his clear statement that the 1992 election 

will be about choice. He says, "I want to talk tonight about the sharp choice that I intend 

to offer Americans this fall, a choice between different agendas, different directions, and 

8 
One of the major dramas occurring offstage at the convention had been the serious attempt by several of 

the president 's advisors to get Bush to dump Quayle as vice-president. 
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yes, a choice about the character of the man you want to lead this Nation" (Bush 

"Remarks" 1 ). The stage is set for the president to position himself as the candidate the 

voters should choose over Clinton, or Ross Perot. Bush and his speechwriters also invoke 

the character issue, believing that the voters, like Quintilian, will choose "the good man 

speaking well," which relates directly to the issue of ethos, as well as parrhesia, in the 

president's speeches. Bush and his speechwriters are making the case for why the 

president should be reelected, and they will do so by setting the president's ethos clearly 

in the minds of the voters, and doing so with candid speech. 

The president continues the discussion of choice by stating, "Americans have 

many questions about our economy, about our country's future, even questions about me. 

I'll answer them tonight" (Bush "Remarks" 1 ). Bush acknowledges here that many 

Americans are not certain about where the country is headed, economically and 

otherwise, and he also is acknowledging that many voters may not even think he is the 

best candidate. Having stated his intent, however, he proceeds directly into stating the 

case for why he should be reelected. 

The serious tone with which Bush begins his speech is interrupted by a joke about 

his health. As noted in Chapter Five' s analysis of the 1992 State of the Union Address, 

Bush' s recurring health problems had been evident in the spring of 1991. Knowing that 

his health issues could have a negative impact on the outcome of the election, Bush 

addresses his health first, stating, "First, I feel great. And I am heartened by the polls, the 

ones that say that I look better in my jogging shorts than the Governor of Arkansas" 

(Bush "Remarks" 1). Not only are Bush and his speechwriters diffusing tension over the 

152 



issue of the president's health with humor, but they're also diffusing tension over the 

president's declining poll numbers. Clinton's weight issues are also worked into the joke. 

On a draft of the speech dated August 19, 1992, the text reads "I went running this 

morning, and I happened to glance in a store window. With all modesty, I can say I'm in 

better shape then [sic] my opponent- and I look better in my jogging shorts!" 

Everything beginning with the phrase "and I happened to glance in a store window" and 

ending right before "and I look better in my jogging shorts" is deleted from the speech. 9 

The line "I'm blessed with good health and I'm heartened by the polls that say," is added, 

as well as the tag at the end that he looked better in his jogging shorts "than the Gov. of 

Arkansas. " 10 The revision in this passage is effective because it takes the attention away 

from Clinton, and places it on Bush and his improved position in the polls. 

Bush discusses where the country is in relation to where it was four years earlier. 

Initially, he says, "I spoke about missions for my life and for our country. I spoke of one 

urgent mission, defending our security and promoting the American ideal abroad" (Bush 

"Remarks" 1 ). Although he states that he had a plan for the country and for the world, he 

begins by discussing the global community first. He ticks off a list of those countries 

where major change has occurred: "Just pause for a moment to reflect on what we 've 

done. Germany is united, and a slab of the Berlin Wall sits right outside this Astrodome. 

Arabs and Israelis now sit face to face and talk peace, and every hostage held in Lebanon 

is now free" (1 ). Major international conflicts during the 1980s have now been resolved, 

9 
Speech with draft notes, 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, August 19, 1992, ID#0832 , OA/ID 19502, 

Subject File, White House Office of Speechwriting, Bush Presidential Records, George Bush Presidential 
Library. 
10 

Speech with draft notes, 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, August 19, 1992. 
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according to Bush especially in areas such as Germany and the Middle East, where the 

threat of war was great. Bush goes on to say that, "The conflict in El Salvador is over, 

and free elections brought democracy to Nicaragua. Black and white South Africans 

cheered each other at the Olympics. The Soviet Union can only be found in history 

books"(l). Not only is the Cold War over, but so are the East vs. West conflicts in 

Central America, and apartheid in South Africa. Even the Soviet Union' s superpower 

status, according to Bush, is relegated to the history books. The president notes that "the 

captive nations of Eastern Europe and the Baltics are captive no more. And today on the 

rural streets of Poland, merchants sell cans of air labeled 'the last breath of 

communism"'(l). Bush points out that even former Soviet satellite nations are 

independent and are standing on their own. 

Bush makes a curious choice in the following passage. Rather than summing 

these accomplishments, he again makes a joke. Bush says, "If I had stood before you four 

years ago and described this as the world we would help to build, you would have said, 

'George Bush, you must have been smoking something, and you must have 

inhaled"'("Remarks" 2). The joke is a strong one, in that it is a sarcastic put down of 

Clinton's assertion during the campaign that while he had smoked marijuana, he never 

inhaled it. The joke detracts from the seriousness of the accomplishments he just listed, 

however. In fact , the joke weakens what he says next: "This convention is the first at 

which an American president can say the cold war is over, and freedom finished first" 

(2). Although part of this assertion was made during the 1992 State of the Union address, 
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this sentence would have had done more to cultivate the president's ethos as the leader 

under whose watch the Cold War was won. 

Bush sets the groundwork for the Republican Party to take credit for the end of 

Communism. He begins by stating, "We have a lot to be proud of, a lot. Some want to 

rewrite history, want to skip over the struggle, claim the outcome was inevitable. And 

while the U.S. postwar strategy was largely bipartisan, the fact remains that the liberal 

McGovern wing of the other party, including my opponent, consistently made the wrong 

choices" (Bush "Remarks" 2). The president is claiming that even though there were 

bipartisan elements to the Cold War victory, that the liberal Democrats, headed by 

Senator George McGovern in the 1972 election, consistently held the wrong views when 

it came to winning the Cold War. In fact , Bush and his speechwriters have cleverly tied 

Clinton to McGovern; McGovern was the Democratic candidate for president in 1972, 

and lost to Richard Nixon by a landslide. Among McGovern' s statewide campaign chairs 

was Clinton. Even though McGovern was no longer a major Democratic figure after that 

loss, the Bush camp resurrects his ultra-liberal persona and ties it to Clinton, "my 

opponent." 

Bush continues to trace the misguided Democratic approach to dealing with 

global communism. He notes that, "In the seventies, they wanted a hollow army. We 

wanted a strong fighting force. In the eighties-and you remember this one- in the 

eighties, they wanted a nuclear freeze , and we insisted on peace through strength. From 

Angola to Central America, they said, "'Let's negotiate, deliberate, procrastinate"' (Bush 

"Remarks" 2). The president and his speechwriters are setting up the contrast: 
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Republicans are strong on defense, while the Democrats are weak. This idea is 

underscored by the use of rhyme to label the Democratic position: "negotiate, deliberate, 

procrastinate," all seen as terms of weakness in this context. Bush then notes that, "We 

said, 'Just stand up for freedom.' Now the cold war is over and they claim, 'Hey, we 

were with you all the way.' You know, their behavior reminds me of the old con man's 

advice to the new kid. He said, 'Son, if you' re being run out of town, just get out in front 

and make it look like a parade"' (2). Bush is working to establish his ethos of strength 

through ridiculing his opponents, and showing how the Republicans worked hard to 

establish a safer world. But the impact of establishing this ethos again is weakened by the 

use of humor. The "con man and the new kid" joke is from an earlier era; while older 

members of the audience would understand it immediately, younger audience members 

might not. Plus, the joke is not as sharp as the Clinton inhalation joke, so it falls rather 

flat and weakens what came before. 

Bush discusses the accomplishments of the past and present in terms of American 

prestige abroad, declaring, "Well, make no mistake: The demise of communism wasn' t a 

sure thing. It took the strong leadership of Presidents from both parties, including 

Republicans like Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford and Ronald Reagan. Without their 

vision and the support of the American people, the Soviet Union would be a strong 

superpower today, and we 'd be facing a nuclear threat tonight" (Bush "Address" 2). 

Invoking past presidents from the president's political party isn't a new rhetorical 

strategy in an acceptance speech. Bush and his speechwriters take a risk, though, naming 

two controversial Republican presidents of the past: Nixon and Ford. Because Bush has 
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also used the phrase, "Make no mistake," another phrase Nixon was known to use 

frequently in his public speech, he is running the risk here of tying himself directly to 

Nixon's legacy. However, he goes on to say that it was their hard work and diligence that 

means that Americans are safer. Bush takes on the Democrats again by noting, "My 

opponents say I spend too much time on foreign policy, as if it didn ' t matter that 

schoolchildren once hid under their desks in drills to prepare for nuclear war. I saw the 

chance to rid our children's dreams of the nuclear nightmare, and I did" (2). Here Bush 

takes on his critics directly, those who say that foreign policy matters more to him than 

domestic policy. He counters the criticism by saying that he is responsible for ending the 

Cold War. Bush and his speechwriters are also pulling this imagery of children going 

through nuclear bomb drills from Bush's Inaugural Address, and use it to illustrate why 

he is making the case that the end of the Cold War is the most significant achievement of 

his first term. 

Bush elaborates on the results of the end of the Cold War. He believes that "Over 

the past four years, more people have breathed the fresh air of freedom than in all of 

human history. I saw a chance to help, and I did. There were these were the two defining 

opportunities not of a year, not of a decade, but of an entire span of human history. I 

seized those opportunities for our kids and grandkids, and I make no apologies for that" 

(Bush "Remarks" 2). The phrase "fresh air of freedom" recalls the Bush' s Inaugural 

Address, with freedom being a kite or a fresh breeze; the idea of people breathing the 

fresh air of freedom contrasts nicely with the earlier description of the Poles selling cans 

of air marked, "the last breath of communism". Although Bush has discussed the 

157 



bipartisan nature of the Cold War victory, and then narrowed it to the leadership of 

Republican presidents, here he takes direct credit for winning the Cold War and investing 

his time and energy in foreign affairs. He believes this is the most important legacy that 

can be left to American children, and, true to his tough ethos, he states, "I make no 

apologies for that." 

Yet Bush warns that while the Cold War is over, threats to the country still 

remain. Bush states "the Soviet bear may be gone, but there are still wolves in the woods. 

We saw that when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait. The Mideast might have become a 

nuclear powder keg, our energy supplies held hostage. So we did what was right and 

what was necessary. We destroyed a threat, freed a people, and locked a tyrant in the 

prison of his own country" ("Remarks" 2-3). Bush says that there are other threats to the 

nation, yet he only speaks of a past threat, that of Saddam Hussein in Iraq. Bush and his 

speechwriters don ' t even identify the war in this speech; they simply state that when 

Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, the United States (with no mention made of the allies 

who helped) crushed the Iraqi Army and freed the Kuwaitis. Saying that Hussein then 

became a prisoner in his own country ignores the fact that while he no longer invaded any 

other neighboring countries, he turned his wrath against the Kurds in northern Iraq, 

exterminating thousands of them with poisonous gas. Bush ends on a positive note, yet he 

does not mention what the future threats to America might be. 

Clinton' s character then becomes a point for discussion, with the president 

discrediting his opponent's past actions when it comes to foreign affairs. Bush asks, 

"What about the leader of the Arkansas National Guard, the man who hopes to be 
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Commander in Chief? Well, I bit the bullet, and he bit his nails" ("Remarks" 3). Bush 

and his speechwriters show Clinton at a disadvantage, merely being the head of the 

Arkansas National Guard who aspires to be the Commander-in-Chief (which Bush 

already is). The president characterizes Clinton as weak on defense, biting his nails while ' 

Bush bit the bullet and made the tough decisions necessary to win the Cold War. The 

president continues by saying, "Listen to this now. Two days after Congress followed my 

lead, my opponent said this, and I quote directly: 'I guess I would have voted with the 

majority if it was a close vote. But I agree with the arguments the minority made.' Now, 

sounds to me like his policy can be summed up by a road sign he 's probably seen on his 

tour, ' Slippery When Wet"'(3). Bush is usingparrhesia in this passage by focusing on 

the direct quotation of Clinton's; Bush's emphasis on a direct quotation shows that he 

wants to be certain it is accurate so that he can comment on it accurately. The "slippery 

when wet" reference is not only a slam at Clinton' s bus tour that he took after the 

Democratic convention, but it also reminds his audience of Clinton' s nickname "Slick 

Willie." The president is chipping away at Clinton's ethos as a leader. One would also 

imagine that the reference to "slippery when wet" was an attempt by Bush' s 

speechwriters to appeal to young voters who would have been familiar with the popular 

Bon Jovi album from 1986 of the same name; because of Bush' s more conservative taste 

in music, he may not have been aware of the additional meaning behind the "slippery" 

reference. 

Bush asks his audience to consider the challenges facing the country in terms of 

leadership abroad. Bush exhorts them, "Look, this is serious business. Think about the 
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impact of our foreign policy failures the last time the Democrats controlled both ends of 

Pennsylvania Avenue: gas lines, grain embargoes, American hostages blindfolded" 

("Remarks" 3). The president and his speechwriters use imperatives to get the audience's 

attention, to tell them that a Congress dominated by Democrats, and under a Democratic ' 

president brought about the serious domestic problems of the late 1970s. Then the 

president states, "There will be more foreign policy challenges like Kuwait in the next 

four years, more terrorists and aggressors to stand up to, dangerous weapons to be 

controlled and destroyed. Freedom' s fight is not finished. I look forward to being the 

first president to visit a free , democratic Cuba" ("Remarks" 3). Bush is usingparrhesia 

again by using his experience as president to tell his audience about the foreign policy 

challenges ahead, and that the world isn ' t completely at peace. By telling his audience 

this, he is strengthening his own ethos as a world leader who can anticipate the 

international problems ahead. 

Bush asks, "Who will lead the world in the face of these challenges? Not my 

opponent. In his acceptance speech he devoted just 65 seconds to telling us about the 

world" (3). Again, Bush invokes the ethos of trust, asking his audience who they would 

trust more to lead the country in the global community. The president asserts that it can 

not be Clinton, because of Clinton' s limited perception of global issues, as evidenced by 

his lack of attention to international issues in his acceptance speech. 

Bush spends some time focusing on Clinton' s remarks at the convention, again 

weakening Clinton' s ethos as a potential presidential candidate. Bush declares, "Then he 

said that America was, and I quote again- I want to be fair and factual- I quote, being 
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' ridiculed' everywhere. Well, tell that to the people around the world, for whom America 

is still a dream. Tell that to the leaders around the world, from whom America 

commands respect. Ridiculed? Tell that to the men and women of Desert Storm" 

("Remarks" 3). The president's use of parrhesia when he states he wants to be "fair and 

factual" in repeating what Clinton said does not work as well in this passage because he 

only directly quotes one word from Clinton's speech. Then Bush uses anaphora to create 

a memorable series of phrases to deride Clinton's statement, using "tell that to" as an 

introductory phrase to say which people, both at home and in the world, who would not 

agree that America was on the decline. The president even recycles the "tell that to the 

men and women of Desert Storm" phrase from the 1992 State of the Union address. 

Bush digresses a bit from bashing Clinton, and instead talks about his own 

character. The president states, "Let me just make an aside comment here because of 

what you've been reading in the paper. This is a political year, but there's a lot of danger 

in the world. You can be sure I will never let politics interfere with a foreign policy 

decision ... I will do right, what is right for the national security of the United States of 

America, and that is a pledge from my heart"(Bush "Remarks" 3 ). Bush also takes a jab 

at the media, awkwardly stating he wants to make "an aside comment" about "what 

you've been reading in the paper," even though the majority of his audience probably get 

their news from television rather than the newspaper. Bush states that he is above politics, 

and is willing to make unpopular decisions even though it is an election year, 

emphasizing "I will do right ... and that is a pledge from my heart," using the appeal to 

emotion to strengthen his ethos as a president who is above politics. 
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As he noted earlier in his speech, Bush planned to answer any questions the 

audience might have about him personally; at this point in his speech, the president 

switches to a personal narrative. He notes that "Fifty years ago this summer, I was 18 

years of age. I see some young people in the audience tonight, and I remember how I felt 

in those days. I believed deeply in this country, and we were faced with a world war. So 

I made a decision to go off and fight a battle much different from political battles" (Bush 

"Remarks" 3 ). Bush effectively connects himself to the younger members of the 

audience by remembering how he felt when he was their age. He implies that his sense of 

duty and patriotism is not different from theirs, and how the world war he went off to 

fight in prepared him for the political battles he engages in now ( although he states they 

have their differences). In the August 1992 draft of the speech, an attempt at humor is 

injected into the passage; after the phrase "I remember how I felt in those days," the 

phrase "even though I didn't know Thomas Jefferson" 11 was added, but it didn't appear 

in the final draft. The weak attempt at commenting on the president's age detracted from 

the seriousness of what Bush was saying about the life and death nature of combat. 

Bush continues his reminiscences by saying, "I was scared, but I was willing. I 

was young, but I was ready. I had barely lived when I began to watch men die. I began 

to see the special place of America in the world. I began to see, even then, that the world 

would become a much smaller place, and faraway places could become more and more 

like America"("Remarks" 3 ). The rhythm of the anaphora is powerful in this section ("I 

11 
Speech with draft notes, 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, 19 August 1992, ID#0832 , OA/ID 19502, 

Subject File, White House Office of Speechwriting, Bush Presidential Records , George Bush Presidnetial 
Library. 
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was ... but I was"), but it isn't sustained. The message that the president was young and 

scared, yet willing to die for his country, emphasizes dramatically his ethos of leadership, 

and it also indirectly undermines the ethos of Clinton as a world leader, since Clinton's 

ability to get out of the draft during the Vietnam War was an early campaign issue. Bush ' 

also discusses how he believed that other countries could become like America, which is 

a recurrent theme in both the 1989 Inaugural Address and the 1992 State of the Union 

Address. He envisions a global democracy, and he reiterates that idea here. 

Bush resumes his use of the past as the means by which he discusses the future. 

He states, "Fifty years later, after change of almost Biblical proportions, we know that 

when freedom grows, America grows. Just as a strong America means a safer world, we 

have learned that a safer world means a stronger America" (Bush "Remarks" 3-4). The 

purpose of this passage isn 't entirely clear; the president hedges on his statement that in 

fifty years the United States has gone through enormous change ("almost Biblical 

proportions"), and then states that a strong America means a safer world, and vice versa. 

How this is supposed to provide a bridge between his personal reminiscence and change 

is not that evident. It detracts from the forward momentum of the speech. 

Then Bush mentions trust in leadership, noting, "This election is about change. 

But that's not unusual , because the American revolution is never ending. Today, the pace 

of change is accelerating. We face new opportunities and new challenges. The question 

is: Who do you trust to make change work for you?" ("Remarks" 4). Bush and his 

speechwriters are making another risky move in asking the trust question. If the audience 

answers yes, and a Republican convention audience more than likely will answer yes, 
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then this is a powerful question being asked. But if the audience outside the convention 

answers no, then the president has set himself up for failure. 

Bush attacks Clinton again. He says that Clinton "says America is a nation in 

decline. Of our economy, he says we are somewhere on the list beneath Germany, 

heading south toward Sri Lanka. Well, don 't let anyone tell you that America is second

rate, especially somebody running for president" (Bush "Remarks" 4). The president 

chastises Clinton for criticizing the nation' s economy, and goes on to say that, "Maybe he 

hasn ' t heard that we are still the world ' s largest economy. No other nation sells more 

outside its borders. The Germans, the British, the Japanese can' t touch the productivity of 

you, the American worker and the American farmer. My opponent won' t mention that" 

( 4). Bush reassures his audience that American workers are still the premiere group of 

workers around the world, and that Clinton must be uninformed if he does not understand 

that, which again, whittles away at Clinton' s ethos as a leader. The president goes on to 

say, "He won't remind you that interest rates are the lowest they 've been in 20 years, and 

millions of Americans have refinanced their homes. You just won' t hear that inflation, 

the thief of the middle class, has been locked in a maximum security prison"( 4). The 

president continues to jab at Clinton, listing the benefits of the national economy that 

Clinton won' t, and he and his speechwriters also resurrect a line from the 1992 State of 

the Union Address and elaborate upon it. The metaphor of inflation being a thief is 

brought back out and tied to being locked up in a maximum security prison (which also 

highlights Bush's law and order ethos). 
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As Bush continues his attack on Clinton' s ethos as a candidate, he also takes on 

the media. Bush notes that "You don't hear much about this good news because the 

media also tends to focus only on the bad. When the Berlin Wall fell , I half expected to 

see a headline, ' Wall Falls, Three Border guards Lose Jobs. ' And underneath, it probably ' 

says, ' Clinton Blames Bush."' You don 't hear a lot about progress in America" 

("Remarks" 4 ). What the president and his speech writers are relying on in this passage is 

the belief that some Americans have that the press only focuses on a president's faults , 

and won't elaborate on his successes. Bush invokes the fall of the Berlin Wall , which is 

risky, because he was criticized for not being more vocal about winning the Cold War 

when the wall fell. Here, he is making a joke at the expense of the media and Clinton, 

playing on the idea that they hold him to blame even when events go well. Stating that 

there is a lot that is good with the country, Bush discusses what they are. 

For the first time in the convention speech, Bush names the victories he has 

scored on the domestic front. The first point he makes is that "two weeks ago, all three 

nations of North America agreed to trade free from Manitoba to Mexico. This will bring 

good jobs to Main Street, U.S.A. We passed the Americans with Disabilities Act, 

bringing 43 million people into the economic mainstream. I must say, it's about time" 

(Bush "Remarks" 4 ). While more explanation could be provided as to how free trade 

with foreign countries provides more jobs for Americans, the passage of the Disabilities 

Act could have been touted more. The president continues the litany of what his 

administration has accomplished: "Our children will breathe easier because of our new 

clean air pact. We are rebuilding our roads, providing jobs for more than half a million 
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Americans. We passed a child care law, and we took a stand for family values by saying 

that when it comes to raising children, Government does not know best; parents know 

best" (4). Why children's issues (clean air and child care) are separated by the rebuilding 

roads section is not clear, which is yet one more example of organizational issues that 

disrupt the unity of the major ideas within a Bush speech. The passage is important, 

though, in that the president discussed improving public highways in the State of the 

Union Address in 1992, and now he is claiming success for its implementation. 

Bush then discusses the progress made in civil rights. He notes that, "I have 

fought against prejudice and anti-Semitism all my life. I am proud that we strengthened 

our civil rights laws, and we did it without resorting to quotas" (Bush "Remarks" 4). At 

this point, it would have been quite effective to recall the unpopularity he himself faced 

as a Houston congressman when he refused to support a bill in favor of segregated 

housing for blacks in Houston in 1968 (Sheehy 160). Not only would it have supported 

his position that he fought against prejudice, but it would also give him the appearance of 

being ahead of his time, which in turn could have served as an effective counter to 

Clinton's claims that he too was a forward-looking political leader. Yet Bush and his 

speechwriters chose not to do that, and so the subject ends. 

While civil rights progress gets brief attention, Bush devotes slightly more time to 

the issue of drug use. Bush is proud that "Today, cocaine use has fallen by 60 percent 

among young people. To the teenagers, the parents, and the volunteers who are helping 

us battle the scourge of drugs in America, we say, thank you; thank you from the bottom 

of our hearts" ("Remarks" 5). Where the statistic comes from is not cited, nor are any 
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other drug abuse related statistics. By thanking teens, parents, and volunteers, the 

president and his speechwriters are making clear that the reduction in drug abuse is due to 

the hands off policy of the government, thus strengthening Bush' s ethos of being a small 

government president with his conservative base. 

Bush declares even though he has accomplished a great deal during his first term, 

he wants to accomplish more during the second term. He asks the audience, "Do I want 

to do more? You bet. Nothing hurts me more than to meet with soldiers home from the 

Persian Gulf who can't find a job or workers who have a job but worry that the next day 

will bring a pink slip. And what about parents who scrape and struggle to send their kids 

to college, only to find them back living at home because they can' t get work"(Bush 

"Remarks" 5). Bush makes an appeal to pathos as part of his presidential ethos here; as 

president, he wants his audience to know that he understands the plight of many 

Americans who are kept from fulfilling their dreams because they are either not 

employed, or are underemployed. The president believes that the world is going through 

change, and the change that's coming will provide new opportunities for Americans to 

thrive: "The world is in transition, and we are feeling that transition in our homes. The 

defining challenge of the nineties is to win the economic competition, to win the peace. 

We must be a military superpower, and economic superpower, and an export 

superpower" (5) . It is risky for the president and his speechwriters to note the transition 

being felt at home, because the reference can be read as an oblique reference to 

unemployment. Yet the identification of what the big issues of the nineties would be 

(being a military and economic superpower) has resonance within the speech and needed 
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to be brought forward earlier in the speech because stating that the country was in 

transition would given more impact to Bush ' s statement that he wanted to do more for the 

American public. 

Bush states that the voters will have a choice in the fall election as to whom they 

believe will do the better job of leading the country forward. The president declares, "In 

this election, you' ll hear two versions of how to do this. Theirs is to look inward and 

protect what we already have. Ours is to look forward, to open new markets, prepare our 

people to compete, to restore our social fabric, to save and invest so we can win" (Bush 

"Remarks" 5). Bush is continuing to emphasize his ethos of looking forward confidently 

to the future , by emphasizing looking forward, to shore up society, and to "save and 

invest" for future success. Yet the president again seems to be missing the fact that many 

members of the audience don' t earn enough money to save or invest. Bush then says, 

"We believe that now that the world looks more like America, it's time for America to 

look more like herself. And so we offer a philosophy that puts faith in the individual, not 

the bureaucracy; a philosophy that empowers people to do their best, so America can be 

at its best" (5). Bush and his speechwriters are again treading on thin ice here, because 

Bush ' s references to making America a better place is getting into Reagan legacy 

territory. If the purpose of this passage is for Bush to release himself from Reagan ' s 

shadow, he ' s denigrating the Reagan legacy as he embraces the principle that echoed 

what Reagan stood for: an emphasis on less governmental intervention. 

Bush discusses why big government is a serious issue that he wants to address in 

his second term, saying, "We start with a simple fact: Government is too big and spends 
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too much. I've asked Congress to put a lid on mandatory spending, except Social 

Security. I've proposed doing away with over 200 programs and 4,000 wasteful projects 

and to freeze all other spending. The gridlock Democrat Congress said no" ("Remarks" 

5). Bush is outlining what he sees as the major problem facing the country (big 

government) and his proposal to deal with the problem (cutting wasteful programs), yet 

his nemesis, "the gridlock Democrat Congress," has prevented him from solving the 

problem. The president is continuing to elaborate on his ethos as a problem solving 

president, and he appears to be engaging in parrhesia as well. He is stating what he 

believes is the truth of the matter, although he does not state what he considers to be 

programs that are no longer needed, or what spending he plans to freeze. The theme of 

big government and cutting wasteful spending also appeared in the 1992 State of the 

Union Address, and so the president continues to bring out this theme in his speech. 

Bush shares with the audience how he plans to deal with this setback. Bush 

informs the audience, "I will enforce the spending freeze on my own. If Congress sends 

me a bill spending more than I asked for in my budget, I will veto it fast, veto it fast , 

faster than copies of Millie's book sold" ("Remarks" 5). The cadence and seriousness of 

this passage are interrupted by the clumsy wording of the joke about a quick veto. The 

president tells his audience he plans to stand up to the Democratic Congress, which is 

politically a risky action to take in an election year. Yet he offsets the seriousness of what 

he is saying by likening how quickly he will veto cost overruns to the rate at which the 

presidential dog "sold" her books. The serious ethos of the president is weakened here by 

the president 's use of humor. 
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The president discusses what he needs in order to fight back against the 

Democratic Congress. He states that, "Congress won't cut spending, but refuses to give 

the President the power to eliminate pork-barrel projects that waste your money. Forty

three Governors have that power. So I ask you, the American people: Give me a 

Congress that will give me the line-item veto" (Bush "Remarks" 5). The line-item veto is 

another issue mentioned in the 1992 State of the Union Address; Bush mentions it here, 

but also in the more forceful context of telling the audience to vote in the kind of 

Congress that will allow him to have a line-item veto. After stating that the Congress is at 

fault for the waste in government spending, the president provides another example: "Let 

me tell you about a recent battle fought with the Congress, a battle in which I was aided 

by Bob Michel and his troops, Bob Dole and his" (5). The president uses warlike 

language in this passage, referring to a "battle" with Congress, and how his lieutenants, 

Bob Michel and Bob Dole, brought in their Congressional "troops" to help. Bush states, 

'This spring, I worked day and night to get two-thirds of the House Members to approve 

a balanced budget amendment to the Constitution. We almost had it, but we lost by just 

nine votes" (5-6). There ' s an interesting switch in perspectives here; Bush says he was 

the one working night and day to get a balanced budget amendment passed, and yet "we" 

lost by nine votes . The ethos here is confusing; although Bush referred to the battle he 

engaged in with Congress, and how he had help with that battle, only he alone worked to 

get the bill passed, and yet "we" were defeated. 

He then tells his audience, "Now, listen how. Just before the vote, the liberal 

leaders of the Congress convinced 12 Members who cosponsored the bill to switch sides 
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and vote no. Keep in mind, they voted against a bill they had already put their names on. 

Something fishy is going on"(S-6). Bush drops the line of thinking that says something is 

wrong when twelve Republicans break rank and vote with the Democrats, and yet it is not 

clear what the president's intentions are in this passage. Are twelve of the voters who 

switched Democrats, or Republicans, or a combination of both? Why did the twelve who 

cosponsored the bill switch votes? These questions are not answered because Bush goes 

on to make the case against Clinton. 

Touching on the issue of Congressional roadblocks to his legislation, Bush turns 

on Clinton again. He does not name him directly, but the president says, "And look at my 

opponent on this issue. Look at my opponent. He says he ' s for balanced budgets. But he 

came out against the amendment. He's like that on a lot of issues, first on one side, then 

the other. He's been spotted in more places than Elvis Presley" (Bush "Remarks" 6). 12 

The humor is more in keeping with the context of the speech; the dig at Clinton's 

veneration of Elvis Presley works in the argument that Clinton wants to be on both sides 

of the same issue. 

Bush proposes another way he can overcome congressional stalling. According to 

Bush, "Congress has become pretty creative at finding ways to waste your money. So we 

need to be just as creative at finding ways to stop them. I have a brand new idea. 

Taxpayers should be given the right to check a box on their tax returns so that up to 10 

percent of their payments can go for one purpose alone: to reduce the national debt" 

12 
This passage is intriguing because it contains the genesis of George W. Bush 's famous characterization 

of John Kerry engaging in "flip-flop" behavior. 
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("Remarks" 6). How well that will work is not discussed, particularly when taxes are 

collected to improve highways, other public projects, and education. Also, the way in 

which the idea is introduced "I have a brand new idea" sounds a bit unsophisticated even 

for a party nominating audience. It sounds as though the president is coming up with the 

idea off the cuff, and it weakens Bush's persona of being a strong world leader and a 

strong domestic leader. The president continues this discussion by stating, "But we also 

need to make sure that Congress does not just tum around and borrow more money to 

spend more money. So I will require that for every tax dollar set aside to cut the debt, the 

ceilings on spending will be cut by an equal amount. That way, we will cut both debt and 

spending and take a whack out of the budget deficit"(6). How this process works isn ' t 

discussed in great detail , so one is left wondering how, if this was such an easy method of 

controlling the deficit, it hadn't already been done? More discussion is needed here to 

make this a more plausible argument. 

He also distances himself from his opponent by stating his unwillingness to 

support big government. "My feelings about big government come from my experience," 

Bush states, adding, "I spent half my adult life in the private sector" ("Remarks" 6). 

Then Bush contrasts his experience with Clinton' s: "My opponent has a different 

experience; he ' s been in government nearly all his life. His passion to expand 

government knows no bounds. He 's already proposed, and listen to this carefully, he has 

already proposed $220 billion in new spending, along with the biggest increase in 

history" (6). The president and his speechwriters are turning Clinton' s rapid rise in 

politics at a young age to a disadvantage. Bush is using his experience in the private 
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sector as a benefit in that he is implying to his audience that his experience is better in 

government budget matters than Clinton' s. Because Bush has more experience in the 

private sector, he knows that raising taxes is not beneficial to the public, whereas Clinton, 

with his experience in government, believes raising taxes and creating new spending is 

the only way to deal with the nation' s economic problems. 

The president concludes with yet another joke: "He says he wants to tax the rich. 

But folks , he defines rich as anyone who has a job" (6). Bush also tweaks Clinton' s "us 

vs. them" campaign rhetoric by stating that while Clinton wants to tax the rich, Clinton 

defines it as someone who is employed. Bush further tries to align himself with his 

constituency by using the more homespun term "folks" when addressing his audience 

directly, to further his ethos of caring. The president continues his joking tone by saying, 

"You've heard of the separations of power. Well , my opponent practices a different 

theory: the power of separations. Government has the power to separate you from your 

wallet"(6). Bush continues the jabs against Clinton, emphasizing again that Clinton is a 

typical liberal "tax and spend" Democrat and he uses the joke to make that point to his 

audience. 

Bush addresses the political albatross around his neck: the violation of his 

campaign pledge not to raise taxes. After criticizing Clinton' s desire to raise taxes, Bush 

must address his own action of raising taxes in the 1990 budget. He begins this passage 

of the speech by issuing an imperative: "Now let me say this: When it comes to taxes, 

I've learned the hard way. There ' s an old saying, ' Good judgment comes from 

experience, and experience comes from bad judgment. ' Two years ago, I made a bad call 
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on the Democrats tax increase. I underestimated Congress ' addiction to taxes" (Bush 

"Remarks" 6). The president uses humor to deflect tension in his upcoming apology. 

Curiously, he uses the Nixonian "Now let me say this construct" to begin his explanation 

as to why he raised taxes, and then admits that he "made a bad call" about "Congress ' 

addiction to taxes." The use of the phrase "addiction" makes sense in light of his passion 

against cocaine use among young people; in this passage, he sounds like a father 

disappointed by a wayward child. 

Bush further declares, "With my back against the wall, I agreed to a hard bargain: 

One tax increase one time in return for the toughest spending limits ever. Well , it was a 

mistake to go along with the Democratic tax increase, and I admit it" (6). Bush is using 

parrhesia here, telling the audience the "truth" behind the bargain he made, which 

ultimately sounds as though there was a fair trade off: raise taxes once, but with deep cuts 

in domestic spending. Yet once he apologizes, the president brings up the trust and 

character issue again: "But here ' s the question for the American people. Who do you 

trust in this election? The candidate who ' s raised taxes one time and regrets it, or the 

other candidate who raised taxes and fees 128 times and enjoyed it every time?" (6-7). 

Bush is again playing on the popular perception that Democrats like to raise taxes; he is 

stating that Clinton raises taxes; therefore, he enjoys it. The statement weakens his candid 

speech because one has to question the fact that Clinton is only raising taxes to hurt 

people. After all, public taxes fund public works. 

Bush outlines his plan for dealing with the budget in his second term. Bush states, 

"When the new Congress convenes next January, I will propose to further reduce taxes 
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across the board, provided we pay for these cuts with specific spending reductions that I 

consider appropriate, so that we do not increase the deficit. I will also continue to fight 

the personal exemption and to create jobs by winning a cut in capital gains taxes" 

("Remarks" 7). Bush is restating his economic plan from that year ' s State of the Union 

address ; the wording has changed, but not the intent of the message. The president wants 

to cut domestic taxes, including the capital gains tax. Although he wants tax cuts, the 

president also wants to shrink deficit spending, and he believes his approach is the way to 

do it. 

Bush shows the difference between what he wants to do in terms of the budget as 

opposed to Clinton. Bush notes that the capital gains tax "will especially help small 

businesses. You know, they create-small businesses- they create two-thirds of the new 

jobs in America" ("Remarks" 7). Where the president gets this statistic is not cited within 

the speech, but he intends for it to convince his audience that cutting the capital gains tax 

is a wise decision. In contrast, he states that "my opponent ' s plan for small business is 

clear, present, and dangerous. Besides new incomes taxes, his plan will lead to a new 

payroll tax to pay for a Government takeover of health care and another new tax to pay 

for training. That is just the beginning" (7). Bush and his speechwriters load up on 

imagery for their audience, emphasizing over and over that Clinton not only wants to tax 

citizens, but plans to have government-sponsored health care, which conservatives in the 

president's base see as even more big government. They even make a play on the phrase 

"clear and present danger" in regard to Clinton' s view of taxes . 
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Next, Bush uses humor again to denigrate Clinton ' s plans for the country. Bush 

cracks, "If he gets his way, hardware stores across America will have a new sign up 

' Closed for despair. ' I guess you 'd say his plan really is ' Elvis economics. ' America will 

be checking into the 'Heartbreak Hotel"' (7). Bush' s joking in this passage weakens the 

intent of his message. His reference to hardware stores displaying signs such as "closed 

for despair" is based in the past; the locally owned hardware store with the "gone fishing" 

sign in the window is more of a television image for many people by the 1990s. The Elvis 

reference is not particularly humorous; Elvis economics meaning that Americans check 

into "Heartbreak Hotel" is only mildly funny, particularly since the current economy has 

already proved heartbreaking to millions of unemployed Americans at that point. 

Bush notes that his plan can be implemented more quickly if federal regulation is 

cut. " I believe that small business needs relief from taxation, regulation, and litigation," 

Bush declares ("Remarks" 7). He then pledges to "extend for one year the freeze on 

paperwork and unnecessary Federal regulation that I imposed last winter. There is no 

reason that Federal regulations should live longer than my friend George Burns. I will 

issue an order to get rid of any rule whose time has come and gone"(7). The results of 

this passage are mixed; Bush' s plan to remove federal regulations that have expired or 

redundant sounds appropriate in streamlining government bureaucracy, yet the 

effectiveness of this plan is undermined by the George Burns reference, a reference to the 

past rather than the future. He is undermining his attempt at defining his ethos as that of 

a forward-looking president. 
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The president digresses from his discussion of the economy to discuss the 

growing number of lawsuits in the country. Bush notes that "I see something happening 

in our towns and in our neighborhoods. Sharp lawyers are running wild. Doctors are 

afraid to practice medicine, and some moms and pops won' t even coach Little League 

any more. We must sue each other less and care for each other more" ("Remarks" 7). 

How he and his speechwriters made the leap from unnecessary federal regulation to 

unnecessary lawsuits is not apparent, but what is apparent is the president ' s dislike of 

trial lawyers. Bush states his awareness that there is a menace in our society, one that 

keeps doctors from practicing medicine and one that keeps "moms and pops" from the 

Little League field. The menace comes from trial lawyers with frivolous lawsuits, and the 

president's attempt at a sound bite ("We must sue each other less and care for each other 

more") falls flat in terms of stirring rhetoric. 

Bush asserts that he is "Fighting to reform our legal system, to put an end to crazy 

lawsuits. If that means climbing into the ring with the trial lawyers, well , let me just say, 

round one starts tonight"(7). He frames this conflict as a fight in the boxing ring, and 

states his willingness to take on the trial lawyers, continuing to further support his ethos 

as a tough, strong president who has learned from his dealings with Congress to fight 

rather than negotiate. In the August 19 draft of this speech, the original text read: "If that 

means climbing into the ring with the trial lawyer, well , let's [sic] me just say, I' 11 gladly 
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lace up the gloves." 13 Two revision suggestions were made. The revision made on the 

August 19 draft reads: "staunchly support my opponents and many of the liberals in the 

Gridlock Congress" and concludes with "Round One starts tonight." 14 In a memo sent to 

the speechwriters on Bush's presidential stationery on August 19, one typed comment 

states that the passage should read: "If that means climbing into the ring wuth [sic] the 

trial lawyers lobby that strongly supports my opponent and many of the liberals in the 

Gridlock Congress- well, let me just say Round one strats [sic] tonight. " 15 

The next section of the speech ties Clinton to the trial lawyers. Bush announces: 

"After all, my opponent's campaign is being backed by practically every trial lawyer who 

ever wore a tasseled loafer. He ' s not in the ring with them; he's in the tank" (7). Even 

though the president has decried Clinton's "us vs. them" campaign rhetoric, he engages 

in it here, focusing on the tasseled loafers of trial lawyers. What ' s significant about this 

passage is not so much its content, but its history in the drafting process of the speech. In 

the August 1992 draft, this section is set off in parentheses and the only major change in 

the passage is that rather than "tasseled loafers," there is a reference to "expensive 

loafers." 16 However, the following section is added: "I've got a message for you. Go 

ahead and salute Anita Hill, I proudly stand behind my appointment of Cl[ arence] 

13 
Speech with draft notes, 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, 19 August 1992, ID#0832 , OA/ID 19502, 

Subject File, White House Office of Speechwriting, Bush Presidential Records, George Bush Presidential 
Library. 
14 

Speech with draft notes, 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, 19 August 1992 .. 
15 

Memorandum, George Bush to Ray Price, Steve Provost and Roger Ailes , 19 August 1992, OA/1O 
19502, Subject File, Office of Speech writing, George Bush Presidential Library. 
16 

Speech with draft notes , 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, 19 August 1992, ID#0832 , OA/ID 19502, 
Subject File, White House Office of Speechwriting, Bush Presidential Records , George Bush Presidential 
Library. 
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Thomas to the Supreme Court." 17 In the lower right hand corner of the text, the 

following phrase is scribbled in the margin: "the new hero of the strange the left wing 

feminists" 18
. In the August 19 memo to Bush's speechwriters, the two sections are 

blended together and more text is added: "And while I'm warmed up here I' ve got a 

message for the __ comkmitee [sic] of the ABA ... you go ahead and support Anita 

Hill the new hero of the strange ulta [sic] liberal feminist left, and I'll proudly stand 

behind my appointment of Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court." 19 For the final draft 

of the speech, however, the original section was almost completely restored, and the 

typed section referring to Anita Hill and Clarence Thomas was not added. 

After Bush finishes discussing the threat of excessive lawsuits, he presents to the 

audience a laundry list of what he wants to see happen in his second term. He believes we 

must "get our economy up to speed, prepare our kids of the next century. We must have 

new incentives for research and new training for workers . Small businesses need capital 

and credit, and defense workers need new jobs" (Bush "Remarks" 7-8). With an 

emphasis on education and the economy in his list, the president continues by saying, "I 

have a plan to provide affordable health care for every American, controlling costs by 

cutting paperwork and lawsuits and expanding coverage to the poorest of the poor" (8). 

The president does not explain how these steps would lower health care costs; he simply 
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says cutting bureaucracy will help healthcare. Then he slams Clinton over health care 

again: "We do not need my opponent's plan for a massive Government takeover of health 

care, which would ration care and deny you the right to choose a doctor. Who wants 

health care with a system with the efficiency of the House post office and the compassion' 

of the KGB?" (8). Bush uses sarcasm here to show how his approach toward health care 

would work better than Clinton's plan, which he continues to portray as a monstrous 

government agency. 

After discussing health care, the president takes on the issue of public education. 

He begins by asking the same question twice: "What about our schools? What about our 

schools?" Asking twice emphasizes that he's about to answer the question, which he 

does. He says, "My opponent and I both want to change the way our kids learn. He 

wants to change our schools a little bit, and I want to change them a lot. Take the issue of 

whether parents should be able to choose the best school for their kids. My opponent 

says that's okay, as long as the school is run by government. And I say every parent and 

child should have a real choice of schools, public, private, or religious" (Bush "Remarks" 

8). Bush is appealing to his base in this statement; with many conservatives and 

conservative Christians favoring a school voucher system, the president makes sure that 

he backs the view held by his base. After stating his position that choosing from a variety 

of public and private schools is a better alternative than Clinton's government-only 

school choice, Bush declares, "So we have a clear choice to fix our problems. Do we 

tum to the tattered blanket of bureaucracy that other nations are tossing away? Or do we 

give our people the freedom and incentives to build security for themselves?" (8) Bush is 
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drawing a clear comparison here between himself and Clinton: Clinton favors big 

government bureaucracy that Bush characterizes as a "tattered blanket" while he, the 

president, favors measures that let people determine their children 's educational needs 

more independently. 

Bush leaves the education issue and switches to discussing what he had hoped to 

see accomplished in his first term, and then sets up a discussion as to why he didn't 

accomplish everything he set out to in the first term. The laundry list of "what I'm 

fighting for" is stated by the president: "open markets for American products; lower 

Government spending; tax relief; opportunities for small business; legal and health 

reform; job training; and new schools built on competition, ready for the 21 st century" 

(Bush "Remarks" 8). While the list is impressive, there is no connection between each 

item of the list. For example, why are open markets listed before creating new schools? 

Why is job training listed after tax relief? There is no discussion as to why these issues 

are important. Bush asks, "Why are these proposals not in effect today? Only one reason: 

the gridlock Democratic Congress" (8). Yet Bush has not discussed any proposals; he 

has only mentioned those issues he is fighting for. He is also setting up the Congress yet 

again as the antagonist in his conflict to get legislation passed to help the American 

people. 

The president then addresses the issue of bipartisan cooperation. Bush says he 

realizes "Americans are tired of the blame game, tired of people in Washington acting 

like they ' re candidates for the next episode of 'American Gladiators. ' I don ' t like it 

either. Neither should you" (Bush "Remarks" 8). Yet playing the blame game is exactly 
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what the president has been doing in this speech, as well as in the 1992 State of the Union 

Address ; the majority of problems he faces are the result of the Democratic Congress not 

supporting his ideas. Then Bush notes, "But the truth is the truth. Our policies have not 

failed. They haven't even been tried. Americans want jobs, and on January 28 th
, I put 

before Congress a plan to create jobs. If it'd been passed back then, 500,000 more 

Americans would be at work right now. But in a Nation that demands action, Congress 

has become the master of inaction" (8). The president invokes parrhesia with his 

audience, telling them that because of politics, half a million people are not at work that 

could have been had Congress passed his job bill. So that no one in the audience might 

think that conflict between the legislative and executive branch has always led to this sort 

of stalemate, Bush says, " It wasn't always this way. I heard President Ford tonight. I 

served in Congress 22 years ago, under him. And back then, we cooperated. We didn't 

get personal. We put the people above everything else. Heck, we didn't even own blow 

dryers back in those days" (8). This appeal to the past takes the president off track as he 

goes back in time to remember a kinder, gentler Congress; even in a nostalgic appeal, this 

sounds as though the president is romanticizing the political past. 

Referring back to his Inaugural Address, Bush appeals for bipartisan cooperation. 

"At my first Inauguration," he says, "I said that people didn ' t send us to bicker. I 

extended my hand, and I think the American people know this, I extended my hand to the 

congressional leaders, the Democratic leaders, and they bit it" (Bush "Remarks" 9). 

While trying to create the image of a president trying to cooperate with a Democratic 

Congress and being betrayed by them, he is also implying that members of Congress are 
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animals. The force of what he is saying is lessened by his qualifying phrase, "I think the 

American people know this." In using a forceful rhetoric, Bush should just state that he 

does know the American people know what he says they know. 

According to the president, the problem with the Democratic Congress is its 

leadership. Bush believes that because the House leadership has remained intact for 

nearly 40 years, "It is a body caught in a hopelessly tangled web of PAC's, perks, 

privileges, partnership, and paralysis" ("Remarks" 9). The use of alliteration in this 

passage is effective, but would have been even more effective had the list of alliteration 

been shorter because it would have been easier to remember and use as a sound bite. 

Bush also states that, "Every day, Congress puts politics ahead of principle and above 

progress. Now, let me give you just one example: February 20t\ 1991. It was the height 

of the Gulf war. On that very same day, I asked American pilots to risk their lives to fly 

missions over Baghdad. I also wanted to strengthen our economic security for the 

future"(9). Bush and his speechwriters are emphasizing the president ' s role in the Gulf 

War, and comparing it to his concern for the domestic economy. 

Bush further states, "So that very same day, I introduced a new domestic energy 

strategy which would cut our dependence on foreign oil by 7 million barrels a day. How 

many days did it take to win the Gulf war? Forty-three. How many did it take Congress to 

pass a national energy strategy? Five hundred and thirty-two and still counting"(9). The 

president offers little in the way of explanation in the speech for how cutting 7 million 

barrels of crude oil per day would help Americans if there were no alternate fuel sources 

available, but he is trying to indicate that it ' s easier to win a war then get an energy 

183 



policy approved by the Democratic Congress. What Bush also does not explain is that the 

two situations are completely different, and that winning a war in the Persian Gulf isn't 

the same as trying to execute national policy. The president concludes with a joke: "I 

have ridden stationary bikes that can move faster than the United States House of 

Representatives and the United States Senate, controlled by the Democrat leadership" (9). 

The humor here is not as strong as the rhetoric that has come before it, and the choice of a 

stationary bike as a symbol, when it could be used a symbol for his presidency, is a good 

one, yet with some risk. 

Once he has established his tense relationship with Congress, the president then 

contrasts his relationship with Congress with how he imagines Clinton' s relationship is 

with Congress. Bush asks, "Where does my opponent stand with Congress? Well, up in 

New York at their convention, they kept the congressional leaders away from the 

podium, hid them away. They didn't want America to hear from the people who really 

make the decisions" (Bush "Remarks" 9). The president is posing a question he really 

does not answer. While he asks where Clinton stands, he answers by saying "they" kept 

the congressional leaders under wraps because "they" didn ' t want the American public to 

see them. What ' s implied is that it's the entire Democratic leadership that does not want 

Congressional leaders seen on television, rather than Clinton specifically. The focus on 

the Democratic leadership is further solidified by the president ' s choice of emphasizing 

geographic politics, by stating "up in New York" as the location for the Democratic 

convention, underlining the fact that the convention was held in a northern, liberal-voting 

state. Bush then brings out the "hiding" theme again when he states, "they hid them for a 
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very good reason, because the American people would recognize a dangerous 

combination: a rubber-check Congress and a rubber-stamp President" (9). The humor 

and the alliteration here are used quite effectively. The wit is concise, and the alliteration 

highlights the joke based on the perception of a Congress that spends at deficit levels led 

by a president likely to support that deficit spending. 

Bush assures the audience that he knows that they understand the workings of 

Congress and Clinton to rob them of their hard-earned money. He states, "Governor 

Clinton and Congress know that you 've caught on to their lingo. They know when they 

say ' spending' you say ' uh-oh. ' So now they have a new word, ' investment. ' They want 

to ' invest $220 billion more of your money, but I want you to keep it" (Bush "Remarks" 

9). This passage is significant because it is the first time in the speech that Bush 

identifies his opponent by name. The passage is also significant because there is a major 

rhetorical misstep in that Bush claims Clinton and Congress have tried to fool the public 

by claiming "investment" as a benefit to the economy through taxation, and yet Bush has 

already stated he favors investment in both his 1992 State of the Union Address and in 

this speech. Even though he says Clinton just wants to take people ' s money through 

taxes, and Bush wants them to keep it, Bush ' s own use of the word " investment" can be 

called into question. 

Bush uses another laundry list to tie Clinton' s future as a leader with that of the 

Democratic Congress. Bush states that "Governor Clinton and Congress want to put 

through the largest tax increase in history, but I will not let that happen. Governor 

Clinton and Congress don ' t want kids to have the option of praying in school , but I do. 
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Clinton and Congress don't want to close legal loopholes and keep criminals behind bars, 

but I will. Clinton and Congress will stock the judiciary with liberal judges who write 

laws they can 't get approved by the voters" (Bush "Remarks" 9). Using anaphora, the 

president ties Clinton to Congress, stating that they are inherently for the things the 

president is against: a large tax increase, no prayer in school, letting trial lawyers run 

rampant and putting criminals on the street. The president digresses a bit to discuss that 

while he initially thinks Clinton' s comment that New York Governor Mario Cuomo 

would make a fine Supreme Court Justice might not be a bad idea after all ; since Cuomo 

takes so long to make up his mind, "we won' t have another court decision for 35 years, 

and maybe that ' s all right too" (9-10). The president's comments on Mario Cuomo 

detract from the speech in that it slows down the pace of the speech, and since Cuomo is 

a limited threat to the president as a state governor, there seems to be little reason to 

spend time in the speech attacking him. 

Bush brings up another question as to who should be president. He asks the 

audience: "Are my opponent and Congress really in cahoots? Look at one important 

question: Should we limit the terms of Congress?" (Bush "Remarks" 10). Bush answers 

both questions by saying, "Governor Clinton says no. Congress says no. I say yes. We 

tried this- look, we tried this once before, combining the Democratic Governor of a 

small southern State with a very liberal Vice President and a Democratic Congress. 

America does not need Carter II" (10). The president now invokes the legacy of Jimmy 

Carter, stating that if a southern Democrat is elected to the White House with a 

Democratic Congress, the country will go back to the bad old days of the mid- l 970s. 
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The president continues this train of thought by noting, "We do not want to take 

America back to those days of malaise. But Americans want to know: Where ' s proof 

that we will have better days in Washington?" Bush and his speechwriters are trying to 

rework the classic Ronald Reagan line from the 1980 debates: "Are you better off now 

than you were four years ago?" Unfortunately, the reworking does not have the same 

impact as the original, and actually recalls Walter Mondale ' s famous questioning of Gary 

Hart ' s policy, "Where ' s the beef?" The line is buried here, toward the end of the speech, 

which indicates neither Bush nor his speechwriters wanted to make it the tagline for the 

convention. 

Bush answers the "where's the proof' question and provides his reasoning behind 

his answer. The president states that he can "give you 150 reasons. That's how many 

Members of Congress are expected to leave Washington this year. Some are tainted by 

scandal; the voters have bounced them the way they bounced their own checks" (Bush 

"Remarks" 10). The reasoning in this passage is not clear in that 150 members of 

Congress leaving due to scandal somehow benefits the American people. The president 

states it is because of their profligate spending, but even with 150 members of Congress 

leaving, what is the assurance that more people like them won' t be voted into office? 

Then the president tries his hand at bipartisanship again, noting that, "others are good 

Members, Republican and Democrat, and they agree with me. The place just does not 

work anymore" (10). The president ' s ethos as the strong, determined leader is 

undermined somewhat in this passage, in that the only good members of Congress, 

apparently, are the ones who agree with him that Congress does not work anymore. Yet, 
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with change, Bush believes that there is still time to make positive moves toward 

improving American life. He reminds the audience that of the new members of Congress 

arriving, "Every one will have a fresh view of America' s future. I pledge today to the 

American people, immediately after this election, I will meet with every one of these 

Members, before they get attacked by the PAC's, overwhelmed by their staffs, and 

cornered by some camera crew. I will lay out my case for change, change that matters, 

real change that makes a difference, change that is right for America" (Bush "Remarks 

10). Bush offers the ethos of himself as mentor to new arrivals in Congress, and in this 

passage, he makes no distinctions between Republicans and Democrats. Bush plans to 

offer guidance and support as new members of Congress face the challenges of special 

interests, a burgeoning staff, and the perils of the press. The president offers his view that 

change benefits the country, and does so strongly. 

Just as Bush vocalizes his confidence in the changes brought by the future , he 

then backtracks and affirms a position for the past. As Bush sees it, "there is a yearning in 

America, a feeling that maybe it's time to get back to our roots. Sure we must change, but 

some values are timeless. I believe in families that stick together, fathers who stick 

around" ("Remarks" 10). The president reaffirms what he believes are values from the 

past, such as the two parent family , which would appeal to the social conservative 

element of his voting base. Using anaphora as a link, he states the religious part of his 

"timeless" values: "I happen to believe very deeply in the worth of each individual 

human being, born or unborn. I believe in teaching our kids the difference between 

what ' s wrong and what's right, teaching them respect for hard work and to love their 
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neighbors" (10). Referring to the rights of the unborn and loving one 's neighbor as 

oneself is a clearer appeal to the conservative Christian element of his base, while 

invoking hard work and ethics would appeal to both the conservative Christians and more 

moderate members of his base. 

Bush goes further, though, linking his values with religion: "I believe that 

America will always have a special place in God ' s heart, as long as He has a special place 

in ours. Maybe that's why I've always believed that patriotism is not just another point 

of view" (10). His reasoning that the future of the country is related to its religion has 

been stated by politicians before. What is confusing in this passage is how he equates 

religion with patriotism. To the president, they appear to be interchangeable based on his 

opinion that patriotism is linked to religious belief. 

In order to underscore his religious views, Bush reminisces about his first major 

religious experience. In a way, Bush appears to be presenting a secular version of what 

some Protestant religions call "giving testimony," meaning that the person discusses 

when they were first saved by God. As Bush recalls it, "there are times in every young 

person 's life when God introduces you to yourself. I remember such a time. It was back 

many years ago, when I stood watch at 4 a.m. up on the bridge of a submarine, the United 

States Finback, U.S.S. Finback" ("Remarks" 10). He sets the scene for the audience: he 

is a young man at war, on night duty, on a submarine, looking for the enemy during 

World War II. The president says, "I would stand there and look out on the blackness of 

the sky, broken only by the sparkling stars above. And I would think about friends I lost, 

a country I loved, and about a girl named Barbara. I remember those nights as clearly as 
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any in my life" (10). Bush's use of language here is the most poetic it has been during 

the entire speech, and it is an emotionally moving passage. Bush and his speechwriters 

evoke the fear and homesickness of a young man doing his duty for his country. The 

passage skillfully sets up a contrasting ethos between the president and his Democratic 

challenger: Bush went to war, Clinton evaded the draft; Bush married and stayed true to 

his wartime girlfriend, while Clinton cheated on his lawyer wife; and Bush served and 

loved his country while Clinton spoke out against the war in Vietnam. 

Bush concludes his discussion of how he came to know God by saying, "you can 

see things from up there that other people don't see. You can see storm clouds rise and 

then disappear, the first hint of the sun over the horizon, and the first outline of the shore 

far away. Now, I know that Americans are uneasy today. There is anxious talk around our 

kitchen tables. But from where I stand, I see not America's sunset but a sunrise" 

("Remarks" 11 ). The president and his speechwriters effectively use an elevated rhetoric 

here, both figuratively and literally. Bush is letting his audience know that from that 

position he took on the bridge of the submarine, he got a view that is much like the view 

from the White House that he has now. He can see the dangers ahead but he can also see 

when things may appear better than they may look initially. In acknowledging the unease 

of the American people about the economy and the state of the world, Bush offers 

consolation: "I see not America' s sunset but a sunrise." 

What Bush does next is something he has not always done during this speech: he 

clarifies the point he is making. The reason he believes the future is promising is because 

"the world changes for which we've sacrificed for a generation have finally come to pass, 

190 



and with them a rare and unprecedented opportunity to pass the sweet cup of prosperity 

around our American table" (Bush "Remarks" 11 ). The imagery here is lovely, as is the 

language. Because of past sacrifices made during the Cold War, says Bush, everyone can 

now share in the benefits, and everyone will. The president asks, "Are we up to it? I 

know we are. As I travel our land, I meet veterans who once worked the turrets of a tank 

and can now master the keyboards of high-tech economy. I see teachers blessed with the 

incredible American capacity for innovation who are teaching our children a new way to 

learn for a new century" (Bush "Remarks" 11 ). Bush uses examples from his travels to 

show the resiliency of the American spirit, and how people faced with hardship can 

create opportunity. He notes that "I meet parents, some working two jobs with hectic 

schedules who still find new ways to teach old values to steady their kids in a turbulent 

world"(l l). Although the parents working two jobs may be a result of the economic 

problems occurring on his watch, Bush praises them for keeping the faith with the old 

values, using them to raise their children and make them good citizens. 

The president begins to wrap up his speech by making an appeal to the future. 

According to him, he takes "heart from what is happening in America, not from those 

who profess a new passion for government but from those with an old and enduring faith 

in the human potential, those who understand that the genius of America is our capacity 

for rebirth and renewal. America is the land where the sun is always peeking over the 

horizon" (Bush "Remarks" 11 ). Bush is quick to state that the vision of a new America, 

as stated by Clinton, is not his vision of a new America, one in which the government 
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gains a greater presence in the lives of its citizens. Instead, Bush' s rhetoric gains its 

impetus from what is tried and true, and where rebirth is a given. 

Bush then asks for the help of his audience, the voters, when they go to the polls 

in November. "Tonight I appeal to that unyielding, undying, undeniable American 

spirit," Bush declares ("Remarks" 11 ). After affirming his belief in America, the 

president asks, "I ask you to consider, now that the entire world is moving our way, why 

would we want to go back their way? I ask not just for your support for my agenda but 

for your commitment to renew and rebuild our Nation by shaking up the one institution 

that has withstood change for over four decades" ( 11 ). What he and his speech writers are 

focusing on again in this passage is Reagan's famous question about Americans being 

better off than they were four years earlier. When he asks that, he answers by asking the 

audience to help him reform the institution that has stood in his way during his first term: 

"Join me in rolling away the roadblock at the other end of Pennsylvania A venue, so that 

in the next 4 years, we will match our accomplishments outside by building a stronger, 

safer, more secure America inside" (11 ). What the president is asking for is that the 

voters bring in a Republican Congress so that Bush can get his agenda of legislation 

through. In doing so, Bush will experience the same kind of success domestically that he 

experienced internationally. 

As the speech concludes, Bush refers to a past president whose name he invokes 

as a way to instill a sense of mission in his audience as they move toward the November 

election. Bush notes that "forty-four years ago in another age of uncertainty a different 

president embarked on a similar mission. His name was Harry S Truman. As he stood 
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before his party to accept their nomination, Harry Truman knew the freedom I know this 

evening, the freedom to talk about what's right for America, and let the chips fall where 

they may" (Bush "Remarks" 11 ). The choice of Truman as a model president is 

interesting in that Bush does not choose a Republican president to identify with; one 

would assume President Eisenhower, a two-term president who was a political patron of 

his father ' s would be a more natural choice. One can understand his reluctance to identify 

himself closely with Reagan going into a second term, yet the feisty, foul-mouthed 

Truman does not seem a natural choice for the upper-class president. Perhaps Truman' s 

come-from-behind victory in the 1948 presidential election is the ethos the president 

hopes to create, although Wayne Fields believes that Bush chose him "in an effort to 

claim Truman' s ordinariness for himself' (112). 

Bush continues by noting, "Harry Truman said this: This is more than a political 

call to arms. Give me your help, not to win votes alone, but to win this new crusade and 

keep America safe and secure for its own people. Well, tonight I say to you: Join me in 

our new crusade, to reap the rewards of our global victory, to win the peace, so that we 

may make America safer and stronger for all our people" (11 ). The president appears to 

want the election to be more of a referendum on Congress than on whether or not he 

should be reelected; by replacing the Democratic Congress with a Republican Congress, 

Bush can keep America prosperous and safe. Bush makes no final appeals to the audience 

about why they should vote for him. The speech transitions abruptly here to the 

concluding remarks; what might have made for a more rousing conclusion would have 

been to make two or three concise parallels between himself and Truman, highlighting 
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why a new Congress was needed, as opposed to a new president. But the speech draws to 

a close with the standard phrase: "May God bless you, and may God bless the United 

States of America" (11). Again, Bush and his speechwriters are mindful of the appeal this 

closing will have on those who grew to expect it during the Reagan years, and it is an 

effective way to conjure Reagan without having to acknowledge him explicitly. 

Media Reaction to the Houston Acceptance Speech 

The reaction to this speech was also mixed, as one could expect because of the 

high expectations placed upon it. Bush thought the speech made a so1id impression on his 

audience. He commented in a journal entry published in All the Best that "the convention 

has come and gone. It ' s been the darnedest rollercoaster ride I've ever seen, but 

apparently we got a good bounce out of the convention" (566). Yet he also brushed off 

the polls he read in the papers that said he and Clinton were basically tied; he noted, "I 

don' t believe it at all, but everyone thinks things have turned" (566). Mary Matalin was 

one of those who believed the president still stood a chance of winning the election; she 

described the crowd's reaction to Bush's speech afterward as one of the most moving 

experiences of her political life (314-315). 

Despite the jump in the polls that Bush noted, not everyone agreed that the 

speech did what it had to do: tum the tide of the election toward George H.W. Bush and 

away from Clinton. Goldman and De Frank felt that it "was a kind of rhetorical 

sandwich-a mostly refried policy agenda wrapped mostly in negative prose" ( 408). 

Anthony Lewis of the New York Times found little to recommend the speech, noting that 

the president's plan to cut taxes probably would not occur because of Bush's other plan 
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to require a balanced budget amendment to the Constitution (A 15). Lewis further made 

two references to Bush' s rhetoric as being McCarthyesque, citing his faulty example of 

how many times Clinton had raised taxes as the governor of Arkansas (A 15). Matalin 

asserted later that the networks were unhappy with the Bush campaign for not providing 

them with an advance copy of the speech, and so they retaliated by skewing their 

coverage the next day (315). Despite the partisan pathos that came out during the speech 

and directly after it proved to have an ephemeral effect on Bush' s campaign. Goldman 

and Defrank noted "that the miniseries emanating from Houston had fai led in its larger 

mission: the rehabilitation of George Bush" ( 409). Unlike the 1988 convention, he gained 

no forward momentum, but as was the case in 1988, Bush would go back to his attack 

rhetoric against Clinton and hope that would aid his pursuit of a second term. 

Summary 

Finally, by the time of the 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, Bush had to 

acquiesce to the demands of his audience and the nomination speech genre and engage in 

the kind of rhetorical flame throwing he had engaged in during the 1988 election. 

Coming into the convention trailing Clinton in the polls, Bush and his speechwriters had 

a difficult balancing act to execute. Buchanan ' s incendiary rhetoric at the convention 

made it imperative that Bush's acceptance speech be compelling to the base that got him 

elected, but also put a more moderate face on the Republican Party. But without a 

coherent agenda to offer his audience, Bush struggled to offer strong reasons why voters 

should reelect him. In 1992, a strong record in foreign policy could not counterbalance 

the concerns many Americans had about the state of the economy. 
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As Bush tried to remind his audience of his ethos as a strong leader with the 

potential to lead the country into the twenty-first century, examples of parrhesia were 

few and far between. Although Bush apologizes to the convention for breaking his pledge 

on no new taxes, the damage had already been done. The jokes and attacks on liberal 

Democrats, including his Democratic opponent, were not enough. Bush does hit one 

strong note during the speech: his all-too-brief reflection on serving in the Pacific during 

World War II. Bush and his speechwriters are able to bring out a genuine and moving 

moment of pathos in the speech, but it is not enough in light of convincing voters Bush 

could effectively lead the country in a second term. 

The media' s reaction to the speech was rather lukewarm. The comments were 

similar to those made at the time of the State of the Union address ; some critics felt 

Bush' s domestic agenda wasn ' t strong enough, while others felt that Bush ' s more 

combative stance would ignite the party faithful and that he would win reelection. This 

speech did not mark the end of Bush ' s campaign speeches, but the speeches he would 

give after it would not benefit from this speech. 

196 



CHAPTER VII 

THE RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

Applying Aristotle 

In Rhetoric, Aristotle set what would become the standard for defining and 

explaining the nature of persuasion based on the triad of logos , ethos, and pathos. 

Aristotle also explained and defined the nature of the most persuasive political orator as 

being able to discuss ways and means, peace and war, national defense, and legislation 

with the public in an effective manner (15-16). Only one element of this political 

discourse is exempt, and that is the issue of the food supply (16). This dissertation has 

discussed how George H.W. Bush and his speechwriters used examples of parrhesia as a 

means to establish Bush ' s ethos as a presidential leader. The primary question of this 

section of the dissertation is: Did Bush and his speechwriters meet Aristotle ' s criteria for 

persuasive political speech, or did they overlook one or more elements of Aristotle ' s 

definitions? The secondary question of this section is: Is there any published polling data 

that would indicat _ how the American public was moved by his inclusion or exclusion of 

any of these persuasive elements in the three speeches which serve as a focus for this 

dissertation? 

Defining Ways and Means 

Aristotle provides a general, yet understandable, definition of what he means by a 

nation ' s "ways and means." Although he would have had no contemporary concept of a 
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post-war American political system, his experience as a political minority working his 

way into power in Athens would have given him an idea of the layers of bureaucracy and 

political maneuverings in a modem government. According to Aristotle, the speaker who 

addresses the issue of ways and means "will need to know the number and extent of the 

country's sources of revenue, so that, if any is being overlooked, it may be added, and , if 

any is defective, it may be increased" (15). After investigating the sources of a country's 

revenue, the effective political orator must then "know all the expenditure of the country, 

in order that, if any part of it is superfluous, it may be abolished, or, if any is too large, it 

may be reduced" (15). This definition can be translated into an American understanding 

of government spending: if tax revenues are no longer needed, they must be cut; if 

government spending outruns government assets, then it must be cut back if deficit 

spending is to be avoided. 

Aristotle concludes his definition by noting "For men become richer not only by 

increasing their existing wealth but also by reducing their expenditure. A comprehensive 

view of these questions cannot be gained solely from experience in home affairs ; in order 

to advise on such matters a man must be keenly interested in the methods worked out in 

other lands" (15). The more fiscally conservative approach that Aristotle favors in his 

definition, along with his advice for taking a broad look at how other countries manage 

their finances , would not be incomprehensible to the American public in 1992. 

Ways and Means in the 1989 Inaugural Address 

In Bush's 1989 Inaugural Address, the issue of ways and means plays a dominant 

role in the various themes introduced in this speech. The first mention of the national 
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economy occurs when Bush states why global freedom is so important: "Men and women 

of the world move toward free markets through the door to prosperity ... We know how 

to secure a more just and prosperous life for man on Earth: through free markets" 

("Inaugural Address" 2). The image of global peace and prosperity through free markets 

is challenged by his statement further on in the address that "we are not the sum of our 

possessions ... We cannot hope only to leave our children a bigger car, a bigger bank 

account" (2). Bush then strikes a note of cold hard reality when he mentions those 

Americans who need help, such as "the homeless, lost and roaming," a condition usually 

associated with the loss of money and property (3). In the beginning of Bush' s Inaugural 

Address there are references to the ways and means of American citizens, but the 

references are rather contradictory. The president says that a free market economy is a 

significant factor in global freedom, and that Americans must not think that material 

possessions, which usually come with accruing assets, will bring them happiness. Yet he 

also raises the specter of the homeless, those people who are completely without 

monetary wealth, and who live in peril on the streets from starvation, disease, and 

violence. 

For those who question these points, the president has a direct answer in this 

speech, related directly to ways and means. Bush states that "the old solution, the old 

way, was to think that public money alone could erase these problems. But we have 

learned that that is not so. And in any case, our funds are low" ("Inaugural Address" 3). 

What the American public can expect at the present time, the president says, is that public 

money will not be spent for assuaging social problems because that is "the old solution," 
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and also because the money to fund such solutions simply is not there anymore. The 

president also mentions that "We have a deficit to bring down. We have more will than 

wallet, but will is what we need. We will make the hard choices, looking at what we have 

and perhaps allocating it differently, making our decisions based on honest need and 

prudent safety" (3). Bush is putting the American public on notice that tough budgetary 

choices will be made in his administration, and that despite the fact the public has "more 

will than wallet," the tough cuts in public spending will be made on "honest need and 

prudent safety" meaning that while social programs will be cut, all of them may not be 

cut entirely. 

Ways and Means in the 199 2 State of the Union Address 

The issue of ways and means plays an enormous role in the 1992 State of the 

Union Address. In fact , when the president gives credit to the forces that won the Cold 

War, the second group of people he thanks after thanking the veterans of the Korean War 

and the Vietnam War is the American taxpayer (Bush "Address" 157). As he puts it, "No 

one ever thinks to thank the people who pay a country ' s bill or an alliance ' s bill. But for 

half a century now, the American people have shouldered the burden and paid taxes that 

were higher than they would have been to support a defense that was bigger than it would 

have been if imperial communism had never existed," and he concludes by saying, "the 

American taxpayer bore the brunt of the burden and deserves a hunk of the glory" (157). 

While this is an indirect discussion of ways and means, Bush and his speechwriters have 

touched on the importance of a country to pay for what it needs to survive as a country. 
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After discussing the significance of winning the Cold War, the president launches 

into his plan for an economic recovery. As he sees it, "We must encourage investment ... 

We must clear away the obstacles to growth: high taxes, high regulation, red tape, and 

yes, wasteful Government spending" (Bush "Address" 157). Once he has articulated 

ways in which economic growth and pruning of government spending can occur, he 

states that there must be a two-pronged plan for strengthening the economy. First, he 

notes that "we must have a short-term plan to address our immediate needs and heat up 

the economy. And then we need a longer term plan to keep combustion going and to 

guarantee our place in the world economy" (157). There are four courses of action the 

president says he can take by himself: asking federal agencies to halt any new regulations 

restricting economic growth; ending a moratorium on granting bank loans to small 

businesses; and asking his cabinet and federal agencies to speed up the process on green

lighting "pro-growth expenditures" as soon as possible (157). Finally, Bush tells his 

audience he has "directed the Secretary of the Treasury to change the Federal tax 

withholding tables" (157). These are just the steps the president can take, and after he 

has elaborated on them, he directs the Congress as to how they must act in order to 

improve the economy. 

What Bush wants Congress to do is support all aspects of his economic recovery 

program. He asks them to support "a change in the alternative minimum tax and the 

creation of a new 15-percent investment tax allowance" (Bush "Address" 159), and he 

asks modification of "the passive loss rule for active real estate developers ... For those 

Americans who dream of buying a first home but who can ' t quite afford it, my plan 
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would allow first-time homebuyers to withdraw saving from IRA' s without penalty and 

provide a $5 ,000 tax credit for the first purchase of that home" (159). After asking for 

these methods of raising capital and cutting back on government regulation, the president 

asks for further help from Congress. He asks them to "cut the capital gains tax" and then, 

for those who need emergency relief, Bush asks Congress to support his plan to add "up 

to $4.4 billion in my budget to extend Federal unemployment benefits" ( 160). Bush then 

brackets off this part of his speech as part of his short term plan to help with economic 

recovery. 

The second part of Bush ' s focus on the nation ' s ways and means is to propose a 

long-term plan to strengthen the American economy. What he proposes is essentially a 

nine-step program to address issues ranging from education to government spending. The 

president puts trade as the first item to be dealt with on his list, primarily opening the 

U.S. further to global trade (Bush "Address" 160). Education is the second part of the 

president's plan; through his "America 2000" education program, he anticipates 

educating a more globally competitive American student (160-161 ). Research and 

development tax credits comprise the third step of the president ' s plan, while fighting 

drug-related crime and violence is the fourth (161 ). Of these steps, only creating research 

and development tax credits come under the Aristotelian definition of ways and means, 

although Bush argues that funding education and fighting drug abuse benefits the 

economy. 

The fifth step of Bush' s economic plan is to "fund our HOPE housing proposal 

and ... pass my enterprise zone legislation" (161 ). Reforming health care is the sixth 
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step, and the seventh is to "get the federal deficit under control" (161 ). Bush plans to do 

that by freezing more additions to the federal budget, and to freeze hiring for all 

government agencies (161 ). The section of the speech dealing with cutting the federal 

deficit ties in strongly with Aristotle ' s definition of ways and means, while the health 

care step does not. For the eighth step, the president asks Congress to "Enact the bold 

reform proposals that are still awaiting congressional action: bank reform, civil justice 

reform, tort reform, and my national energy strategy" ( 162). The ninth step of the 

president's plan is to "strengthen the family" by asking Congress "to raise the personal 

exemption by $500 per child for every family" ( 162). At this point, the speech really did 

take on the "laundry list" approach with which many of the president ' s critics found fault. 

Both the short- and long-term proposals for dealing with the economy have many 

elements that are related to ways and means as defined by Aristotle. Although not every 

element in the long-term plan is directly related to it, the majority of each plan does have 

some relation to the ideas of creating wealth or cutting out those practices that no longer 

generate assets that Aristotle discusses in Rhetoric. 

Ways and Means in the 199 2 Houston Acceptance Speech 

Although Bush thanked the American taxpayer for helping to win the Cold War 

toward the beginning of the 1992 State of the Union Address, it was not until he had 

thoroughly discussed the changes that occurred internationally that he mentioned the 

economy and what he was doing to strengthen it. At first , he states that "my opponent 

says America is a nation of decline. Of our economy, he says we are somewhere on the 

list beneath Germany, heading south toward Sri Lanka" (Bush "Address" 4 ). In this 
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passage, the idea of looking to others to assess one's own economy, as Aristotle discusses 

in Rhetoric, is used by Bush to indicate that Clinton does not have a sound grasp of the 

country's economic status. In fact, Bush goes on to say, "Maybe he [Clinton] hasn't 

heard that we are still the world's largest economy. No other nation sells more outside its 

borders ... He won't remind you that interest rates are the lowest they ' ve been in 20 

years, and millions of Americans have refinanced their homes" (4). 

After stating his observations about the state of the economy, the president 

reminds his audience that "two weeks ago, all three nations of North America agreed to 

trade free from Manitoba to Mexico. This will bring good jobs to Main Street, U.S.A." 

( 4). Although Bush does not state how the trade agreement will bring good jobs to the 

United States, he does go on to say that Congress contributes to the economic downturn 

by refusing to help him cut government spending. As he points out to his audience, 

"Government is too big and spends too much. I have asked Congress to put a lid on 

mandatory spending, except Social Security. I've proposed doing away with over 200 

programs, and 4,000 wasteful projects and to freeze all other spending. The gridlock 

Democrat Congress said no" ( 4 ). Bush blames Congress for his failed attempt to get the 

economy back on track, primarily through freezing spending and cutting what he deems 

wasteful programs and projects. He also asks his audience for a line-item veto, in order 

to control government spending more effectively ( 4). 

After asking for the line-item veto, Bush warns his audience that Clinton has a 

different approach in mind for generating revenue for the country, namely, that Clinton 

will increase taxes for the American people. Bush notes that Clinton "says he ' s for 
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balanced budgets. But he came out again for the [balanced budget] amendment. He ' s like 

that on a lot of issues, first on one side, then the other" ("Remarks" 6). Bush is playing 

on his audience's knowledge of Clinton as being comfortable taking both sides of an 

issue to remind them that while Clinton says he ' s favor of balancing the federal budget, 

he ' s just as likely to raise taxes. Bush believes this is due to Clinton ' s experience in 

government, where "he ' s been in government nearly all his life ... he ' s already proposed 

. .. the biggest tax increase in history" (6). By making these remarks, Bush can joke that 

"He says he wants to tax the rich. But folks , he defines rich as anyone who has a job" (6). 

Bush has painted a picture of Clinton ' s plan as being less desirable than his own. Yet by 

addressing directly the issue of raising taxes, the president must address the fact that he 

also raised taxes when he promised he would not. 

Raising taxes broke the president ' s famous promise in his 1988 acceptance speech 

not to raise taxes. But he had to raise taxes in 1990, and by 1992, he and his 

speechwriters chose to address the issue at the convention. According to the president, 

"When it comes to taxes, I 've learned the hard way ... Two years ago, I made a bad call 

over the Democrats tax increase. I underestimated Congress ' addiction to taxes. With my 

back against the wall , I agreed to a hard bargain: One tax increase one time in return for 

the toughest spending limits ever" (Bush "Remarks" 6). Bush is assuring his audience 

that the original deal he had with Congress was a balanced one: there was a tax hike, and 

yet there were severe spending cuts that accompanied it, which emphasizes the 

president ' s need to compromise. He admits, however, that "it was a mistake to go along 
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with the Democratic tax increase, and I admit it" (6). Here, the president takes 

responsibility for breaking his promise, which is an enormous risk. 20 

In the next breath however, he asks, "Who do you trnst in this election? The 

candidate who's raised taxes one time and regrets it, or the other candidate who raised 

taxes and fees 128 times and enjoyed it every time?"( 6-7). Bush is letting his audience 

know he won't stand for another tax increase. While this is an admirable example of 

parrhesia because Bush directly addresses a sore subject with his audience and promises 

he will not raise taxes again, how would the audience react to the statement in the long 

term? That question would not be answered until the election, but Bush takes his 

medicine in this passage in the speech. 

How does the president plan to raise revenues? Bush addresses that next. When 

the Congress reconvenes in January he states, "I will propose to further reduce taxes 

across the board, provided we pay for these cuts with specific spending reductions that I 

consider appropriate, so that we do not increase the deficit. I will also continue to fight to 

increase the personal exemption and to create jobs by winning a cut in capital gains 

taxes" (Bush "Remarks" 7). With these tax cuts, the president hopes to generate more 

money for the national coffers, as well as working to lower the national deficit, which 

will in tum stimulate the economy. 

Later in the speech, after Bush has addressed the need to stop lawyers from 

bringing frivolous lawsuits to court, and after he has addressed the need to provide better 

2° Curt Sm ith said that there was a great deal of discussion as to whether or not Bush should address the 
iss ue of breaking his pledge after he did it. The di scussion re olved around the issue of whether or not the 
president should apo logize for breaking the pledge, or take responsibili ty for doing so (Appendix A) . 
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health care to Americans, Bush states what he is fighting for. The first item on his list is 

"open markets for American products," followed by "lower Government spending," and 

"tax relief' (Bush "Remarks" 8). All of these items are related to the ways and means of 

which Aristotle speaks. The last direct reference to an issue of ways and means occurs 

when Bush mentions the Democratic National Convention in New York. He says the 

Democrats didn't want their leadership speaking during prime time because of the 

increased taxes they levied on Americans during the last several years (Bush "Remarks" 

9). Bush warns the audience that "Governor Clinton and Congress know that you've 

caught on to their lingo ... So now they have a new word, ' investment. ' They want to 

' invest' 22 billion more of your money, but I want you to keep it" (9). In this passage, the 

president is stating that he will not raise taxes further, but Clinton will. 

What is evident in all three of the speeches that Bush gave during his term in 

office is that in these three major speeches, he addressed the issue of ways and means as 

defined by Aristotle. While many of his points were not clearly discussed or related to the 

context in which he was speaking, all three speeches have evidence that issues of ways 

and means were not ignored, but were addressed. 

Defining Peace and War 

After defining and discussing the definition of ways and means, Aristotle turned 

to the issue of peace and war. As he saw it, the political orator "must know the extent of 

the military strength of his country, both actual and potential, and also the nature of that 

actual and potential strength; and further, what wars his country has waged, and how it 

has waged them" (15-16). Once the political orator has done that, Aristotle further notes 
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that the political orator needs an understanding of "neighboring countries; and also about 

countries with which war is likely, in order that peace may be maintained with those 

stronger than his own, and that his own may have power to make war or not against those 

who are weaker. He should know, too whether the military power of another country is 

like or unlike that of his own; for this is a matter that may affect their relative strength" 

(16). Finally, the political orator "must, besides, have studied the wars of other countries 

as well as those of his own, and the way they ended; similar causes are likely to have 

similar results" (16). Although this definition may seem rather lengthy, for the three 

major speeches analyzed in this section, the definition fits the subject matter. 

Peace and War in the 1989 Inaugural Address 

In Bush' s 1989 Inaugural Address, issues relating to peace and war are very 

general in nature; few specific twentieth- century wars are referred to within the speech. 

When the president mentions the first issue of peace and war, it is after he has welcomed 

everyone and said a prayer; he states that "in a man ' s heart, if not in fact, the day of the 

dictator is over. The totalitarian era is passing, its old ideas blown away like leaves from 

an ancient, lifeles~ tree. A new breeze is blowing, and a nation refreshed by freedom 

stands ready to push on" (Bush "Inaugural Address" 1 ). What the president refers to in 

this passage is the end of the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the United States. 

As the Soviet Union began to experiment with capitalism and a more open press, 

relations improved between the two countries, leading the president to note the end of the 

totalitarian age, although dictatorships still existed in China and other countries in the 

Middle East. Bush also notes that "Great nations of the world are moving toward 
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democracy through the door of freedom. Men and women of the world move toward free 

markets through the door to prosperity" and "We know what's right: Freedom is right" 

(2). The president sees the American combination of democratic government and 

capitalism as the method by which more repressive countries will eventually become 

free. This indirectly relates to what Aristotle defined as issues of peace and war. As Bush 

sees the unfolding of history, totalitarian governments will eventually come to embrace 

the freedoms enjoyed by the American people, and when that happens, these countries 

will become less of a threat to the United States. 

The knowledge of past wars that Aristotle speaks of does make an appearance in 

this address . When the president discusses the discord he has seen in Congress, he 

believes it relates back to the Vietnam War. He states, "Our great parties have too often 

been far apart and untrusting of each other. It ' s been this way since Vietnam. That war 

cleaves us still. But friends , that war began in earnest a quarter of a century ago, and 

surely the statute of limitations has been reached. This is a fact: The final lesson of 

Vietnam is that no great nation can long afford to be sundered by a memory" (Bush 

"Inaugural" 4). In this passage, the president believes that the war in Vietnam 

engendered such rancorous feelings in Americans that those feelings of rancor are at the 

heart of the division in Congress between Democrats and Republicans. Bush is using his 

knowledge of history to urge Americans to let the past stay in the past, and to move 

forward with a new spirit of cooperation, so that the challenges facing the country can be 

met with a united front. 
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In this speech, the issues of peace and war are vaguely related to, except in the 

case of the Vietnam War. The president makes an effort to encourage a renewed effort to 

mend the hard feelings of the Vietnam War, not only within the country, but within the 

walls of Congress and between the United States and Vietnam. The president also makes 

an effort to make a civil attempt at civil political rhetoric by offering the hand of 

friendship to the congressional leadership. 

Peace and War in the 1992 State of the Union Address 

In Bush's 1992 State of the Union Address, the topic of peace and war dominates 

the speech, and in very specific ways. Gone are the vague references to the end of the 

Cold War found in Bush' s Inaugural Address; instead, the president uses the end of the 

Cold War and the completion of the Gulf War as the bedrock of his bid for reelection. 

After his opening remarks, Bush frames his speech along the lines of history, 

proclaiming that the present time is the most promising in recent history. The reason why 

he believes this is because "in the past 12 months the world has known changes of almost 

Biblical proportions ... communism died this year" (Bush "Address" 156-157). With the 

end of communism comes the end of the Cold War, which leaves the United States as the 

lone superpower. This particular war was not necessarily a major war along the lines of 

World War II, but the president draws comparisons between the courage shown by 

soldiers during World War II and those soldiers who later fought in Korea and Vietnam. 

Bush states that "the cold war didn ' t end; it was won. And I think of those who 

won it, in places like Korea and Vietnam ... The long rollcall , all the G. I. Joes and 

Janes, all the ones who fought faithfully for freedom ... The world saw not only their 
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special valor but their special style" (157). The president is sharing his knowledge of 

what happened in past wars to argue why he believes the Cold War was won by the 

United States. He then goes on to connect those soldiers from the past with the soldiers 

who fought in the Gulf War: "What a group we've put forth, for generations now, from 

the ones who wrote 'Kilroy was here ' on the walls of the German stalags to those who 

left signs in the Iraqi desert that said, ' I saw Elvis"' (157). In showing the progression of 

brave American soldiers, the president creates the image of a proud American military 

tradition that responds bravely and successfully when called upon to fight. 

According to the president, the results of the Cold War victory are impressive. As 

he tells his audience, "for the first time in 35 years, our strategic bombers stand down ... 

My grandchildren .. . won' t have the bad dreams children had once, in decades past" 

(Bush "Address" 157). The lack of a military threat from the former Soviet Union 

translates into less fear for the United States military, and for U.S. civilians. The 

president then recalls the last State of the Union Address he gave when "American forces 

had just unleashed Operation Desert Storm" (157). At that time, "the men and women of 

America' s Armed Forces and our allies accomplished the goals that I declared and that 

you endorsed: We liberated Kuwait. Soon after, the Arab world and Israel sat down to 

talk seriously and comprehensively about peace, an historic first. And soon after that, at 

Christmas, the last American hostages came home. Our policies were vindicated" (157). 

In this passage, Bush discusses the goals accomplished during the Gulf War, and how the 

United States removed Iraq from Kuwait, as agreed upon by the civilian and military 
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authority. As a result of this show of strength, the president says that the Arabs and the 

Israelis then met to seriously discuss issues regarding peace in the Middle East. 

The final legacy of the Cold War victory is that the United States now stands as 

the eminent moral authority in the world. Bush states that "A world once divided into two 

armed camps now recognizes one sole and preeminent power, the United States of 

America. And they regard this with no dread. For the world trusts us with power, and the 

world is right. They trust us to be fair and restrained. They trust us to be on the side of 

decency. They trust us to do what's right" (Bush "Address" 157). As a result of winning 

the Cold War, and using military strength to ultimately bring about peace, the United 

States is now at the pinnacle of its power. The president believes that the world does not 

mind, because of our inherent decency and lack of desire for world domination. 

Finally, Bush articulates his vision of how the United States will conduct itself in 

relation to the rest of the world as it assumes the mantle of global superpower. Bush 

believes "there are those who say that now we can turn away from the world, that we 

have no special role, no special place. But we are the United States of America, the leader 

of the West that became the leader of the world" ("Address" 158). As he declares the 

United States the reigning global power, the president states further that "as long as I am 

President, I will continue to lead in support of freedom everywhere, not out of arrogance, 

not out of altruism, but for the safety and security of our children. This is a fact: strength 

in the pursuit of peace is no vice; isolationism in the pursuit of security is no virtue" 

(158). Thus, the president has argued that bee use the United States held firm in its 
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military strength throughout several decades, it is now the dominant power on the globe, 

and should use its power pragmatically to better insure the lives of future Americans. 

Peace and War in the 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech 

At the Republican Convention in Houston in 1992, issues of peace and war 

continue to dominate the president' s reelection rhetoric. Once the president has thanked 

his guests and introduced the focus of his speech, he begins by stating what foreign 

policy successes have been accomplished during his administration. Bush begins by 

describing the changes that have occurred in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa during 

his first term of office: "Germany is united, and a slab of the Berlin Wall sits right outside 

this Astrodome. Arabs and Israelis now sit face to face and talk peace, and every hostage 

held in Lebanon is free. The conflict in El Salvador is over, and free elections brought 

democracy to Nicaragua. Black and white South Africans cheered each other at the 

Olympics" (Bush "Remarks" 2). The president continues by describing the changes that 

have occurred in the former Soviet Union, stating that the country "can only be found in 

history books. The captive nations of Eastern Europe and the Baltics are captive no more. 

And today on the rural streets of Poland, merchants sell cans of air labeled ' the last breath 

of communism"' (2). What is implicit in this list of accomplishments is that the threats 

the country faced from its enemies in the 1980s and early 1990s have been neutralized, 

and that many of the countries that were totalitarian during that era have now become 

more democratic. 

Bush credits this list of accomplishments to a strong military, endorsed by past 

Republican presidents. According to the president, "The demise of communism wasn ' t a 
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sure thing. It took the strong leadership of Presidents from both parties, including 

Republicans like Nixon and Ford and Reagan. Without their vision and the support of the 

American people, the Soviet Union would be a strong superpower today, and we 'd be 

facing a nuclear threat tonight" (Bush "Remarks" 2). Bush refers to history to make his 

claim that the United States historically benefited from taking a strong military position 

against communism. 

Threats still remain against the United States, however, according to Bush. He 

tells his audience that while "the Soviet bear may be gone ... there are still wolves in the 

woods" ("Remarks" 2). The president sees the threat as coming primarily from the 

Middle East. After stating he believes "there are still wolves in the woods," he also says 

that threat became evident "when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait. The Mideast might 

have become a nuclear powder keg, our energy supplies held hostage" (2). Bush believes 

that further threats exist against the United States. After ridiculing Clinton's experience 

with foreign policy, Bush declares, "There will be more foreign policy challenges like 

Kuwait in the next four years, more terrorists and aggressors to stand up to , dangerous 

weapons to be controlled and destroyed ... I look forward to being the first President to 

visit a free , democratic Cuba"(3) . In this passage, Bush contrasts his caution to his 

audience that the end of the Cold War does not mean the end of threats to the United 

States, with the hope that during his second term, he can visit a non-communist Cuba. He 

uses his knowledge of hi story to show that threats continue to exist for the U.S., and to 

use his knowledge of history to assert that Cuba, just as several other countries have 

done, might throw off its dictatorial leader and become a democratic government. 
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In all three of these speeches, issues relating to peace and war are at the forefront. 

Bush is proud of his accomplishments in terms of bringing the Cold War to an end, 

helping to broker peace in the Middle East, and to encouraging more democratic 

governments around the globe. These issues always come before a discussion of domestic 

issues, which indicates that Bush and his speechwriters felt that these were the strongest 

accomplishments of his administration. Closely allied with issues of peace and war are 

National Defense, as defined by Aristotle. 

Defining National Defense 

For most modem Americans, the term Peace and War would be synonymous with 

the term national defense. Aristotle saw it somewhat differently; in his definition, he 

states that the persuasive political orator "ought to know all about the methods of defense 

in actual use, such as the strength and character of the defensive force and the positions 

of the forts- this last means that he must be well acquainted with the lie of the country

in order that a garrison may be increased if it is too small or removed if it is not wanted, 

and that the strategic points may be guarded with special care"(l 6). While the United 

States military uses what are now termed military bases to house soldiers at home and 

abroad, they are variations on the forts of Aristotle ' s time. Yet the same basic principles 

remain unchanged: a political leader needs to have an extensive knowledge of how the 

country is defended, that in time some areas of the military need to be cut back as they 

die out in order to fund other areas, and that some areas need more defense than others. 
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National Def ense in the 1989 Inaugural Address 

Bush does address national defense within the 1989 Inaugural Address, but he 

addresses it briefly. While there is a great deal of discussion about issues relating to peace 

and war, there is only one part of the speech that comes close to fitting Aristotle ' s 

definition of a discussion of national defense. Toward the end of the speech, Bush 

declares: "To the world, too, we offer new engagement and a renewed vow: We will stay 

strong to protect the peace ... While keeping our alliances and friendships around the 

world strong, ever strong, we will continue the new closeness with the Soviet Union, 

consistent both with our security and with progress" ("Inaugural" 4). In this passage, the 

president is discussing how the United States will continue to keep a strong national 

defense even in the face of a renewed global peace. The reason why is because the global 

alliances that have sprung up in the face of changed governments requires that the United 

States maintain its military strength. 

National Defense in the 1992 State of the Union Address 

In the 1992 State of the Union Address, Bush does speak at length about national 

defense, in conjunction with the issues of peace and war that make up the opening 

sections of the address. The first discussion of issues relating to national defense occur 

early in the speech, when the president outlines what changes will be made to the 

American military after the end of the Cold War. 

The president announces that he will be making cuts in the military budget. Bush 

reminds the audience that "two years ago, I b gan planning cuts in military spending that 

refl ected the changes of the new era. But now, with imperial communism gone, that 
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process can be accelerated" ("Address" 158). Bush is stating that now part of the military 

budget can be trimmed back because of the lessened military demands after the Cold 

War. He goes on to state that "After completing 20 planes for which we have begun 

procurement, we will shut down further production of the B-2 bombers. We will cancel 

the small ICBM program. We will cease production of new warheads for our sea-based 

ballistic missiles. We will stop all new production of the Peacekeeper missile. And we 

will not purchase any more advanced crnise missiles" (158). This weaponry was 

necessary when the Cold War was at its height to deter the Russians from attacking the 

United States, but this level of weaponry is no longer needed. 

Bush then announces a meeting with the Russians in order to make further 

changes to the national defense. He notes that he will be meeting that weekend with 

Boris Yeltsin, and "if the Commonwealth, the former Soviet Union, will eliminate all 

land-based multiple-warhead ballistic missiles, I will do the following: We will eliminate 

all Peacekeeper missiles. We will reduce the number of warheads on Minuteman 

missiles to one and reduce the number of warheads on our sea-based missiles by about 

one-third" (Bush "Address" 158). After elaborating on the reduction of American missile 

strength, Bush goes on to assure his audience, "we will convert a substantial portion of 

our strategic bombers to primarily conventional use . President Yeltsin ' s early response 

has been very positive, and I expect our talks at Camp David to be fruitful " (158). He is 

careful to note that Yeltsin is in agreement with this decision. In order to further reassure 

his audience, he states that "the Secretary of Defense recommended these cuts after 

consultation with the Joint Chiefs of Staff' (158). This kind of military cut in spending 
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would definitely need the approval of the Secretary of Defense and the Joint Chiefs, since 

they are in part responsible for the military defense of the country. 

The president concludes his discussion of national defense by asking Congress to 

support an additional defense system. He tells his audience "I have asked for your 

support in funding a program to protect our country from limited nuclear missile attack. 

We must have this protection because too many people in too many countries have access 

to nuclear arms. And I urge you again to pass the Strategic Defense Initiative, SDI" 

(158). The SDI program, which began under the Reagan Administration, is meant to 

shoot enemy missiles out of the sky before they reach their target. Bush wants to use this 

as a means of dealing with the possibility of future nuclear attacks, rather than 

maintaining more traditional forms of defense that may not work as well against a smaller 

enemy. At this point in the speech, the president goes on to discuss domestic issues. 

What is clear from the 1992 State of the Union speech is that the president is quite 

aware of the importance of national defense. Throughout the speech, he is able to discuss 

its importance with his audience, who would look to him for the reassurance he is 

offering about the changing structure of American national defense. They would also 

appreciate hearing from him how America will relate to its new allies (who were once 

enemies). 

National Defense in the 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech 

Only one direct reference to national defense occurs in the acceptance speech 

Bush gave to the Republican convention of 1992. Most of the speech concentrates on 

domestic issues and issues of peace and war, but one clear example of Bush ' s take on 

218 



national defense occurs early in it. Bush notes that with the end of the Cold War, 

Americans should be pleased at their accomplishment. He says, "We have a lot to be 

proud of1 . .. ]And while the U.S. postwar strategy was largely bipartisan, the fact 

remains that the liberal McGovern wing of the other party, including my opponent, 

consistently made the wrong choices" (Bush "Remarks" 2). In this passage, the president 

i critical of the stand taken by the Democrats during the Cold War, although he gives a 

lukewarm endorsement of the bipartisan effort which ended the Cold War. Bush goes on 

to elaborate where the Democrats fe ll short: "In the seventies, they wanted a hollow 

army. We wanted a strong fighting force. In the eighties- and you remember this 

one- in the eighties, they wanted a nuclear freeze, and we insisted on peace through 

strength. From Angola to Central America, they said, ' Let's negotiate, deliberate, 

procrastinate '" (2). The president is claiming that the Democrats ' unwillingness to build 

up national defense led them to choose an ineffective method of dealing with threats to 

national defense. Bu h says that the Democrats ' desire to use diplomacy with the 

Russians was the wrong approach. What Bush implies in this passage is that the 

Republican policy of building up military strength was what ultimately won the Cold 

War, rather than relying on diplomacy. 

Defining Legislation 

Even though Aristotle lists legislation last in his definition of what makes a 

successful orator, he considers how the political orator handles legislation to be the most 

important aspect of his ability to persuade an udience. As he defines it, "he [the political 

orator] must before all things understand the subject of legislation; for it is on a country ' s 
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laws that its whole welfare depends. He must, therefore, know how many different forms 

of constitution there; under what conditions each of these will prosper and by what 

internal developments or external attacks each of them tends to be destroyed" (Aristotle 

Rhetoric 16). Aristotle goes on to clarify his description of attacks on a constitution by 

stating, " I refer to the fact that all constitutions, except the best one of all, are destroyed 

both by not being pushed far enough and by being pushed too far. Thus, democracy loses 

its vigour, and finally passes into oligarchy, not only when it is not pushed far enough, 

but also when it is pushed a great deal too far" (16) . In regard to the Bush administration, 

the president ' s ab ility to deal with the push and pull of the legislature definitely 

influenced his presidential rhetoric when he ran for reelection. 

Legislation in the 1989 Inaugural Address 

Unlike some of Bush ' s vague references to issues relating to peace and war in the 

1989 Inaugural Address, he speaks very specifically to issues relating to legislation. Bush 

knew he would be working with a Democratic Congress, whose members would make it 

difficult for him to get his legislation passed once he occupied the White House. Bush, 

however, sounded a tone of hope in discussing the past discord between the executive 

and the legislative branches. 

The president addresses the issue of conflict between the president and Congress 

approximately halfway through his speech. He announces that "we need a new 

engagement, too, between the Executive and the Congress. The challenges before us will 

be thrashed out with the House and the Senate ... For Congress, too, has changed in our 

time" (Bush " Inaugural" 3). Although the president appears to be handing out an olive 
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branch to the Congr s, he eems to step away from that initial conciliatory tone by 

aying that the important legislation in his first terms will be "thrashed out" with 

Congress, rather than "negotiated" or "discussed." The president then goes on to say, 

"There has grown a certain divi iveness. We have seen the hard looks and heard the 

statements in which not each other ' s ideas are challenged but each other' s motives. And 

our great parties have too often been far part and untrusting of each other" (3). While the 

president has characterized the conflict between the president and Congress as being a 

negative conflict, he states that he believes that this conflict grew out of the Vietnam War 

and that only letting bygones be bygones will both these branches be able to come 

together and cooperate. 

Bush makes an attempt to offer the olive branch yet again. Directly addressing the 

members of Congress in the audience, the president reaches out to them. Bush says, "To 

my friends , and, yes, I do mean friends- in the loyal opposition, and yes, I mean loyal- I 

put out my hand. I am putting out my hand to you, Mr. Speaker. I am putting out my 

hand to you, Mr. Majority Leader" ("Address" 4). The president is figuratively putting 

out his hand in cooperation, if not friendship , to the congressional leadership, and by 

proxy, to the entire Congress . After he ' s done this, he notes, "This is the age of the 

offered hand. And we can' t tum back clocks and I don ' t want to[ ... ]but when our 

mothers were young, Mr. Majority Leader, the Congress and the Executive were capable 

of working together to produce a budget on which this nation could live" ( 4 ). Bush 

clarifies to the congressional leadership that hile he does not want to look back to the 

pa t necessarily, the element from the past that could tand to be emulated again is the 
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idea that a bipartisan effort between the legislative and the executive branch led to a 

federal budget that at least took in as much as it spent. 

While the president goes on to encourage working out conflict, he asks that the 

Congress consider why voters send them all to Washington: "Let us negotiate soon and 

hard. But in the end, let us produce. The American people await action. They didn't 

send us here to bicker . .. They ask us to rise above the merely partisan. 'In crucial 

things, unity '- and this, my friends , is crucial" ( 4). Bush knows that with the problems 

facing the country, the American public will expect that legislation be proposed and 

ratified, and that gridlock will not be tolerated. So Bush is making an appeal to unity to 

the Congress, because he will need them to get his legislative agenda met. He also knows 

that if he can get the cooperation of Congress, his appeal to the American public will also 

rise, because they will know that he is just the person who can achieve his agenda even 

with the opposition power in control of the House and Senate. 

Toward the end of Bush ' s Inaugural Address, the president sounds another note of 

cooperation more generally. As he begins the conclusion of his speech, Bush tells his 

audience, "And so there is much to do. And tomorrow the work begins" ("Inaugural" 5). 

Although Bush does not address the Congressional leadership specifically, since they are 

part of the audience, the president is referring to them indirectly as being part of the 

process of working on what must be done, and that the work of the new administration 

will soon begin. 
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Legislation in the J 99 2 State of the Union Address 

A significant portion of the 1992 State of the Union Address focuses on issues 

related to legislation. By the time of the address, Bush had raised taxes after promising 

not to in his 1989 acceptance speech at the Republican convention. As he entered his 

reelection campaign, he knew that he would have to address that issue, as well as the fact 

that the bills he proposed to Congress were struggling to get through. 

When Bush begins his discussion of the economic troubles facing the country, he 

addresses Congress specifically. "In this Chamber, in this Chamber, we can bring the 

same courage and the same sense of common purpose to the economy that we brought to 

Desert Storm," the president declares (Bush "Address" 158). By referring to those in the 

chamber, the president is addressing specifically the members of Congress, and he is 

encouraging them to attack the economic problems facing the country in the same way 

they banded together to make Desert Storm successful. Bush goes on to praise Congress, 

stating that "we can defeat hard times together. I believe you'll help. One reason is that 

you' re patriots, and you want the best for your country. And I believe that in your hearts 

you want to put partisanship aside and get the job done because it ' s the right thing to do" 

(158-159). Bush is taking a positive approach in this passage, praising Congress for the 

sense of patriotism and cooperation he knows they embrace. 

Bush also informs Congress that the American people are not easily fooled by the 

quick fixes sometimes proposed and passed by congressional legislation. Bush says, "The 

American people aren ' t impressed by gimmicks; they ' re smarter on this score than all of 

us in this room. The only test of a plan is: Is it sound, and will it work?" ("Address" 159). 
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What Bush is trying to e tabli h her is a persuasive argument for Congress, in that he 

say the Am rican public are looking for so lutions to the country's economic problems 

that work, and that they are less impressed with partisan politics than they are with 

strategies that wi ll successfully improve the economy. 

Bush further responds to the question by stating what he can do on his own, and 

then he tates what he knows the Congress can do. Beginning with an imperative, the 

president says to Congress, "Members of Congress, let me tell you what you can do for 

your country. You must pass the other elements of my plan to meet our economic needs. 

Everyone knows investment spurs recovery. I am proposing this evening a change in the 

alternative minimum tax and the creation of a new 15-percent investment tax allowance" 

(Bush "Address" 159). After stating that Congress needs to pass the necessary legislation 

to get his tax law through, the president asks "Congress to give crucial help to people 

who own a home, to everyone who has a business or a farm or a single investment. This 

time, at this hour, I cannot take no for an answer. You must cut the capital gains tax on 

the people of our country . .. I'm asking you to cut the capital gains tax to a maximum of 

15.4 percent" (160). Bush' s approach here is a strong one; although earlier he appealed 

to Congress for cooperation, in this passage he is taking a hard line. Bush is saying that 

there is legislation that must be passed, and what he implies is that if the legislation isn ' t 

passed, then the members of Congress are not patriotic. 

Bush asserts this later in the speech: "Your part, Members of Congress, requires 

enactment of these commonsense proposals tha will have a strong effect on the economy 

without breaking the budget agreement and without raising taxes" (160). The president 
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makes it difficult for the Congress to vote against his proposals when he calls them 

"commonsense," particularly if voters believe in the economic reform he is proposing. 

Then Bush tells Congress he ' s asking them to pass his legislation by March 20th
, stating 

"I ask the American people to let you know they want this action by March 20th
. From 

the day after that, if it must be, the battle is joined. And you know, when principle is at 

stake, I relish a good, fair fight" (160). Bush is pressing Congress to meet his deadline in 

order for the legislation to be enacted in a timely manner, so that it may help those who 

need it. 

The final part of the president ' s domestic agenda focuses on his long-term plan to 

stimulate economic growth. This plan has nine parts to it, and in each step, Bush states 

how Congress must act. In the first part of the president ' s plan, he says that global trade 

is crucial, and that he will work to "eliminate tariffs and subsidies that damage America ' s 

farmers and workers" as well as implementing NAFT A because he believes they ' ll help 

create new jobs in America (Bush "Address" 160). Eliminating taxes and subsidies, and 

passing NAFT A legislation is the work of the legislative branch, and while Bush does not 

say so directly, he implies in his speech that Congress is responsible for getting this 

legislation through. 

The second part of the president' s plan involves improving education for 

American students. The president's education program, America 2000, "will give parents 

more choice, give teachers more flexibility and help communities create new American 

schools" ( 160). According to Bush, "Thirty States across the ation have established 

America 2000 programs," which means that "Congress must join this great movement: 
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Pass my proposals for new American schools" (161 ). Bush knows he must have the 

support of Congress to pass his legislation, and he sees education playing an important 

role in the strengthening the economy over the long term. 

Bush' s third point focuses on the research and development tax credit, and as he 

did with his discussion of free trade, the president implies that Congress must pass his 

legislation. He states that "commonsense investments ... help us compete, long term, in 

the marketplace" and that he wants to make the research and development tax credit 

"permanent" and to add "over $76 billion this year alone for people who will explore the 

promise of emerging technologies" (Bush "Address" 161 ). 

Then Bush states that the nation must do something to alleviate the destruction of 

crime and drugs in society. His comprehensive crime bill could have a positive impact on 

this problem if Congress passes it, and that 's what the president says he wants Congress 

to do (Bush "Address" 161 ). He even adds on an additional encouragement at the end of 

the segment: "Pass it. Help your country" ( 161 ). 

The fifth part of Bush 's plan focuses on bringing economic development to the 

inner cities. Bush asks Congress "to fund our HOPE housing proposal and to pass my 

enterprise zone legislation which will get businesses into the inner city" ("Address" 161 ). 

Bush ' s vision for this plan is that it will create economic growth where it ' s desperately 

needed, but that it will also be part of an overall growth that can be accomplished if 

Congress also provides "record expenditures for . .. Head Start" (161 ). 

Health care reform is the next major p int of the Bush ' s program. He states that it 

must be included in his long term plan because "this, too, bears on whether or not we can 
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compet in the world" ("Address" 161 ). Bush says he does not want a government

controlled health care system, yet he acknowledges that the present system has many 

flaws ( 161 ). The president envisions the ideal plan as one that makes "basic health 

insurance affordable for all low-income people not now covered, and we do it by 

providing a health insurance tax credit of up to $3 ,750 for each low-income family" 

( 161 ). Again, what is implied here is Congress will be responsible for creating and 

passing the legislation that will enact the president's health insurance tax credit. 

Bringing the federal deficit under control is the seventh point Bush discusses. The 

president believes that current laws in effect help curb spending already, but that "those 

in Congre s who would ease that discipline now" cannot be allowed to do so ("Address" 

161 ). Bush seeks to tell Congress not to lighten up or revise those laws; he knows he still 

needs their support to take action against the deficit. What the president wants to do is 

impose a cap on Social Security spending and to stop all hiring at the federal level, and 

"with the help of Congress," cut "246 programs that don ' t deserve federal funding" (161-

162). While the president does not say which programs he wants to cut, he hints that 

while "some of them have noble title ... none of them is indispensable. We can get rid of 

every single one of them" ( 162). The president is pushing Congress to cut the deficit by 

cutting unnecessary programs, although he does not state what they are, or what their 

purpose is . Stopping unfunded federal government mandates also is part of the plan to 

control federal deficits. He believes that if "Congress passes a mandate, it should be 

forced to pay for it and balance the cost with avings elsewhere" (162). 
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In the eighth part of the program, Bush demands that reform legislation already on 

the floor of the Congress be passed immediately. In a one-sentence demand, the president 

states "Congress should enact the bold reform proposals that are still awaiting 

congressional action: bank reform, civil justice reform, tort reform, and my national 

energy strategy" (Bush "Address" 162). The passage appears to be just a call to action; 

the president does not elaborate on the nature of the legislation, nor does he say what 

would happen if the legislation isn ' t enacted. He simply wants it passed. 

Part nine of Bush ' s plan relates to American families , and how to keep them 

intact to better society. After discussing his formation of the Commission on America ' s 

Urban Families, the president notes that other action can be taken to help American 

families (Bush "Address" 162). Although the president has made several demands of 

Congress during the speech, at this point he engages in a more civil tone: "I ask you 

tonight to raise the personal exemption by $500 per child for every family . .. It's time to 

allow families to deduct the interest they pay on student loans. I am asking you to do just 

that. And I'm asking you to allow people to use money from their IRA ' s to pay medical 

and education expenses, all without penalties" (162) . The president ' s tone here is more 

conciliatory, but that could be because of the nature of his request. Because congressional 

representatives answer to their constituents, it would be difficult for them to explain why 

they voted against the president's request for legislation to help American families with 

education and medical expenses. 

Then Bush introduces welfare reform, an issue in which he absolutely would need 

the support of Congress, because of the enormous impact it would have on the poorest 
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American citizens. The president awkwardly introduces the concept by saying, "Ask 

American parents what they dislike about how things are going in our country, and 

chances are good they ' ll get to welfare" (Bush "Address" 162). Following that 

pronouncement, Bush introduces the idea that the idea of massive public welfare is in 

great need of reform. He notes, "Americans are the most generous people on Earth. But 

we have to go back to the insight of Franklin Roosevelt who, when he spoke of what 

became the welfare program, warned that it must not become ' a narcotic ' and a ' subtle 

destroyer ' of the spirit. Welfare was never meant to be a lifestyle" ( 162). The choice of 

invoking Franklin Roosevelt would make sense when addressing a Democratic Congress, 

and Bush pushes on with the issue by turning to what states are doing in terms of welfare. 

Bush speaks with approval of those states who demand certain actions and 

behaviors from their welfare recipients, such as "a responsibility to seek work, education, 

or job training; a responsibility to get their lives in order; a responsibility to hold their 

families together and refrain from having children out of wedlock; and a responsibility to 

obey the law"( 162). Although the president notes that "State reform requires waiving 

certain Federal regulations" he issues his support for these reforms by promising that "I 

will act to make that process easier and quicker for every State that asks for our help" 

(162). Bush says in this passage that he will encourage reform of the Social Security 

system by making it easier for states to impose more of their own requirements for 

getting government assistance, rather than looking to reform it on the federal level. 

After discussing the nine-point long term program, he concludes his speech, and 

makes one last plea to Congress. Bush says he realizes that " it ' s kind of an American 
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tradition to show a certain skepticism toward our democratic institutions. I myself have 

sometimes thought the aging process could be delayed if it had to make its way through 

Congress" ("Address" 163). After making this crack at the expense of Congress, he 

moves to a more serious, and a more sincere, tone. He tells them, "You will deliberate, 

and will discuss, and that is fine. But, my friends, the people cannot wait. They need help 

now" (163). Bush reverts, in the end, to a more civil tone towards Congress, even though 

he wants to give the impression that he is a strong leader. Because of the nature of this 

kind of speech, domestic issues will almost always be a primary focus, and Bush knows 

he needs the support of the legislative branch as he runs for reelection. 

Legislation in the 199 2 Houston Acceptance Speech 

At the time of the 1992 Republican Convention, Bush and his speechwriters 

pulled out all the stops for his acceptance speech. In this particular case, placing the 

blame on the legislative branch for the sluggish legislative record for the past four years 

was necessary. The strategy had the potential to work well for Bush, because a 

Democratic Congress gave him a target to attack. If Bush vilified Congress he stood a 

chance of winning over members of his base, as well as those voters who remained 

unsure as to how effective Clinton would be as president. 

Bush began with a list of his global accomplishments, but quickly launched into 

attacks on Congress, pinpointing the times when they refused to support his legislative 

agenda out of political spite. ot only did the president attack Congress, but the president 

and his speechwriters made a concerted effort to link Clinton' s political fortunes with that 

of the Democratic Congress. 
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In the fir t part of hi s discussion of legislative issues, Bush does claim credit for 

some domestic successes. First, Bush praises passage of the North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA), and the Americans with Disabilities Act; then he praises the new 

American highway and construction work, "providing jobs for more than half a million 

Americans" ("Address" 4). Once he has praised the passage of this important legislation, 

as well as the work done to maintain the nation ' s highway network, the president then 

notes that "we passed a child care law, and we took a stand for family values by saying 

that when it comes to raising children, Government does not know best; parents know 

best" ( 4). The "we" the president speaks of here undoubtedly refers to the Republicans in 

Congress, as well as those Democrats who voted with them. But Bush clearly states that 

he did not want more government involvement in education. He notes that "we 

strengthened our civil rights laws, and we did it without resorting to quotas" ( 4) which 

not only keeps him in the good graces of conservatives in his party, but also indicates his 

reluctance to support further government involvement in civil rights legislation. 

Later in the speech, Bush begins his harangue on Congress by noting what a large 

and wasteful bur ,aucracy it is. Bush states, "Government is too big and spends too 

much. I have asked Congress to put a lid on mandatory spending, except Social Security. 

I ' ve proposed doing away with over 200 programs, and 4,000 wasteful projects and to 

freeze all other spending" (Bush "Address" 5). What Bush implies in this passage is that 

the country's economic recovery would benefit from a reduction of wasteful spending, 

and yet the Congress will not do anything to cut back. The president says he will deal 

with the issue himself if Congress will not: " I will enforce the spending freeze on my 
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own. If ongre s sends me a bill spend ing more than I asked for in my budget, I will veto 

it fast" (5) . Bush has come full circle since extending the hand of friendship to the 

congressional leader hip in his 1989 Inaugural Addres ; now he is taking an even harder , 

line for the convention audience . 

In order to curb spending, the president offers a solution involving Congress. 

Bush declares, "Congre s won ' t cut spending, but refuses to give the President the power 

to eliminate pork-barrel projects that waste your money. Forty-three Governors have that 

power. So I ask you, the American people: Give me a Congress that wi ll give me the 

line-item veto" ("Address' ' 5). Bush takes another strong position, stating that if 

Congress will not act, he will , and that the American public can help him by voting out 

those members of Congress who will not support a line-item veto . Then he tells the story 

of the legislative fight for the balanced budget amendment, which was lost when twelve 

of the members who cosponsored it defected and voted against it (6) . 

Bush u es the issue of distrust of Congress to attack Clinton. Bush notes that 

when the balanced budget bill failed , "Something fishy is going on here," intimating that 

Congress can not be trusted with the important work of reviving the economy (6). 

Wasting no time, Bush then links Clinton to Congress, stating, "Look at my opponent. He 

says he ' s for balanced budgets . But he came out against the amendment. He ' s like that on 

a lot of issues, first on one side, then the other" (6) . Once he has created the image of 

Clinton as changeable, he then argues "Congress has become pretty creative at finding 

ways to waste your money. So we need to be just as creative at finding ways to stop them 
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... But we also need to make sure that Congress does not just turn around and borrow 

more money to spend more money" (6) . 

Bush now states that keeping congressional spending under control is a.joint 

effort between the people and the president, and that in order to accomplish some control 

over Congress, the president "will require that for every tax dollar set aside to cut the 

debt, the ceilings on spending will be cut by an equal amount. That way, we will cut both 

debt and pending and take a whack out of the budget deficit" (6). Bush invokes 

phronesis here, a commonsense approach to keeping Congress in line. According to the 

president ' s plan, all that he must do is require that for every tax dollar collected, the 

ceiling on spending be lowered, which would cut spending, and the debt, and stop new 

growth of the budget deficit. Bush then declares that Clinton wants to raise taxes because 

he enjoys the experience: "His passion to expand government knows no bounds. He ' s 

already proposed ... new spending, along with the biggest tax increase in history" (6). 

What Bush wants his audience to assume in this passage is that electing Clinton and 

maintaining a Democratic Congress will result in unbridled taxes imposed on the 

American public 

At one point, Bush specifically blames Congress for impeding the progress of hi s 

legislation, implying that the nation ' s economy would be stronger if it were not for them. 

Once the president has blamed Congress and Clinton for what they might do in the future , 

he asks why the policies haven ' t been implemented already: "why are these proposals not 

in effect today? Only one reason: the gridlock Democratic Congress" (Bush "Address" 

8). Bush goe on to give an example of why he knows Congress will not pass important 
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legislation. Bush states that in early I 991 , " I asked American pilots to risk their lives to 

fly missions over Baghdad. I also wanted to strengthen our economic security for the 

future . So that very same day, I introduced a new domestic energy strategy which would 

cut our dependence on foreign oil by 7 million barrels a day" (9). After setting the scene, 

and setting up the contrast between the American Air Force and Congress, the president 

says, "How many days did it take to win the Gulf war? Forty-three. How many did it 

take Congress to pass a national energy strategy? Five hundred and thirty-two, and still 

counting" (9). Of course, negotiating the scope of a national energy policy takes time, 

particularly when politics are involved and the Congress and president come from 

different political parties. Yet Bush makes an effective contrast here. With a new energy 

policy, he implies, the cost of energy could conceivably be lower. The prospect of new 

jobs would also be part of such a new energy policy, but with a gridlocked Congress, 

those possibilities are not available. The president concludes by stating that term limits on 

members of Congress would be a good solution to the problem of Congressional 

ineffectiveness ( 10). Bush works hard in this passage to show voters that more progress 

could be made toward economic recovery if he had a Republican Congress to work with, 

one that would approve his economic plan. 

For Bush, in the waning months of the campaign, placing the blame on 

congressional Democrats comprised a significant portion of his acceptance speech to the 

party faithful in Houston. He demonstrated his knowledge of how Congress stopped his 

attempts to solve the nation ' s problems, and how he planned to overcome those obstacles 

if reelected. Bush also demonized his Democratic opponents, indicating that they had no 
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understanding of how their crass political maneuvering damaged the country, and could 

continue to damage the country in the future. 

Food Supply in All Three Speeches 

The final component of the persuasive political orator's speech, according to 

Ari totle, lies in his ability to discuss the nation's food supply. In Rhetoric, Aristotle says 

that "with regard to the Food Supply: he must know what outlays will meet the needs of 

his country; what kinds of food are produced at home and what is imported; and what 

articles must be exported or imported. This last he must know in order that agreements 

and commercial treaties may be made with the countries concerned" (16). Aristotle also 

states that " there are, indeed, two sorts of state to which he must see that his countrymen 

give no cause for offence, states stronger than his own, and states with which it is 

advantageous to trade" (16). 

In all three of the speeches made by George Bush, none of them directly address 

the issue of agriculture, either in terms of growing or distributing produce within or 

outside the United States. There is no discussion of or reference made to the impact that 

AFT A would have on the agricultural trade within and outside the United States. The 

emphasis on food supply that Aristotle deems as important for successful political 

rhetoric is not found in the three speeches discussed within this study. 

Did Bush Meet the Requirements of the Effective Political Orator? 

One of the criticisms leveled against George H.W. Bush' s reelection campaign is 

that he could not communicate effectively with his audience, and that he appeared to 

neither know nor care about how he communicated with his audience. Yet by analyzing 
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his speeches through the lens of Aristotle's definition of the persuasive political speaker, 

one can see that Bush and his speechwriters were effective in choosing topics to discuss 

with their audience. What they chose to discuss fell within the boundaries of Aristotle ' s 

definition of persuasive political discourse. Beginning with Bush's Inaugural Address 

and ending with his remarks addressed to the 1992 Republican Convention in Houston, 

Bush consistently referred to matters of ways and means and peace and war. Although 

the Inaugural Address tended to touch on these issues rather vaguely, by the 1992 State of 

the Union and the Republican convention acceptance speech, they were front and center, 

although the peace and war discussions always preceded the ways and means discussions. 

What Aristotle called the most important part of the persuasive political orator's arsenal , 

the ability to discuss legislation, also makes an appearance in all three of Bush ' s 

speeches. In fact , they are often the most specific parts of his speeches. Beginning with 

the outstretched hand to Congress in Bush ' s Inaugural Address, to the alternating appeals 

and ultimatums issued in the 1992 State of the Union Address, to the demonizing of 

Congress in the 1992 Houston speech, Bush tried to build a civilized relationship with 

Congress, but co 1ld not sustain it, particularly after he raised taxes in 1990. 

With the demise of the Cold War, national defense seemed to occupy the national 

imagination less. This change may explain why the 1992 State of the Union Address is 

the only speech in which the president extensively outlines the changes he plans to make 

to the defense of the United States after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Food supply issues 

also are not directly mentioned in any of the president ' s speeches, so that appears to be of 

even less importance. So why did the public respond negatively to the president' s 
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political oratory designed to persuade his audience to reelect him? While there are many 

ways to answer that question, looking at an overview of the polls conducted during 

Bush's reelection campaign provides insight as to why Bush's political rhetoric fell short. 

An Overview of 1992 Polling Data 

By January 1992, Bush and his speechwriters had to care very much about the 

kind of ethos he presented to the American public. Bush had sterling poll numbers in 

1991, due in part to the success of the Gulf War, and his reelection seemed all but 

assured. It was not until the winter of 1991 that one of Bush's pollsters, Fred Steeper, saw 

the first fissures in the electoral terrain. Studies sponsored by the Kettering Foundation in 

1990 and 1991 "found levels of revulsion [ at the government] so high that people no 

longer felt they lived in a democracy" (Duffy and Goodgame 18). Steeper could not 

understand why Bush polled at 70% in the fall of 1991 , while "a virus of pessimism- a 

queasy feeling the country was seriously on the wrong track- was spreading across 

Bush' s America and had by then infected half the population" (Goldman and Defrank 3). 

Steeper' s data, which he sent in a memo to Bush' s chief pollster Robert Teeter, was not 

easy to explain (3). If his polling indicated a high level of voter dissatisfaction with 

government, why were Bush' s approval ratings still high? 

By the State of the Union Address in 1992, Teeter ' s virus had a full-blown effect 

on the reelection campaign. Micklethwait and Wooldridge stated that pollsters saw 

"Bush ' s own approval rating decline by 57 points between the Gulf War and the 

Republican Convention in Houston" (104 ). Ri a Whillock concurs, noting that the end of 

the New Hampshire primary "showed Bush making the weakest showing of an 
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incumbent presid nt (53 percent) since Johnson in 1968" (298). Goldman and Defrank 

noted that polling conducted at the beginning of June, two months before the Houston 

convention, "showed Bu h in free fall , down fifteen points in a month" (360) . Among the 

comments of a polling group viewing a Bush speech, were: "He does not get it. Out of 

touch. He does not understand how bad things are out here" (362). By the time the 

Houston Convention concluded, the president was no better off than he had been before. 

What the polling numbers showed was while Clinton ' s approval rating fluctuated after 

the Democratic Convention, Bush's approval rating "seemed stalled at or around 40 

percent in trial heats with his rival" (409). Micklethwait and Wooldridge declared that, 

"Bush duly suffered the fourth biggest decline in his share of the vote for any sitting 

president- and won just 169 electoral college votes, against Clinton ' s 370"(104). James 

Patterson says that "Bush received 9. 7 million fewer votes than he had attracted four 

years earlier" (253) . Now all that was left was to try to decide why voters had rejected 

Bush in favor of Clinton. 

What pollsters found was an electorate furious with the president for not 

addressing their concerns about the state of the economy and a host of other problems. As 

Mickelthwait and Wooldridge noted: 

Although Perot voters told pollsters that they preferred Clinton to Bush, it 

was Perot, not Clinton, who detached them from the Republican Party

and their main concerns, such as fiscal prudence and distrust of 

government~ were conservativ ones. Clinton was elected with 43 percent 

of the ote- the ame proportion that the lackluster Dukakis had received. 
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Despite his attempts to reach out to blue-collar voters, Clinton won by 

hanging on to his base, while Perot divided the Reagan coalition (105). 

Philip Seib ' s take on the poll numbers varies only slightly from theirs because he believes 

that while Bush made some inroads into Clinton ' s polling numbers, ultimately "Perot's 

support continued to grow, reaching the level at which Clinton's strategists feared he 

would hurt their man more than Bush" (288). Despite Perot's departure from the 1992 

campaign and despite the allegations Clinton faced about his patriotism, his fidelity, and 

his ethics, Bush could not manage to convince voters to reelect him to a second term. 

Incumbency had little benefit for Bush as he ran for reelection, and the rhetoric he 

engaged in, on many levels, did little to benefit him, either. In analyzing three of Bush ' s 

speeches, what is clear is that the speeches could not create a strong enough ethos for the 

president that could withstand the economic problems that ultimately overcame his 

popularity after the Gulf War. As Mickelthwait and Wooldridge observed, "Throughout 

the election campaign, Clinton was fingered as a draft dodger, an adulterer, a dodgy real

estate investor and the husband of a divisive feminist. None of it worked" (104). Not 

only was Bush ' ethos unconvincing, but his attempts at engaging his audiences with his 

candid speech failed to have an impact on his audience. Voters were "frustrated by the 

passivity of the Bush administration in the face of serious recession, [ and] they looked 

not only for agents of change but also for truth-tellers" (71 ). With the failure of Bush and 

his speechwriters to create a persuasive presidential ethos through the use of parrhesia, 

then what of meeting Aristotle 's criteria for the effective political orator? 
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As has been stated previously, Bush and his speechwriters addressed all of the 

major elements of each definition. In what Aristotle considered the most important part of 

political persuasion, Bush did discuss his knowledge of legislation, and he showed that he 

understood how laws could affect the well-being of the country. In all of his speeches, 

issues relating to ways and means, peace and war, and national defense were discussed. 

The argument can be made that Bush may not have created a convincing ethos, 

despite the manner in which his speeches were written that were meant to underline his 

decency and his ability as a leader. Analyzing the use of ethos in Bush's speeches 

constantly showed the contradictions in the ethos he and his speechwriters were trying to 

create. Compassionate one minute and cantankerous the next, all three of Bush 's 

speeches could swing back and forth in terms of which persona was speaking at any 

given time. As time progressed, and the economy weakened, and he seemed unable to 

concisely articulate an economic plan of recovery, Americans viewed Bush more 

skeptically, and were less likely to believe him when he signaled parrhesia in his 

speeches. With an inconsistent ethos, and with voters less likely to trust what he said, 

Bush faced an audience less likely to believe his assertions about ways and means, and 

peace and war. Thus, Bush' s speeches, when analyzed through these multiple lenses, 

show that while there are distinct parts of all his speeches that meet specific criteria, none 

of the parts culminate in a persuasive whole. In order to further support this conclusion 

from the research, this study will move from a qualitative perspective to a quantitative 

perspective, illustrating one polling organizaf on ' s tracking of Bush ' s popularity with 

voters. 
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Gallup PolJ Findings: 1989-1992 

Polling data has become the lifeblood of the presidential process, because no 

matter how flawed , its data provides presidential candidates and posterity with a snapshot 

of the local, statewide, or national mood on any number of different political topics. In 

William Mayer ' s article "Trial by Poll ," he believes there is value in analyzing 

presidential approval ratings because "studying presidential approval ratings can tell us a 

good deal about public views of the presidency" (33). However, Meyer also 

acknowledges that "what concerns me here is the fact that, in recent presidencies, so 

much attention has been focused on this question at such an early point in a president's 

term- and that so much significance has been attached to the results" (33). This view of 

presidential polling definitely had an impact on the first term of Bush 's presidency, 

because of the very high approval ratings he received. When Bush entered the reelection 

phase of his presidency, his high approval ratings were both a blessing and a curse. 

The blessing was that his high approval ratings gave him the appearance of 

invincibility, and cowed the majority of possible Democratic candidates; the curse was 

that his polling numbers were so high that they would be difficult to maintain. Mayers 

asserts this very trend in his article when he says, "Where early in his term a president 

might be able to blame a foreign mishap or a bad economy on his predecessor, such 

excuses will wear increasingly thin the longer the chief executive is in office" (34 ). This 

assertion also proved true for Bush because he could definitely reap the benefit of 

successfully executing the Gulf War but he could not blame the downturn in the economy 
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on his predecessor, Ronald Reagan. Bush could not completely detach himself from the 

Reagan presidency because Reagan's base was his base. 

No perfect system exists for measuring the effectiveness of any presidential 

speech; pundits almost always follow their own ideology in analyzing political speeches, 

and even polling reflects a very small percentage of the voting public, let alone the entire 

American population. In terms of measuring approval and disapproval, opinion polls are 

not a perfect measure of the success of a presidential speech, but polling provides a 

quantitative measure of how a portion of the country reacted to a presidential speech at 

the time in which it was given. As Mayers says, "Academic analysts, in particular, 

generally need a baseline against which subsequent changes can be assessed[ ... ]the 

general trend in approval ratings can provide one- though definitely not the only

source of feedback for the incumbent administration as to how its performance is playing 

with the American people" (34). Thus, the use of Gallup poll archival data from 1992 

provides a quantitative component of this study, in its ability to provide another lens 

through which to see the impact Bush' s speeches on the American public as he ran for 

reelection. 

Inaugural Address 

On January 20, 1989, George H.W. Bush was sworn in as the forty-first President 

of the United States. Four days later, the Gallup Poll began a four-day survey of 

Americans to gauge their reaction to the newly-elected president. The polling data, whose 

field date spanned a four-day period (January 24-28 , 1989), showed that the polling 
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audience had a mixed reaction to what they believed the president could accomplish, less 

than a week after Bush had given his Inaugural Address. 

The respondents in this first poll expressed concerns for the immediate future of , 

the Bush administration. The first question asked by the poll , "Do you approve or 

disapprove of the way George Bush is handling his job as president?" seemed a bit 

premature, considering George Bush had only assumed the presidency less than a week 

before ("Ad Hoc Telephone Survey" 1). Not surprisingly, 51.25% of the respondents said 

they approved, while 6.04% said they disapproved. What is surprising, however, is that 

42. 72% respondents said they did not know whether or not they approved or disapproved 

of how he was doing as president ( 1 ). These findings could show that either Americans 

would not state that they approved or disapproved because Bush had not been president 

that long, or they were not sufficiently persuaded by his speech that he could be an 

effective president. 

In the second question in the poll , the respondents were asked if they thought "the 

Bush administration will or will not be able to ... Reduce the Federal budget deficit?" 

("Ad Hoc Telephone Survey" 1). Only 38.8 % of the respondents believed he could 

reduce the budget deficit; 46.4 7% believed the Bush administration would not reduce the 

deficit, and 14.70% did not know if the Bush administration could reduce it (1). Even 

though Bush had addressed his desire to lessen the deficit, approximately 61 % of the 

Gallup Poll respondents had concerns about his administration ' s ability to do so. The 

reaction to this question could also show that audience reaction to Bush ' s Inaugural 

Address was guarded. Perhaps the respondents wanted to see what he would do first 
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before committing to a response that would indicate the president was doing a good job 

so early in his term. 

The third question asked related to the use of illegal drugs. This was another 

standout section of Bush' s Inaugural Address, but the respondents again showed concern 

over his ability to effect any significant change in the war on drugs. When asked by 

pollsters "Do you think the Bush administration will or will not be able to ... Get the 

drug crisis under control?" only 35.98% of those polled believed he would be able to 

control the national drug problem; a daunting 51.39% believed the Bush administration 

would not be able to control the drug problem, and 12.63% weren 't sure ("Ad Hoc 

Telephone Survey" 2). This issue was also addressed with vigor in Bush ' s Inaugural 

Address, but with such a high number of respondents having a negative reaction, the 

speech was not as effective in quelling the concerns of Americans about the 

administration' s ability to handle such a domestic crisis. 

However, the news was not all bad for the fledgling Bush administration. When 

asked "Do you think the Bush administration will or will not be able to . . . Improve the 

quality of the environment,"61.48% of the respondents polled believed the Bush 

administration could improve the quality of the environment ("Ad Hoc Telephone 

Survey" 2). Also, when asked "Do you think the Bush administration will or will not be 

able to ... Keep the nation out of war?" a total of 76.36% responded that they believed 

so (2). In regard to improving education nationwide, 73.61 % of those who responded 

believed the Bush administration could improve national standards, while 74.29% 

believed he would "increase respect for the U.S. abroad" (3 ). These figures show that the 
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public did respond positively to some degree to the president 's references to the 

environmental and educational issues he had brought up in his campaign for the 

presidency. As for his ability to keep the nation out of war, undoubtedly with the threat of 

the Russians neutralized, and with the end of the Cold War, it would be difficult for 

Americans to believe there could be any kind of pretext in which the United States would 

go to war; therefore, the optimistic level of response to the "nation out of war" question. 

While Bush' s Inaugural Address didn 't completely elicit an overwhelmingly 

positive response, there was cause for celebration. The end of the Cold War meant this 

would be the first American president in nearly 50 years who could look forward to a less 

antagonistic relationship with the Soviet Union. Also, there was a high level of optimism 

expressed about the president's ability to engage in a dialogue about education reforms 

and on the environment. 

These questions were representative of the questions asked of Gallup Poll 

respondents less than a week after the Inauguration, and they show that the outcome of 

the speech was mostly positive. Although the audience was not completely sure of the 

president ' s ability to bolster the economy or to do a good job, the majority of the people 

polled indicated that they had faith in the president ' s ability to do well with other issues. 

So it would appear as though Bush and his speechwriters had created a believable ethos. 

This view is sustained by the results of another poll, conducted from December 8, 1989, 

through January 8, 1990, about the president ' s popularity. Of the respondents polled, 

66.96% said that they approved of the way Bush did his job, while only 15.94% said they 

disapproved and 17 .11 % said they didn 't know ("Presidential Popularity" 1 ). Of these 
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respondents, 62.20% said they were married, 43.51 % said they worked for someone 

full time, and a surprising 3 7 .19% of those polled said they were Democratic, as opposed 

to 32.42% who said they were Republicans (1). 

So, for Bush, the future seemed full of promise, and he had reversed some of the 

hesitation others had felt in January about his ability to be an effective president. And yet, 

in the December 1989-January 1990 poll, the last question proved telling: 45.19% of the 

respondents said they were employed fulltime, which boded well for the president 

("Presidential Popularity" 4). But 42.55% said they were not employed, substantially 

more than the 10.06% who stated they were employed part-time or the 2.20% who were 

"undesignated" (4). These numbers would come back to haunt the president at the time 

of the State of the Union Address in 1992, because by then, the country ' s economic woes 

were only more pronounced, and Americans looked to Bush more than ever before to 

come up with a plan to get the economy back on track. 

State of the Union 199 2 

As stated in Chapter V, Bush went into the State of the Union Address of 1992 

with high expectations from his audience. Although not seriously contested for the 

nomination of the Republican Party, and facing a Democratic challenger relatively 

unknown to the rest of the country, Bush still need to present a strong speech to his 

audience. 

Based on a poll conducted by the Gallup Organization on January 28, 1992, the 

night of the speech, reaction to the president's big speech was decidedly mixed. Among 

those people polled, 73.03% said they watched the entire speech, while 26.97% said they 
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only watched "Most of it" ("State of the Union Reaction Special" 1). When asked "As a 

result of tonight's speech, are you more likely or less likely to vote to re-elect George 

Bush- or did the speech not make much difference?" 38.28% stated that they would be ' 

"more likely" to vote for the president, while only 8.40% said they would be "less likely" 

(1-2). However, 50% of the respondents said the speech didn ' t make much difference on 

how they planned to vote (2). At this point, it is not clear as to whether voters believed 

they had decided to vote for Bush no matter what, or would wait to see who the 

Democratic nominee would be and vote for him. The following numbers would indicate 

that the response was more in favor of Bush. When asked, "Did President Bush address 

the issues that concern you most, or not," 70. 76% said the president did address the issues 

most important to them (2). That would indicate that the State of the Union address was a 

success in that it did discuss those issues of the most concern to voters that year. 

Of those asked "In his speech~ do you think Bush was too willing to compromise 

with Congress on economic policy, not willing enough to compromise, or just about 

right," 64.98% believed that he was "just about right" in how he dealt with Congress 

("State of the U ion Reaction Special" 2). This response would indicate that the voters 

didn ' t hold Bush entirely responsible for breaking his "no new taxes pledge" at that point. 

When asked "Do you think the economic program Bush presented tonight is likely to get 

the country out of the recession, or not?" there was a fairly even split (2) . The majority of 

respondents, 47.52% of them, believed that Bush's economic program was "likely" to 

pull the United States out of its economic recession, while 46.89% believed that it was 

"not likely" that the president ' s plan would help (2). 
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The respondents also seemed fairly split in their reaction to the question of if they 

thought "Bush's speech was mostly aimed at solving the nation ' s problems, or mostly 

aimed at helping his own re-election chances." Of those polled, 44.01 % believed that the 

speech meant to help with "Solving problems" while 40.60% believed that he was pretty 

much "helping his reelection chances" ("State of the Union Reaction Special" 3). Also, 

14.06% of the respondents believed that both options were probable, so there was a mix 

of confidence and cynicism on the parts of the respondents (3). Yet if that 14.06% 

decided that that Bush was more interested in gaining reelection, theoretically 54% of 

those polled would believe that the president only wanted to be reelected, which would 

not be good for his chances in the upcoming election. Of course, if they decided that 

Bush was more interested in solving the nation ' s problems, that decision would bode 

particularly well for him. 

In terms of issues relating to the economy, Bush predictably did not receive a 

strong reaction, because only two out of three of his proposals for helping to stimulate the 

economy met with a strong favorable response. For example, when asked "Please tell me 

if you feel each of the following proposals Bush made tonight will improve the economy 

a lot, a little, or not at all ... Cutting the capital gains tax?" 4 7 .50% believed cutting the 

capital gains tax would help "A little," while 33.65% believed it would help "A lot" 

("State of the Union Reaction Special" 3). There was a similar response to the issue of, 

"Raising the personal tax exemption by $500 per child," which only 34.50% of 

respondents felt would help the economy "a lot," while 53 .40% of the respondents 

believed it would help the economy "a little" (3-4 ). Yet when asked if "Giving a $5,000 
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tax credit to first-time home buyers" would benefit the economy, 51.68% of those polled 

indicated it would help "a lot," as opposed to 39.15% who believed it would help "a 

little" ( 4). So while the initial reaction to the speech wasn't as strongly favorable as Bush 

and his advisors might have hoped, and it did not reflect the hype that this would have to 

be the speech of George H.W. Bush's career, the reaction also indicated that the public 

was not ready to vote him out of office by any means. The respondents who believed the 

first two parts of the economic package could help the economy "a little" could 

conceivably be persuaded up until Election Day that the president's economic proposals 

were sound. 

In the week following the speech, the Gallup Organization conducted another 

poll, commissioned by CNN/USA Today, which was conducted from January 31-

February 2, 1992. Serving as a follow up to the poll taken the night of the speech, the 

data from this poll shows that the speech itself had not done anything to give Bush a 

boost in his approval ratings among the American public. 

The first indication that Bush 's political future is in jeopardy lies in the response 

to the first question, which asks, "Do you approve or disapprove of the way George Bush 

is handling his job as president?" ("Benchmark Poll: Post State of the Union" 1 ). The 

response is a pretty clear split; 46.41 % of those polled approve of the president's work as 

president, but 48.41 % indicate they disapprove of what the president is doing, with 

5.18% answering "DO ' T KNOW/REFUSED" (1). When respondents were asked the 

question, " If George Bush runs for re-election this year, in general , are you more likely to 

vote for Bush or for the Democratic Party ' s candidate for president?" Bush has a strong 
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lead over the unnamed Democrat, 46.17% to 37.92% (2). Yet 12.67% of those polled 

voted "DON'T KNOW," which indicates that if those voters go to a Democratic Party 

nominee, then Bush loses his lead (2). Also, in the section of questions that follow, when 

respondents are asked to list a "favorable" or "unfavorable" response to a candidate ' s 

name, Bush scores the highest favorable rating of all the possible candidates. He also 

outranks any of the Democratic candidates, earning a 56.28% favorable rating (2-4). 

Clinton comes closest to Bush, with a 38% favorable rating; Clinton also has a lower 

unfavorable rating of 31.96% (3). Bush's unfavorable rating is slightly higher, at 41.27%, 

but Republican challenger David Dukes, the former Ku Klux Klan member, has the 

highest unfavorable rating among all of the candidates, coming in at 78.98% (3). While it 

appears that Bush is not completely invincible as he heads into reelection, it is also clear 

that he is the strongest candidate of either party. In fact , at this point, it looks as though 

he will be a tough candidate to beat. 

Houston Acceptance Speech 1992 

As President Bush made his way to Houston to accept his party ' s nomination for 

the presidency, his polling numbers painted a dire picture of what he would face in the 

few months remaining of the campaign. The Gallup Poll conducted a "Pre-Republican 

Convention Poll ," sponsored by C /USA Today from August 10-12, 1992. The first 

question asked was, "If the presidential election were being held TODAY, would you 

vote for the Republican ticket of George Bush and Dan Quayle or for the Democratic 

ticket of Bill Clinton and Al Gore?" Coming fresh off the successful Democratic 

Convention, 32.30% of those polled indicated they would vote for Bush/Quayle, while 
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50.96% said they would vote for Clinton/Gore ("Pre-Republican Convention Poll" 1). 

Only 14.59% were unsure, and a mere .49% indicated they 'd still vote for Ross Perot (1). 

When respondents were asked if they had "a favorab le or unfavorable opinion of . . . 

George Bush?" there was almost an even split between his favorab le rating of 42.91 % 

and his unfavorable rating of 50.57% (2). These responses are similar to the responses to 

the 1992 State of the Union Address, which is not a good sign with approximately three 

months left until the election. 

Unfortunately, the president also received no kind of lift from his vice-president; 

Dan Quayle ' s unfavorable rating was a staggering 58.74%, and his favorab le rating was 

only an eyelash shy of the president ' s at 31.99% ("Pre-Republican Convention Poll" (3). 

What the Gallup polling reveals at this point is that Bush' s advisors, who begged Bush to 

drop Quayle from the ticket and find another vice president, had polling numbers that 

gave them good reason to go to the president and make that request, although it would be 

a considerable political risk to do so. The final question of the poll asked respondents 

who had said they would not vote for Bush "Is there ANY CHANCE you will vote for 

George Bush in November or is there NO CHANCE WHATSOEVER that you will vote 

for him?" ("Pre-Republican Convention Poll" 4). Of those polled, 75.20% indicated there 

was "no chance whatsoever" they would vote for him, although 20.79% indicated they 

might (4). This deficit indicates that the president's political ethos had been seriously 

breeched, and that drastic measures would need to be taken in order to close that gap. 

After the convention concluded, the Gallup Poll conducted another poll , this time 

sponsored by ewsweek, on August 21 , 1992. They asked respondents " If the 
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presidential election were being held TODAY, would you vote for the Republican ticket 

of George Bush and Dan Quayle, or the Democratic ticket of Bill Clinton and Al Gore?" 

and 48.42% indicated they would vote for Clinton/Gore, while 34.68% said they would 

vote for Bush/Quayle ("Post-GOP Convention" 1 ). 

Yet when asked "As of TODAY do you lean more to Bush and Quayle, the 

Republican, or to Clinton and Gore, the Democrat," 37.25% responded that they did not 

know which they leaned toward the most ("Post-GOP Convention" 2). Those who tended 

to lean more toward Bush/Quayle were at 27.85%, while those who tended to lean toward 

Clinton/Gore were at 27.63% (2). These numbers seem to confound the poll numbers 

that showed a significant portion of the respondents said that if the election were being 

held that day, they'd vote for Clinton/Gore over Bush/Quayle. It appears from this 

polling data that while Bush had not done enough in his acceptance speech to convince 

the public that they should vote for him, many voters were correspondingly reluctant to 

say they would not vote for him in November. 

One of the remaining questions asked, "Do you approve or disapprove of the way 

George Bush is handling his job as president?" and 55.68% responded that they 

disapproved of the way he handled his job ("Post-GOP Convention" 2). Most tellingly, 

when asked "tell me if you think George Bush or Bill Clinton would do the best job as 

president in each of the following areas ... The economy?" only 34.97% of the 

respondents said that Bush would do the best job, while 55.17% said that Clinton would 

do the best job (2). In the remaining questions, focused on who would do the best job in 

regard to foreign policy, education, and the environment, Bush only came out strongly 
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against Clinton in foreign policy; Clinton edged out Bush in education and the 

environment, two areas Bush hoped to use as evidence of having a successful domestic 

presidency (2-3). 

The Gallup Organization ran another presidential popularity poll from September 

24 through October 13, 1992, and the results were similar to the one they had run right 

after the Republican convention. It showed that Bush had gained no momentum at all 

after the convention, and heading into the last month of the campaign, was not likely to 

pick up any more momentum that could make him a threat to Clinton. When asked, "Do 

you approve or disapprove of the way George Bush is handling his job as President?" the 

numbers still showed the president at a disadvantage; 59.53% said they disapproved, 

while 29 .59 approved ("Presidential Popularity" 1 ). Of this population ofrespondents, 

62.99% were married (1 ). Just as the case was in the initial 1989 presidential approval 

poll, the largest segment of those respondents polled were employed; in this case, 46.76% 

were employed, while 39 .27% were unemployed (2). The number of those unemployed 

had gone down from the original poll, but not by much. Bush ' s inability to reverse the 

downward trend of the economy or at least to reverse the impression that he was taking 

measures to help the economy had not taken place. The people who were being hurt the 

most by the economic downturn (the 39.27% of the respondents who were unemployed) 

were now getting ready to go to the polls to vote. 

When the time came for the final Gallup Poll , less than one week before the 

election, and taken from October 28-29, 1992, the polling numbers showed that with the 

election fast approaching, Bush still had a chance to pull off a victory. With 99.71 % of 
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the respondents indicating they were registered voters, when asked "How much thought 

have you given to the upcoming election for president-quite a lot, or only a little?" 

92. 70% responded that they had given "quite a lot" of thought to the election ("Final 

Presidential Poll" 2). Of these voters, 67 .57% indicated they voted "always," while 

28.56% indicated they voted "nearly always" and only .44% said they never voted (2). 

When asked "Do you, yourself, plan to vote in the presidential election on November 3, 

or not?" 100% answered yes to the question (3). This question indicates a strong 

commitment to vote in the general election among those people being polled. 

Thus, their responses indicated that Bush ' s reelection rhetoric had put him in 

contention for the upcoming election. When asked "As of TODAY, do you lean more to 

Bush and Quayle, the Republicans, to Clinton and Gore, the Democrats, or to Perot and 

Stockdale, the independents?" Bush/Quayle drew 18.84% of the responses, and Clinton 

/Gore drew 19.73%. Perot/Stockdale drew 11.78% ("Final Presidential Poll" 3). The 

largest percentage of the response went to the "DO 'T KNOW" category, with 31.86 of 

the respondents choosing this option, while 17.80% of the respondents answered 

"REFUSED" (3). When respondents were asked "Do you support (Bush/Quayle, 

Clinton/Gore, or Perot/Stockdale) strongly or only moderately?" 62.97% answered 

"strongly" and 36.51 % answered "only moderately" with .52% responding "don ' t 

know/refused" ( 4). Bush had fought back from the debacle of the Republican 

convention, and had pulled within striking distance of Clinton. 

In analyzing the numbers of respondents who said they didn ' t know who they ' d 

vote for on Election Day, or by refusing to tell the pollsters whom they 'd vote for , one 
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can see that Bush 's chance of winning reelection looked doubtful. While he had battled 

back from high negative polling numbers at the time of the Republican convention, his 

fluctuating popularity as measured by Gallup polling data suggest that Bush ' s reelection 

rhetoric was not as successful as it needed to be. Bush was not simply a presidential 

challenger; he was the incumbent. He had had four years in which to create his 

presidential ethos, and to use parrhesia to inspire trust in the American public. Now, with 

reelection within his grasp, it was up to the voters to deliver the final verdict: whether he 

would return to the White House, or to private life. 

Summary 

In assessing Bush 's reelection rhetoric , what emerges from the analysis of three 

speeches given by the president meant to establish and maintain a presidential ethos is 

that Bush and his speechwriters did address topics that were important to American 

voters in the 1992 election. In looking at how Aristotle defined the topics of most import 

to the successful politician and presidential polling, Bush and his speechwriters were 

making a concentrated effort to focus on those issues that resonated most with the voters. 

Issues involving the domestic economy and national security were discussed in all 

three of the speeches selected for this study, and the data collected by the Gallup 

Organization indicates that although Bush fell short in the polls, there was still a 

possibility that voters would gravitate to him, if only he could communicate with them 

why he was the one they needed to return to the White House. In fact, Rhodes Cook, in 

his article "' 92 Voter Turnout: Apathy Stymied," stated that the 1992 election saw that 

"voters turned out at the highest rate (55.24 percent) since 1968, with a record increase in 
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new voters (nearly 13 million ) that produced the largest presidential election turnout ever 

(nearly 105 million)" (1). This level of turnout indicates that the messages of the 

campaign were significant to voters, and that they were determined to vote. Cook 

believes the Weinberger indictment was not what doomed Bush at the polls. Instead, he 

believes voter turnout increased because "a unique array of forces was agitating voters 

last fall, including recession, government gridlock, and the simple desire for change that 

springs from a dozen years of one-party presidential rule" (2). The unrest among voters 

that Fred Steeper had first noticed as an aberration in his polling data in the fall of 1991 

was ultimately translated into action, despite the best efforts of George H. W. Bush and 

his speechwriting staff to persuade voters to stay the course and vote for him. 

The reason why this was a possibility is that many of the voters who were polled 

by the Gallup Organization did not reject many of Bush's proposals. Many of the points 

made in Bush's Inaugural Address dealing with the state of the world in general, and the 

changes facing the United States, were concerns faced by many Americans. In his State 

of the Union Address in 1992, the Gallup respondents thought that President Bush was 

doing what was needed in order to reform the economy. From an Aristotelian 

perspective, Bush was also following the process of the persuasive politician, discussing 

matters pertaining to the health and welfare of the nation, as well as issues relating to its 

defense. Medhurst believes that Bush also was capable of addressing the important issues 

of his presidency; he states that "in many instances Bush did have an agenda. The 

problem was not lack of ideas, but the inability to mobilize those ideas in a coherent and 

persuasive way" ( 12). Bush was saying what needed to be said, but he just could not say 
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it effectively enough to counteract the stronger, more dynamic delivery of Bill Clinton, or 

the pseudo-folksy sound bites of Ross Perot. 

And because they represented what was different, and because President Bush 

represented a status quo that was not working and could not articulate a different or 

dynamic approach to the issues that were plaguing the country, Bush quickly became 

fodder for media pundits and satiric television shows and late night comedians who found 

his lack of a coordinated campaign message a treasure trove of material for their shows. 

In retrospect, even Bush knew that he bore a significant responsibility for his inability to 

get reelected, and he, too, pinpointed what he felt was the true reason for this failure: 

"There was the inevitable finger-pointing when the campaign was over about ' Whose 

fault was it?- Ross Perot? The media? The campaign? I will always feel it was mine 

because I was unable to communicate to the American people that the economy was 

improving" (All the Best 581 ). 

Of course, the question would then be raised as to why a man of such experience, 

both in the world of business, international affairs , and public service in American 

politics, could not articulate such a view. With the vast amount of knowledge and 

experience he had gathered before his reelection campaign, how could that all not have 

been put to good use? What might have held Bush back from being able to articulate to 

the American people what plans he had? 

An answer to these questions may lie in Bush ' s emotional makeup. During the 

Houston Convention in 1992, Bush' s audience seemed to respond best to his speech 

accepting the nomination, in part because of its ability to stir partisan emotions. That kind 
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of display of pathos was not Bush's public style, and once he was back on the campaign 

trail, those emotional stump speeches eventually ended. He had to rely on his presidential 

ethos, which was no longer effective, and his attempts at parrhesia were rejected by an 

audience no longer willing to believe his message. Sadly, this is where his lack of a 

concise view of what he wanted to accomplish in his second term failed him when he 

truly needed it, because once he could no longer appeal to those strong emotions, there 

was no vision for him to rely on to communicate to his audience. 

For a politician who beseeched his speechwriters not to give him any emotional 

material, it is possible that the key to winning reelection may have come in embracing, 

however reluctantly, a pathos that he was unaccustomed to expressing earlier in his term 

as president. Had he established some kind of pathos in the beginning, the more fiery 

rhetoric he expressed toward the end might have been able to have been sustained. He 

may have been prevented from doing so by his own aversion to expressing emotion in 

public (although he was not averse to doing so in private) ; the beginning of his 

presidency had, after all , been marked by comments from the media that he was a wimp, 

despite his well-publicized record as a naval pilot in World War II and his ability to fight 

for an election as hard and as deviously as any Daley-era politician. Because he had 

eschewed discussing or showing his deeper emotions in public, their sudden appearance 

seemed out of character and could be startling to the audience. The fiery rhetoric spoken 

of in this instance would not be the attack rhetoric of which he was fond of indulging. If 

Bush had been able to articulate why he wanted to be president because of his plans for 

how he could solve current domestic and foreign problems, he might have won a second 
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term, because this passionate pathos would already have been established as part of hi s 

presidential ethos. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

Overview 

What the results of this study have shown is that when George H.W. Bush ran for 

reelection, despite his efforts and those of his speech writers, they could not create a 

compelling presidential ethos for Bush when he ran for reelection. Strengthening the 

ethos of a sitting president might seem easy for a president who had many international 

successes during his presidency, as well as some domestic victories. But Bush ' s 

competence as president, and the well-documented ethical issues Clinton faced as he ran 

against Bush, did not help the president and his speech writers put together a cohesive 

campaign message. Beginning with the 1989 Inaugural Address, and continuing 

throughout his presidency, Bush' s ethos constantly contradicted itself, a symptom of his 

lack of a campaign message both in the 1988 campaign as well as the 1992 campaign. 

Results of Ethos 

Several reasons could be stated for this failure to create and maintain a unified 

presidential ethos. One reason seems to lie with Bush' s preference to avoid conflict and 

try to work out a compromise in almost any situation. Bush wanted to appeal to the more 

partisan elements of his base in Congress, but he could not afford to risk enraging the 

body controlling the outcome of his legislation. In terms of his oting base, Bush also 

could not create nor maintain a unified presidential ethos. Because of the fragmented 
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nature of his base, it was difficult to make all parts of his constituency happy with his 

decisions. Not only could this have hampered his ability to take political action, but it 

could have restrained him in terms of his political rhetoric as he faced reelection. 

Another problem with creating a unified ethos for the president occurred because 

of his inability to articulate a sense of optimism about the future without first invoking 

the virtues of the past. As an older politician, Bush faced a generational challenge from 

Clinton, and needed to present himself as a visionary politician to the American public. 

Bush and his speechwriters tried to present that image through the president's speeches, 

but defeated that purpose by creating their most inspired rhetoric by drawing from the 

past as a way of defining the future. Discussing the historic past is where Bush seems 

most at ease in three speeches analyzed for this study. Yet Bush could not quite shake the 

idea that an uncertain future was one to be feared, rather than embraced . In trying to 

create an ethos of change, Bush and his speechwriters weakened that ethos by hearkening 

to the past in many of their examples about the strength of the American people. 

One further issue involving Bush' s presidential ethos is that he could not discuss 

how he would solve America' s economic problems in a persuasive way. The diversity of 

Bush ' s 1988 voting base proved a serious challenge for Bush and his speechwriters. They 

couldn' t create an economic ethos for the president that would appeal to groups so 

ideologically diverse. His appeal to the conservatives in his base was at odds with the 

other members of his base who preferred the kinder, gentler rhetoric of his early 

presidency. As he and his speechwriters worked to toughen his presidential ethos, 

polling data indicated that voters had, for the most part, stopped listening to him. 
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Although some political operatives asserted that Bush's presidential rhetoric grew more 

effective as he attacked Clinton, polling data suggests that most voters were not moved 

by the tougher rhetoric. 

Results of Parrhesia 

In terms of how parrhesia impacted Bush's campaign discourse as he ran for a 

second term, the analysis of all three speeches shows Bush was capable of candid speech 

when he addressed the public. In Bush's Inaugural Address, he bluntly informed the 

public the federal budget was in trouble, and in the 1992 State of the Union Address he 

acknowledged an unease felt by Americans about the future. In the 1992 Houston 

Acceptance Speech he invoked Harry Truman's image as the plainspoken, tough 

president he wanted voters to believe he was. Bush could speak from the depth of his 

convictions, and he could do so in a genuine manner, yet these examples were few and 

far between even in these speeches. Bush could engage in candid speech with an 

audience that had the power to vote him out of office, but he couldn ' t sustain that kind of 

speech over time. As the economy worsened, and Bush seemed hesitant to commit to 

running for reelection, the American public began to lose their trust in him. As their trust 

in him eroded, so did his poll numbers. 

When Bush and his speechwriters began to try to strengthen the public ' s view of 

his presidential ethos, the president used aggressive attack rhetoric against Clinton. Had 

Bush engaged in more parrhesia during the reelection campaign, and imbued that 

parrhesia, as well as his campaign rhetoric with a gentler pathos, rather than reviving the 

character attacks he engaged in during the 1988 and 1992 elections, it is possible that 
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even with the contradictions in his ethos, the public would have voted for him over the 

less-experienced and more ethically-challenged Clinton. 

Results of Analysis 

The content analysis of Bush's Inaugural Address, the 1992 State of the Union 

Address, and the 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech shows that while Bush was known 

for garbling his impromptu speech, his prepared speeches covered the important topics of 

the day. All of these speeches covered issues relating to foreign policy and domestic 

policy. Bush was proudest of his international accomplishments, and in all three 

speeches, they are addressed in great detail , and are always discussed before domestic 

policy issues. Bush's Inaugural Address discusses the significance of the end of the Cold 

War before taking on the challenge of greater social need and less government money 

with which to fund social programs. The 1992 State of the Union Address invokes the 

success of the Gulf War before discussing the multi-layered economic plan Bush wanted 

to use to stimulate the sluggish economy. In his acceptance speech to the Republican 

Convention in 1992, Bush 's speech opened by discussing the end of the Gulf War and 

America' s status as a superpower before addressing Bush 's plan to revitalize the 

American economy. Although the nature of foreign policy and domestic security had 

changed from Aristotle's time, the means by which a president can persuade his audience 

still applied to Bush' s era, and he and his speechwriters addressed those issues. 

What was problematic about the speeches was that by the time of the Houston 

Acceptance Speech, more and more voters were turning away from Bush and turning 

more toward Clinton or Perot. Bush' s strategy of making morality part of his campaign 
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was a wise one; Clinton ' s marital problems, his quest to avoid military service during 

Vietnam, and his ability to empathize with both sides of every issue played into the self

indulgent Baby Boomer stereotype. A certain political phronesis would suggest that 

contrasting his steadier personal behavior with Clinton ' s, and by contrasting his 

presidential ability with Perot' s unorthodox management style, Bush could create a 

reelection ethos positing him as the mature, experienced leader with a steady hand, 

bringing the world to unprecedented peace, and beginning to bring relief to the troubled 

economy. No matter how often the president raised the specter of Clinton, however, it 

appeared to make little difference to voters. Despite Bush ' s attacks on Clinton' s 

appearance in jogging shorts and his nefarious plan to put Mario Cuomo on the Supreme 

Court, he couldn ' t convince voters to commit to him after the 1992 Republican 

Convention. 

This study shows Bush was aware of the issues most important to voters and he 

could address them; however, his inability to state a clear position on domestic issues had 

a negative impact on American voters. The 1988 election indicated that voters wanted a 

president to keep the status quo in the White House; they wanted Bush to keep his 

campaign pledge to stay the course, and he obliged, except in some areas where he 

needed to assuage his base. For example, in his 1992 State of the Union Address, Bush 

vowed to continue the fight against drugs and to continue the fight to reform welfare to 

convince conservative voters he was still tough on crime. By the time he ran for 

reelection, the comprehensive economic plan he introduced in the 1992 State of the 

Union message tried to provide relief for voters who were out of work while also offering 
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tax breaks and incentives to small businesses. No amount of parrhesia or reworked 

attempts at recreating a presidential ethos seemed to work for the voting public once the 

election neared its end. 

Finally, there did seem to be a change in Bush ' s rhetoric as the election campaign 

came to an end. After the Houston convention, the president reverted to the attack 

rhetoric that he had used so successfully against Dukakis to use against Clinton. The 

results of these attacks did make some change in the polling numbers; as mentioned 

earlier in this study, Gallup polling data from the last poll conducted before the election 

showed that the lead that Clinton had enjoyed had shrunk considerably. Voters still 

questioned, though, whether or not Bush had any idea of what to do with the serious 

economic problems the country was facing. Bush had gambled on creating an ethos for 

himself as the experienced, ethical, fatherly leader, but his reelection campaign rhetoric 

could not fully support that intention. Instead, as the election grew closer, Bush returned 

to the slash-and-bum rhetoric that he had used in the past, which eventually ended when 

his advisers deemed it as unseemly behavior for the president. But the flaw in using this 

approach showed that Bush did not understand the fundamental change in his audience. 

Previously, voters had not wanted serious change in the government, and they welcomed 

Bush as a figure of stability. But times had changed. Solutions to serious problems were 

needed, particularly on the domestic front, and Bush and his speechwriters could not 

effectively communicate how he would solve those problems to the American people. 
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Implications of the Study 

Tracing the historical significance of the orator and relating the orator to the 

American president shows that one major implication of this study includes the presid nt 

as part of the ongoing historical evolution of the orator in the rhetorical tradition. 

Analyzing the speeches of President Bush using rhetorical terms such as ethos and 

parrhesia, and then using other terms such as anaphora and phronesis in the study as a 

means of further analysis , this study has demonstrated there is more to presidential 

rhetoric than analyzing a president' s tone or style of speaking, and to move beyond 

analyzing a president ' s appearance on television and the sound bites he utters. While 

these elements of presidential speech are important, what this study shows is that 

rhetorical terms have a place in teasing out the real rhetoric in presidential speeches. 

Another implication of this study is that using rhetorical terms to analyze 

presidential discourse in any era has enormous potential, particularly in the case of 

President George H. W. Bush. If one views political discourse as a tapestry, rhetorical 

analysis is but one of the threads that comprise that tapestry and rhetorical study can be 

interwoven seamlessly with political and cultural analysis. At the present time, Martin J. 

Medhurst ' s The Presidential Rhetoric of George H. W. Bush claims to be the only book 

providing a rhetorical analysis of Bush ' s presidential speeches. This collection of essays, 

by Medhurst and other presidential rhetoricians, provides an important starting point from 

which to continue further research into the use of rhetorical terms to discuss the 

significance of rhetoric and discourse analysis. Using rhetorical terms a the ba i of the 

analysis then brings more and more attention to the area of presidential rhetoric and 
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historical rhetoric for scholars who engage in rhetorical investigations and discourse 

analysis studies. With the availability of documents in the Bush Library in College 

Station, Texas, presidential rhetoricians have access to documents from the Bush vice 

presidency and presidency and can interrogate the implications of how Bush and his 

speechwriters used rhetorical strategies in various speeches throughout Bush's political 

tenure in Washington. 

One other major implication of this study relates to the relationship between a 

president and his speechwriters, and how important it is that the relationship be a strong 

one, despite the different style of leadership each president possesses. This area of study 

has significance for presidential candidates, particularly when the research establishes 

connections with presidential rhetoric and how his speeches are perceived by the public. 

Candidates will need to understand how important the relationship is between a 

candidate, or an incumbent president, and those they choose to write their speeches. The 

tenuous relationship between Bush and his speechwriters would be an important part of 

this discussion, particularly in regard to the issue of creating a candidate ' s ethos and how 

speechwriters try to put that ethos across to the American public. 

The study of Bush' s rhetoric and how he used it to communicate with such a 

broad and diverse discourse community will invite future scholars to compare and 

contrast how presidents organized the speechwriting process in the West Wing. Bush had 

a more organized approach to meeting with his speechwriters than Ford did, and he did 

not insist on crafting his own speeches as Carter did, yet his organizational approach did 

little to improve the persuasive powers of his presidential ethos. While presidential 
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scholars such as Fred Greenstein praise Eisenhower for creating a hierarchy in the 

speech writing process, Greenstein acknowledges that the process didn ' t help with the 

content or the pathos of Eisenhower's speeches. One possible implication of this study is , 

that Greenstein's premise may also hold true for Bush. Bush was engaged in the drafting 

process of his speeches, but his reluctance to participate in the speech writing process may 

be an area to interrogate further in the future. 

Another implication of this study is that presidential discourse suffers without a 

message to communicate to the public. Bush and his speechwriters struggled to find the 

necessary language to create an initial presidential ethos, and then successfully articulate 

why the American public should reelect Bush to a second term. The strongest parts of 

Bush' s speeches are those primarily concerned with his foreign policy objectives, which 

in the first part of his presidency had no detrimental effect on how he was perceived by 

the voting public. Yet as the economy worsened, he and his speechwriters could not point 

to any of his domestic policies that were as great as his diplomatic successes. Bush ' s 

decision to emphasize his foreign policy accomplishments and to push his domestic 

agenda to the backburner as he entered his reelection campaign made him appear 

unconcerned and out of touch with his audience. No amount of candid speech after the 

summer of 1992 could do anything to help him. The implication of this study is that any 

candidate seeking higher office, particularly an incumbent president, cannot rely on 

polling numbers and assume they insure electoral victory beyond the shadow of a doubt. 
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Future Areas of Study 

There is a wealth of opportunity for future research in topics related to this study. 

With the publication of The Presidential Rhetoric of George H.W. Bush, as well as other , 

books that focused mainly on the policies of Bush, the retrospectives on the first Bush 

administration have begun. What remains for future scholars are opportunities to further 

investigate the ways in which rhetorical and discourse theory may be applied to the study 

of presidential rhetoric, and applied specifically to the presidential rhetoric of George 

H.W. Bush. 

Terms of Engagement 

One such area of future study might focus on the president's well-known aversion 

to expressing emotion in his speeches; noting the presence or absence of pathos would 

complement the focus on ethos in this study. Bush did engage in pathos in the three 

speeches analyzed for this study, yet investigating the use of pathos in other speeches he 

gave, such as his weekly radio addresses could produce enlightening research. Certainly 

another possible area of study would be analyzing the logos in various presidential 

speeches, such as his speech defining a new world order at the end of the Cold War. 

Other possibilities involving more recent rhetorical definitions might include the Burkean 

definition of identification. Bush often tried to present himself to voters as "regular 

folks," and investigating a speech such as his acceptance speech from the 1988 ew 

Orleans Convention could focus on a Burkean analysis showing how Bush and his 

speechwriters used identification to create Bush ' s identity for the voting public. 
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Bush Scripted and Unscripted 

Another area of future study could focus on the effectiveness of Bush ' s press 

conference rhetoric as compared to the rhetoric of his public speeches. Some critics of the 

president, such as Duffy and Goodgame, believe that his press conferences often showed 

him to advantage, which is why he gave more press conferences in one term than Ronald 

Reagan gave in two. They believe press conferences showed his command of detail and 

his comfortable rapport with reporters early in his administration gave him a strong and 

genial presidential ethos in front of the cameras. In this area of study, it may be possible 

for future scholars to compare media response to Bush' s press conferences with media 

response to his public speeches. For example, in his 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech, 

Bush used a great deal of pathos: he expressed anger at the Democrats for blocking his 

domestic legislation, he expressed contrition for raising taxes, and he expressed 

confidence in his ability to lead the nation in his second term. Studying transcripts of 

press conferences held in Houston after that speech could be analyzed for how Bush 

expressed similar emotions, and if he expressed himself in similar terms, or if he tended 

to hold back in expressing his feelings about how his reelection campaign was going. 

Like Fat her, Like Son 

Another significant area of future study will involve comparing and contrasting 

the rhetoric of George H.W. Bush with George W. Bush. I believe studying how each of 

these men used rhetoric in many different contexts will be the area of study I will pursue 

as the second Bush presidency concludes. 
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Both George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush have staked much of their 

presidential legacy on their involvement in a war in the Middle East, ostensibly for the 

protection of democracy there, and both have been criticized for engaging in those wars 

in order to support oil and military interests held by American corporations. One might 

also consider how each president responded rhetorically to the impact of war in Iraq. 

Since George H.W. Bush organized an international military coalition to fight the Iraqi 

army in Kuwait, while George W. Bush did not organize an international military 

coalition to invade Iraq, the rhetorical choices made by each president in explaining his 

rationale for war to the American people could be analyzed in order to determine if there 

were any way to see why George H.W. Bush lost his reelection bid after successfully 

prosecuting the Gulf War, while George W. Bush won his reelection bid while the United 

States Army was still engaged in a war in Iraq at the time of the 2004 general election. 

How each president chose to frame their decision to invade another country, and how 

they used their presidential rhetoric to build consensus from the American people to go to 

war would also serve as an interesting comparison. 

Both presidents have been figures of ridicule in popular culture. Father and son 

have faced criticism for what they say and how they say it; both presidents have been 

heavily criticized for their choice of vice-president. George H.W. Bush and George W. 

Bush have been targets of satire on such shows as BC ' s Saturday ight Live, and part 

of the satire has involved their mangling of the English language and their public 

personas when they speak. Their relationship with their respecti e vice presidents has 

also been a crucial part of how they are satirized . An aging president supported b an 
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inexperienced vice president marked the political satire of the first Bu h presidency; an 

aging vice president supporting an inexperienced president characterized the second Bush 

presidency. How the father and son were characterized by popular culture in and out of 

office would be an interesting area of rhetorical study and discourse analysis. 

Both presidents also faced a reversal of political fortune as they ended their terms 

of office; George H.W. Bush' s failure to win reelection had its roots in the results of the 

midterm elections of 1990, whi le the return to a Democratic Congress in the 2006 

midterm elections was viewed as a referendum on George W. Bush 's domestic and 

international policies as president. How each president worked to insure victory, and then 

dealt with defeat rhetorically, would be another area of rhetorical study that would prove 

fruitful , once George W. Bush's presidency concludes. Another area of study might 

include an analysis of the rise and fall of the phrase "stay the course" in the presidential 

rhetoric of George H.W. Bush, and then George W. Bush. George H.W. Bush first used 

the term in order to discus his intent to continue the domestic economic policies of 

Ronald Reagan, and the phrase figured prominently in Dana Carvey' s impression of him 

as vice-president and president when Carvey portrayed Bush on Saturday ight Live. For 

George W. Bush, the phrase was used to refer to the U.S. position on the war in Iraq, and 

the announcement in late 2006 that it would no longer be used as a description of the 

American military policy in Iraq begs further rhetorical study as to why the son would 

use political rhetoric that became something of a running joke during his father ' s 

administration. In all of the e areas, there is a wealth of information that can be mined to 

note how each of these pre idents dealt with each of these situations rhetorically. 
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The Bush Speechwriters 

Many critics have speculated that while both men have been known for their 

awkward speaking habits, George W. Bush's reliance on one primary speechwriter, 

Michael Gerson, may have contributed to his popularity with voters. George H.W. Bush ' s 

approach to speech writing and how it was organized in terms of presidential access could 

be compared and contrasted with the son's. Because George H.W. Bush seemed to work 

well one-on-one with speechwriters (such as Peggy Noonan and Curt Smith), further 

study as to how working primarily with one or two speechwriters may have helped his 

presidency could be undertaken. Comparing and contrasting these one-on-one 

speechwriting situations with George W. Bush's speechwriting relationship with Michael 

Gerson could also be part of such a study. 

Another possible area of study would be focusing on the speechwriters 

themselves. Some of Bush ' s speechwriters have been interviewed in the context of how 

they believed their work influenced the Bush presidency, and Curt Smith graciously 

agreed to be interviewed for this study. A study focusing exclusively on the experiences 

of Bush ' s speechwriters inside the White House or on the campaign trail in 1992 has 

great possibilities, particularly during the reelection because of the differences faced in 

running the country and participating in a reelection campaign. A further, more detailed 

study may provide more knowledge of how the Office of Speechwriting may have been 

more effectively run, or what kind of consensus (if any) could be reached among the 

speechwriters as to what contributed to what worked and what did not in regard to Bush ' s 

presidential rhetoric. 
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Dynastic, Dynamic Bush Rhetoric 

Another subset of this focus on dynastic rhetoric might include a rhetorical study 

of Senator Prescott Bush, the father of George H.W. Bush and the grandfather of George , 

W. Bush. Although Senator Bush never ran for president, he was a close ally of President 

Eisenhower's, and as an elected official, would have made many speeches for different 

situations. From a rhetorical perspective, future scholars could look at the rhetorical 

choices made by Senator Bush and compare and contrast them with the rhetorical choices 

of both presidents. Despite the differences in cultural attitudes and the historical context 

of various speeches made by all three men, it would be interesting to see what similarities 

there were in the way in which they spoke about these issues. Also, analyzing these 

speeches to see if all three men had any noticeable similarities in how they expressed 

their ideas about military spending, national defense, domestic spending, and domestic 

legislation could be a productive area of study. 

In fact, one specific subset of this particular kind of investigation might focus on 

the rhetoric of Prescott Bush, George H.W. Bush, and George W. Bush, in regard to the 

Vietnam War. Each of these men had a position on this topic; Prescott Bush and George 

H.W. Bush differed on the necessity of the war, and although how George H.W. Bush 

and George W. Bush view Vietnam is not a topic of much discussion in the press, 

scholarship on this topic in the Bush Library and in a future Bush Library would also be a 

profitable area of scholarship in terms of establishing a pattern of dynastic rhetoric. This 

kind of rhetorical analysis would also serve as a springboard for looking at traits in 

dynastic rhetoric. In American politics, political families such as the Adamses, 
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Roosevelts, and Kennedys might provide the focus of a discourse analysis that attempts 

to identify patterns of rhetorical similarities and differences within a political dynasty. 

Feminism and the Bushes 

Another significant area of future study involves feminist theory as a means of 

analyzing Bush's presidential rhetoric to see if the relative absence of women in the 1989 

Inaugural Address, 1992 State of the Union, and Houston Acceptance Speech was noted 

by pollsters when polling women voters on their choice of presidential candidate in the 

1992 election. Although Bush seemed to rely on the advice of women publicly and 

privately, and enjoyed their company in his private life, he appears to not have the same 

level of comfort in addressing women's issues and women in general in his public 

speeches, even when he was running for reelection. Also, future study could analyze 

Bush's speeches and feminist theory in relation to analyzing Clinton' s speeches and how 

they could be interpreted by feminist theory. This kind of study would be important 

because of the focus on Clinton' s womanizing behavior, and on his public image as a 

"waffler," as someone who had difficulty in taking a solid position on one side of any 

issue. In this area of future study, one might see why women turned from Bush' s rhetoric 

to Clinton ' s, even though Clinton's fidelity had been challenged frequently throughout 

the election. With Bush ' s public image as a faithful husband, a good father, and loyal 

public servant, it would be interesting to know why some women would have responded 

more strongly to Clinton ' s campaign rhetoric than Bush' s. 
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Candid Speech for Candidates 

Finally, one other issue for future study could look at the impact of parrhesia on 

presidential rhetoric. Foucault's definition of democratic parrhesia could be applied to , 

various kinds of political rhetoric, including presidential rhetoric. The argument could 

also be made that although this study has taken the position that presidents can engage in 

parrhesia with their audience, presidents might not really be able to engage in such 

candid speech because of their position of authority and because of the constraints they 

face because of national security issues which would legally prevent them from telling 

the American public everything they knew. Of course, another approach to the future 

study of parrhesia is that some critics would argue that defining truth is problematic, 

particularly as it relates to political speech. 

Yet Bob Woodward 's thesis in Shadow describing how seriously the American 

public must believe in its president has merit. Woodward ' s thesis, that American 

presidents since Richard Nixon have been haunted by issues involving telling the truth to 

the American people, continues to play itself out in the current Bush administration. 

While philosophers and academicians will continue to argue the existence of truth, the 

American voting public will continue to punish its political leaders for prevaricating by 

voting them out of office. Once trust is broken between the president and the rest of the 

country, it is almost impossible to regain it, and certainly George H.W. Bush' s public 

speeches illustrate this point. Bush' s creation of his presidential ethos as that of the wise, 

ethical , fatherly leader who had the gravitas to lead the country into a new era could be 

used to interrogate this premise further. 
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Third Acts in Presidential Politics 

Many pundits and critics place the blame for George H.W. Bush's failure to win 

reelection squarely on his inability to perceive the importance of presidential rhetoric, 

and undoubtedly countless more will in the future. As he continues in his post-presidency 

and speaks out for Hurricane Katrina Relief with his former political nemesis President 

Bill Clinton, perhaps Bush will finally have the opportunity to have that kinder and 

gentler aspect of his personal character brought out in a more thorough analysis of his 

presidency. Certainly after the midterm election of 2006, when voters returned a 

Democratic Congress and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld resigned and was 

replaced by Robert Gates, the former CIA Director in the first Bush administration, 

former President Bush will continue to be under public scrutiny. 

Summary 

What makes his reelection defeat different from that of Gerald Ford and Jimmy 

Carter, two presidents who similarly lost their bids for reelection, is that Bush ' s 

speechwriting staff had the ability to provide him with the kind of speeches he needed in 

order to win reelection. Unlike the Ford administration, where the speechwriters had an 

undisciplined way of drafting and compiling speeches although they had access to the 

president, Bush ' s speech writing system was fairly well organized. Drafts of speeches 

obtained from the Bush Presidential Library show that there was a routing system, and 

that there was an organized way in which the speechwriters commented on drafts and 

then passed them along to the president. Unlike the Carter administration, in which Carter 
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attempted to write most of his own speeches, Bush had no problem delegating 

speechwriting to others, and commented on drafts as they reached the final draft stage. 

One can also see in these final drafts that the speeches are not completely 

ineffective; with more time invested earlier in the process, Bush's Inaugural Address, the 

1992 State of the Union Address, and the 1992 Houston Acceptance Speech all had the 

potential to be much more persuasive than they were. Had Bush taken more time to talk 

with his speech writing staff to let them know what ideas he wanted to convey in his 

speeches, in much the same way he was able to talk with Peggy Noonan during his 1988 

campaign, he might have been able to turn the tide in the election. Had he been more 

willing to work with them to create an ethos incorporating some of the emotional rhetoric 

he needed to reconnect with voters while focusing on the strengths of his policy 

accomplishments, he might have been able to win reelection. 

Yet there are lessons to be learned in failure , and from Bush ' s defeat, other 

candidates may gain valuable lessons in future elections. American politicians cannot be 

complacent in their quest for success at the polls; all candidates, whether freshmen 

representatives or senior senators must treat every election as the first , as well as keeping 

in mind that an election c cle never really ends because of the demands of running for 

reelection. Many elements exist in a successful presidential campaign; ways in which 

candidates respond to the kairos of any given situation and how they and their 

speech writers choose to fashion their message to the voters are two of those many 

elements. Careful consideration must be given to the context of the times in which an 

incumbent is running, how the incumbent responds to the needs of a varied audience, and 
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how that response is communicated to audience. Adhering strongly to one ' s political 

principles, and going down in defeat is one thing; not adhering to any particular political 

principle and hoping to get reelected based on privilege is another. 
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TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH MR. CURT SMITH 

This interview was conducted by telephone, 29 May 2007. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today. I have a 
series of questions to ask you; there are five groups of five questions. And om tim 
there's more than one question per question; there's a subdivision. If you would like for 
me to stop at nay time, for any reason, please let me know. I would be happy to repeat 
any of the questions. Is there anything I can clarify for you about this process before we 
begin? 

CURT SMITH: No. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay. What is your name? 

CURT SMITH: Curt Smith. C-u-r-t. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: What was your official title when you worked as a 
speechwriter at the White House? 

CURT SMITH: Oh, dear; well, I was a speechwriter for the president and referred to 
myself as an assistant [-] . 21 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Whom did you report to ( or who was your immediate 
supervisor) in the Communications Department? 

CURT SMITH: The director of the speechwriting staff; we had several as I recall : Chri 
Winston and Tony Snow. They were there for the bulk of the four years. I wa there 
incidentally from the very first week of the new administration until the last day, January 
20, 1993. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Well , that was actually my next que tion: When did you begin 
working for him [President George H.W. Bush] in the White House? When did ou top 
working for him? 

CURT SMITH: Yeah, I began there several days after the Inaugural in 1989 and I left the 

final day. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Where was your office located? Did ou share our offic 

with other speechwriters? 

21 The symbol[-] indicates that the sound cut out during the taping of the inter iew. 
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CURT SMITH: The Old Executive Office Building; I'm trying to remember-I think it 
was the Old Executive Office Building , 122. I am told that it was Pat Buchanan's old 
office. I'm not certain of that. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Did you share your office with other speechwriters? 

CURT SMITH: No. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: The next group of questions has to do with the speechwriting 
process. 

CURT SMITH: Yes. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So, how often would you have contact with President Bush 
when working on a speech? 

CURT SMITH: Well , the president was very amicable; it's a short way of saying if ever I 
needed access [-] . 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: If you met with him, what was the process like? 

[Six second digression while KATHLEEN MOLLI CK checks to make sure recorder is 
working] 

CURT SMITH: I think incidentally all the writers would say the system was so 
constructed that [ -] . 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And so what would be involved with you then ... would it be 
a matter of contacting the president 's secretary and setting up an appointment? Was there 
a form? 

CURT SMITH: As I recall I don ' t believe there was a form; I would ask, I would say to 
Chriss or Tony [-] I would ask Chriss or Tony, or they would ask the president, or often 
the president requested to see me. Not because it's me [-] . 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: So all of you were assigned speeches then? 

CURT SMITH: Well , I assume the other writers were assigned speeches! 

KA THLEE MOLLI CK: In your case? 

CURT SMITH: Yeah, that's a safe assumption. 
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KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Could you make a request to be part of a team writing a 
speech? 

CURT SMITH: I think by and large, with relatively few exceptions, speeches[-] which r 
think is entirely laudable, a coterie [-] and I was very pleased [-] and I thought, almost 
without exception[-] a writer was assigned by himself or herself to a given speech and 
then you would work on it with policy people. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Did you ever have direct conversations with President Bush 
about his speeches? 

CURT SMITH: Oh, sure. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay ... ? 

CURT SMITH: Well, yes, a number of times during a speech or facts or he 'd put 
comments [-] how we communicated as well [-] so we 'd communicate quite often. So 
that was standard operating procedure. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So that was the main kind of discussion you 'd have. 

CURT SMITH: Yes, that was more widespread, and again, I'm simply .... there were a 
number of speeches that I talked to him about in advance. One was in July of 1991 about 
when it is proper and when it is not proper to go to war. The president asked me [-] or in 
the history of the morality of war. I met with him [-] on Nixon and wanted it to be 
respectful but not sentimental. [-] several close friends of his had died he had tried to 
volunteer and did volunteer [-] he and I met and he said to me, "I have to be careful 
because I don' t want to break down. " I didn ' t tell him was what I was thinking, which 
was, "Mr. President, I do want you to break down. " 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Oh! 

CURT SMITH: That is, to show the personal side of him that we know but that too few 
Americans saw. The fact that he was a very sentimental individual ... that was not 
public knowledge. So I wrote the speech deliberately. I worked with him very closely on 
that speech. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: That leads in to my next question: this is in a couple of parts, 
but you 've mentioned that speeches were assigned to individuals and there weren ' t a lot 
of people working together on a speech, but were there ever any disputes between 
President Bush and the speechwriters at meetings? For example, did the president ever 
come to a meeting of the speech writers and were there ever any disputes, and if so ... but 
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how were those disputes, if any occurred, between the president and the speechwriters, 
how would they be resolved? 

CURT SMITH: Well, let me, answer part of the question first; one, he would rneet with 
the speechwriters, as a group or singly, he also met with the speechwriters en masse 
almost inevitably in the White House in the Roosevelt Room across from the Oval Office 
... and we would meet in the Roosevelt Room and we would talk and we would talk 
about how things were going, what was going well and what was not, about morale 
[-] the five writers of us plus [-] also met with the president several times in the Oval 
Office but . . . How did disputes get resolved? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Mm hm. 

CURT SMITH: Rather easily, because it was his word that counted, so what he wanted 
he got! It was very simple. But as far as disputes with, let's say, with a number of writers 
at once, again, I don ' t think that happened because more than one writer was frequently 
not assigned to a speech. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Then the last part of my question had to do with if the fact that 
if disputes were not resolved, who would direct the meetings and determine what would 
be cut or added to speeches, but since you've already said ... 

CURT SMITH: He did. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: . . . that they were resolved .... 

CURT SMITH: He did. In fact, I mean, he would ... in fact I've got all my files at home 
that I'm going to give to the Bush Library. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Wonderful! 

CURT SMITH: But yes, I remember a number of speeches ... mind, of course, that 
every speech would go to Chriss or Tony, their comments would be incorporated back to 
me and referred back to me in a process known as staffing and then I refer to it as people 
getting to play "Broadway critic;" sometimes they were helpful , sometimes they were 
not. It was helpful regarding policy; that was helpful [-] and then his draft would come 
back and then(-] and quite often he would strike jokes, he would strike one-liners, 
applause lines- and that was good because as much as you try to put yourself in the 
president ' s shoes (-] and most times he did. It was a constant ebb and flow, back and 
forth dialogue, so I think actually the structure of the Bush White House was 
exceptionally good. 
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KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And that was going to be a follow up question, was, if you 
thought that was effective, and ... 

CURT SMITH: I do! I do; I mean there are policy questions [-] liberal, not populist. . . , 
but the structure itself I think worked quite well; it was orderly [-] . 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So you feel that it was a very open process? 

CURT SMITH: I think it was open and orderly. I do, I think it was both. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And that helped with the issues of people taking credit for 
things and trying to stake out their own turf ... 

CURT SMITH: Well, I'm not even thinking of that, necessarily. I'm just talking about 
getting the best product for the president and doing so ... In terms of credit [-] but it 
worked. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: All right! Okay, so ... 

CURT SMITH: Is this helpful? Is this what you're looking for? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Yes. Yes, absolutely ... [For eighteen seconds, KATHLEEN 
MOLLI CK clarifies that how each White House addresses the organization of the 
speechwriting process is part of what she's discussing in her dissertation.] 

CURT SMITH: Let me give you an example, a quote by Hugh Sidey. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Oh, yes! 

CURT SMITH: He came on radio shows that I do and volunteered his belief that the 
administration was, he thought, the best one of any presidency that he 'd ever seen. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Oh, my goodness! 

CURT SMITH: He said as far as Bush bringing in people of talent, and people knowing 
how to run the government, weren ' t flashy , not as good at propaganda, but simply knew 
how to do the job. He said that a number of times. That's a tribute, obviously. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: [For twenty seconds, KATHLEEN MOLLI CK describes the 
routing system she saw for speech documents located in the archives of the Bush 
Library.] And that level of organization seems extremely important. 
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CURT SMITH: And that's exactly what I'm getting at. Now, again this has nothing to do 
with philosophy and nothing to do with politics. The process was exceedingly good; it 
was very orderly, it was very timely and we very seldom if ever got in the trap of missing 
deadlines. We never had three people writing the same speech ... but no, it was quite 
concise, very coherent, very structured, very understandable. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That is playing into what I'm talking about in my dissertation, 
too, which is that the organization of the White House speechwriting team plays a part 
but what size a part does that play because the way you've just described it, the Bush 
White House and its speechwriting staff is different than, say, the Kennedy 
administration and the Ford administration ... so, it just, it seems to play a role, but how 
much effect that has on the final product of the speech ... 

CURT SMITH: I don't know. I mean, the way I look at it, to me, a lay person, I would 
say, of course, of course you want it to be efficient, of course you want it to be ordered, 
like anything else in life. What presidency are dealing with? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: The George H.W. Bush presidency ... [KATHLEEN 
MOLLICK discusses for one minute the fact that she has made reference to other 
presidencies to show how other White House administrations organized the 
speechwriting process.] [CURT SMITH discusses for 50 seconds how other 
speechwriters have portrayed the speechwriting process such as Pat Butler, one of 
President Ford's former speechwriters and current vice president of the Washington Post 
Company. Smith then talks for one minute about the fact that the Museum of Broadcast 
Communication will induct the first U.S. President, Franklin Roosevelt into its Hall of 
Fame. KATHLEEN MOLLI CK takes fourteen seconds to reply that she saw on their 
web page that Roosevelt was a favorite of radio network heads because he could stick to 
a schedule for a speech.] 

[CURT SMITH says that the Nixon speechwriting staff was probably the best ever in 
terms of organization and quality of staff; he also notes that President Nixon wrote a lot 
of his own material and KATHLEEN MOLLICK agrees based on her research. Then 
CURT SMITH talks for one minute and twenty seconds about the release of a list by the 
Museum of Broadcast Communication in July discussing the greatest political moments 
in radio and television, and he says that Roosevelt and Nixon will appear on the list.] 

CURT SMITH: ... a lot of the people who understood the English language and knew its 
importance, and there ' s no substitute for that. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Well, I have to ask, since we're on this topic of speechwriting 
and its significance and all of that, did George H.W. Bush ... 
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CURT SMITH: ... I know what question you're going to ask, and I would ask it too and 
I've asked and answered that question, and the answer is no; he did not place the 
importance that he should have on the English language and on its extraordinary ability to 
move minds and persuade people. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: I think that one was coming a little bit later, but that's OK ... 
Did the president ever praise you specifically for anything you wrote for him? 

CURT SMITH: Oh, yes, he was extraordinarily kind, but that's not a surprise, I'm sure, 
to you. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: No. 

CURT SMITH: Yes, in fact ... yeah, I'll give you a couple of examples of personal 
anecdotes. The foreign trip that I mentioned in Europe in July 1989, I was assigned a 
speech Hungary. I wrote that speech helped by my research assistant who discovered 
local color I'm sure that Hungarians didn't know. For example, have you ever wondered 
why church bells ring every day throughout America at noon? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: No. 

CURT SMITH: It started in Hungary. And it started because the Pope, this was almost a 
millennia ago; I don't want to butcher the history here, but the Pope was delighted over a 
military victory that had occurred; in any event, he ordered church bells in Rome be rung 
at noon to celebrate that victory and that practice spread throughout Europe particularly 
among Catholics and then of course Protestants. When Protestants left England to 
journey to America, and the Dutch as well, they brought that practice with them. So that 
throughout the country, when church bells are rung at noon in thousands and thousands 
of small towns, that began in Hungary. And so we had local color of that bounty and I'm 
not sure that Hungarians know that still for this reason: This would have been July of 
1989 and the president would have been scheduled to speak in Budapest that afternoon. 
Back then, there was no CNN , at least we had no television, and so we literally had no 
pictures electronically of Budapest. All we had in the Speech Office was an intercom, or 
what we would call a "squawk box," so all we heard was the President of the United 
States, President Bush, being introduced by the President of Hungary. What we don ' t 
know is that it's been raining in Budapest for hours; we don ' t know that tens of thousands 
of people are congregated in the central square and their lives are in danger because of 
thunder and lightning, and we don 't know any of this. All we hear is Bush being 
introduced and then we hear Bush saying to the crowd, "I have this speech in my hands 
and I'm going to tear it up! " [SMITH laughs.] 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Oh, no! 
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CURT SMITH: Naturally, the first thought was of me and more to the point, my research 
assistant, is, "Uh oh; what's gone wrong?" Well, in fact, nothing had gone wrong with 
the speech; Bush liked it, but we didn't know that. And so, in any event, when Bush got 
back, he got hold of a picture by Reuters; someone had taken a picture of him. :Bush 
liked to speak from note cards, far better actually than from a teleprompter. He liked note 
cards because they're easier to read from. So in the picture taken by Reuters after he had 
told the crowd he was going to tear up the speech, Bush, in a tan overcoat, a maniacal 
grin on his face , half a speech in one hand, half a speech in the other, and tens of 
thousands of Hungarians cheering wildly ... He heard what had happened and our 
reaction, so he sent me a photo which I still have: "Dear Curt, It ' s raining in Budapest. 
I'll wing it. Sincerely, George Bush." 

[KATHLEEN MOLLICK laughs.] 

CURT SMITH: Which is wonderful! Another thank you occurred in 1989. One was a 
speech that I had written because in the end, for whatever reason, I had many what we 
would call philosophical/value/political speeches. One of them was a speech to Roman 
Catholic bishops ... I think that's what the exact title was. Well , I'm Presbyterian, or at 
least was, I'm Protestant but I'm not sure what denomination anymore, and he of course 
is Episcopalian. Well , in any event, the speech was very well received, and so Bush, 
being delighted that we had acted, if you will, with the audience, called me down to the 
little anteroom of the White House; it's the little room where Bill Clinton was a very bad 
boy with Monica Lewinsky. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Oh, dear! 

CURT SMITH: But Bush called me down and we talked for five or ten minutes and 
those are the kindnesses, of course, that you never forget. Another incident that very 
same month in December of 1989; Bush did something which I understand Reagan never 
did in eight years. He actually invited all the speechwriters over to the personal quarters 
of the White House to talk about the first year: what had gone well and what had not. We 
go up there and we ' re taken to the elevator and we 're taken up to the personal residence 
whereupon the writers sit down in easy chairs, talking with the president. The presidential 
dog Millie was at the side, it was the Christmas season, and the grandkids running all 
over the place, and we talked. Probably for almost an hour; and at the end, to thank us, 
you know in a very solicitous, very extraordinary way. At the end of the hour, Bush says, 
"Well , gotta go down and preside over a Christmas party." Then he said something that 
only I heard because I was the only person close enough to hear it. He said, rising, "I feel 
a thousand years old." Well , which was an interesting thing to say, but then he said he 
had to go meet the press, and I figured that would age anyone. Well , I go home, that was 
probably 7, 7:30 at night, I went home, fell asleep, woke up at 2:30am to tum on the 
television and I see Marlin Fitzwater announcing that the United States has just invaded 
Panama! 
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In other words, when to, of course, capture as we did, and extradite Manuel Noriega, the 
drug kingpin. So, when Bush met with us, he had already approved the invasion of 
Panama that day, which no one knew, including us. Which at that point, was the most 
fateful decision of his presidency. And yet for that little tiny, almost a footnote at the end 
of our meeting, "I feel a thousand years old," no one would have ever known that he had 
literally just rolled the dice, if you would, for his presidency. I remember thinking if I 
played poker, I'd want that guy on my side. But that's exactly what he meant. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That is amazing! 

CURT SMITH: Yes. Another incident of a personal bent was several in fact in 1990. 
Nixon, who I knew very well [-] he called me down to thank me for the Pearl Harbor 
speech, oh, the Medal of Freedom award that Margaret Thatcher got. I'm an enormous 
admirer of hers. In fact when Queen Elizabeth came to the White House in 1991 Bush 
gave five speeches for her in two days and I wrote them all! 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Oh, my goodness! 

CURT SMITH: So, that was a kick. But, in any event, I'd written the Medal of Freedom 
award for Thatcher, and as I was going through the line, Bush, very typically, said to the 
former Prime Minister, "This is Curt Smith" [-] . You were asking, in fact , whether credit 
is given; Bush was very generous. The final couple things is I still have a note, from 
three days after the election, in 1992. I had written him a note and he wrote back. The 
final thing, and this was typical of him; January 20, 1993, we're leaving the White 
House- I tell friends they 've never lived until they 've been fired by the American 
people. 

[KATHLEEN MOLLICK and CURT SMITH laugh.] 

CURT SMITH: He, you know, this is not easy for him to leave the White House. And 
yet, he invited, his secretary invited me over January 20, 1993, that morning, literally 
because Bush, knowing I love baseball, had actually saved several baseball artifacts and 
wanted me to have them. So those are the things that I remember. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Those are wonderful stories that ' s in keeping with the research 
I've been doing. [For twenty-nine seconds, KATHLEEN MOLLI CK discusses the 
research that says Bush is generous and kind to others in defeat.] 

CURT SMITH: That ' s the stoicism he learned from his mother, I think. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And his kindness ... 
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CURT SMITH: Kindness and refusal to brag; his mother, quoting the great Protestant 
hymn would tell him "Now George, none of this 'How Great Thou Art' business." Yes, 
he learned well at his mother's knee. And his father's at that. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Do you think it's true-I read this somewhere and I can' t 
remember where-that some people would say that he seems to lead with verbs and some 
people said that was because his mother told him ... 

CURT SMITH: ... That's right. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: . . . it's not good to say "I." Do you think that that's true? 

CURT SMITH: I do. I never talked to him about it, but I do. Well, I know that he had a 
problem with "I"; he said so. He said so in meetings we had, and yes, I think that's 
absolutely true. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay. 

CURT SMITH: I also think part of that, frankly, was, again, he did not place the 
premium, if you would, on the art of rhetoric, on the importance of public speaking, 
which was a mistake. That's me speaking, but it's also him speaking. The president was 
not devoting more time, if you would, not simply to the preparation of speeches, the 
practice of speeches. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That's good to know because I've been wondering about that. 
And wanted to talk to somebody who might possibly know. 

CURT SMITH: Oh, I think it was the central mistake of his presidency. I mean the 
central policy mistake was his revoking his pledge not to raise taxes. The central [-] is a 
political mistake. See, he was very different than Reagan. And I'm sure you 've talked to 
people, and there was a conscious decision made at the beginning of the administration to 
sever the Bush administration from the Reagan administration. I felt that was a mistake 
then, I know it's a mistake now. Why? Because Ronald Reagan helped elect George 
Bush. He knew that; Bush often said that. I think the essential reason for Bush' s victory 
in 1988 was a third Reagan term. He was as close as America could get to reelecting 
Ronald Reagan. But we couldn't, of course, because of the 22

nd 
amendment. But 

immediately, the Bush administration tried to sever itselfrhetorically from the Reagan 
administration. I think the reason is Reagan, with his enormous background, the spoken 
word was simply not part of his administration: it was central to his administration. He 
was called "The Great Communicator." Communicating was the D A of Ronald 
Reagan. It was the core of his administration. 
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Bush, having a longer career, frankly, a better resume, I think prided himself on being a 
person of action , not simply rhetoric; a president of governance, not politics. Therefore, I 
believe, consciously made the decision that he would not place the same premium on 
public rhetoric that Reagan had. Major mistake. A mistake I believe he would ,not, 
because, as you know, and as I see every term ... by and large, the presidents who 
communicate best are successful; the presidents that don' t, aren't. You begin with 
Franklin Roosevelt and go right straight through to where we are today ...... [For 
fourteen seconds SMITH notes that the current president is not a good public speaker, but 
then returns to discussing George H.W. Bush.] Bush could have countered that more; not 
as much in the actual writing, the editing, the crafting of speeches, but I think probably in 
their execution, the practicing in reading them to himself, in reading them out loud. He 
could have done things cosmetically as well. For example, now, these should not matter, 
but they do. He wore glasses. He never should have worn glasses. Never wear glasses as 
a public rhetoric because glasses a) tend to, and I wear glasses when I'm reading but I put 
contact lenses in when I give a speech, because a) glasses tend to make you look older, I 
think, and b) they form that invisible shield between you and the audience. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Ah! 

CURT SMITH: And when I would raise these objections, they were dismissed as if well, 
that ' s simply cosmetics. Well, it is, but it's not. Because anything that you need to do to 
communicate to the American public, you should do. Another thing he did, and again this 
sounds very trivial ; Reagan never appeared in public unless he looked impeccable. I 
mean impeccable. Suits exquisitely fit, never wrinkled, always looking like a president, 
never unbuttoned his coat, not even in the Oval Office. Bush would wear suits that gaped 
around his neck, that did not present him, if you will , in the most attractive sort of way. 
Those are just two things that come to mind but there are others. But my point is, he was 
not as concerned with [-] ... His view of governing was, you know, I'm going to help 
run the country, I'm going to help keep the world safe. 

[CURT SMITH and KATHLEEN MOLLICK talk for one minute and six seconds about 
the visual rhetoric of appearance in the presidency and how so much of politics now 
relies on the visual impression made by a candidate.] 

CURT SMITH: There was less, much less, emphasis placed on the ceremonial aspect of 
the presidency. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: It seems to me in the research that I've done on President 
Bush that seems to ... that your position is one that many critics agree with. They feel 
that he really needed to take the very public aspect of his speaking a little more seriously. 
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CURT SMITH: I think so, because I think there ' s a difference between selling yourself 
wholesale and retail. I mean, Bush excels one-on-one. There's nobody better. But you 
can't meet individually 250 million people. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: No. It's not possible. 

CURT SMITH: You know, Bush had a capacity for friendship which exponentially 
eclipsed Reagan's. Yet Reagan, by looking into this little monitor, called a television, 
was able to convince virtually every American that boy, he was an individual friend of 
theirs. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And I think that goes back to what you were talking about 
with President Bush and what he learned from his mother which was no show, no ego ... 

CURT SMITH: That's right, we should have pushed him. You know I did, as a lowly 
speechwriter did what I could, but I don't think there were people around him who truly 
understood the necessity for America to know him as we did. This is what I was talking 
about earlier, and the way they could reach and know him was only through television. 
Therefore, everything should have been, have been, designed, if you would, to, as Bing 
Crosby often used to sing, "Accentuate the Positive." Make him look better, take the 
glasses off, buy better suits, look every inch the president. The irony is that George Bush 
is taller than Ronald Reagan, a better athlete than Ronald Reagan, was a war hero, unlike 
Reagan, I'm not being critical at all of Reagan, whom I think was a great president, but I 
know this frustrated people in the Bush circle, "Why doesn ' t the nation appreciate him?" 
Those are the reasons. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Well, and again, that 's what I've come across too in my 
research, is that there were many other people who worked at the White House who 
shared those views exactly and were particularly galled that he lost to Bill Clinton. 

CURT SMITH: Well, yes, but who broke the pledge? He broke the pledge. And who 
made Ross Perot possible? He did! I say this not, I say this critically, but I don 't say it 
with malice: Bush, and this is getting into policy here, but Bush was elected by the 
Reagan coalition. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Yes. 

CURT SMITH: Bush then proceeded to govern in a far more liberal manner than he had 
campaigned. That ring a bell? Yes. Bush [the current president] learned nothing from his 
father. In any event, I say this with affection, but the mistakes that were made were his. 
The Ross Perot vote was our vote. And the Reagan vote. And we gave it away. Because 
we did not tend to our base which is Middle America. 
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KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That's what I also learned from the analysis of the end vote in 
1992 was that Clinton didn't pick up any of the Perot voters. 

CURT SMITH: You know who we lost? We lost white, moderate to conservatiye 
Protestants and Catholics. And who was that vote? Our vote. Clinton had 43% of the 
vote; he never got a majority. But the Perot vote, which never- Ross Perot would never 
have existed had Bush tended to his base with the attention it deserved. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That's true. 

CURT SMITH: We made Pat Buchanan possible, as far as that's concerned. No question 
about that. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Yes, that was a very interesting side part of that year, too, the 
fact that Buchanan ran. 

CURT SMITH: Why did he run? No, more to the point, why did he find receptivity 
when he ran? Because we hadn ' t taken care of our people. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: I've read that also; that's come up many times. 

At this point, Texas Woman University ' s IRB wants me to ask you if you 'd like to take a 
short break? [For five seconds, CURT SMITH indicates he 'd prefer to continue.] 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: I have a follow up question to ask you, though, about the point 
that you made about the broken tax pledge, "Read my lips." 

CURT SMITH: Yes. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: I have read Peggy Noonan' s book What I Saw at the 
Revolution, and she said that the Bush policy people begged her to take that out of the 
speech and then they actually took it out of the speech and she kept putting it back in. She 
said it was good, she said it was a good line . .. 

CURT SMITH: It was a good line ... 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: ... and said what it needed to say. I was wondering if you 
knew, for example, in your experience, did you ever try and override when policy people 
said, "Take that out"? 

CURT SMITH: Oh, yeah. Sure. Incidentally, the problem with that was not making the 
pledge; Peggy was right. Number one, the president gets to decide what lines stay in and 
what lines stay out, but secondly, that was a crucial promise to his defeating Michael 
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Dukakis. You have to get elected first. The problem was not in making the pledge; the 
problem was in breaking the pledge. But yes; I did. Particularly on values issues, things, 
for example, quotas; voluntary prayer; bilingualism, things of that ilk. Where I tend to be 
more middle America than the president's advisors But yes. But that comes with the 
territory; I can't imagine an administration where that ' s not true. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So that's not uncommon for speechwriters to want to 
override ... 

CURT SMITH: Oh, God, no! 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: ... to make that overriding what the policy people say. 

CURT SMITH: No, that's right, and yes, you do battle, selectively, but, yes, and if you 
lose, you put it back in your little storage bin and then you bring it back out again. Use it 
in another speech. Try to recycle if you believe in it. I did. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: The questions that I'd like to ask now have to do with 
speech writing content. I've noticed in my research that some critics of President Bush 
have said he had no vision of what he wanted to accomplish, in terms of his domestic and 
foreign policy, while he was in office. Do you agree with this particular view? 

CURT SMITH: Well, I don ' t say no vision; I will say that there is no question that he 
was more interested, it seemed to me, in foreign policy. No question that his career had 
focused more on foreign than domestic policy; no question, frankly, that he .... he 
preferred one-on-one diplomacy. He cared a great deal about the world; look at his 
background. He was head of the CIA, ambassador to China, and vice president. All of 
that accentuated foreign policy. At the same time he was less self-confident domestically. 
He suffered I think from a real cultural schism that came from a healthy noblesse oblige; 
he came from a country club family. The Republican party is no longer any of those 
things. So culturally, there was a dissonance, if you will, between Bush and the populist 
base of the Republican party. He tried to understand them but there was very little in his 
background that would allow him to do that. Nixon and Reagan had no problem; they 
were from that background. 

And this is a constant, enormous problem for the Republican Party; it is part of his son' s 
great trouble now. It ' s at the center, I think, of this disastrous amnesty bill now. The 
Bush family doesn ' t understand the people who elected them. Big problem! ow that 's 
less true of the dad because the dad was a war hero, the dad had had to work (his son 
never has), and so there were some common denominators. That was a problem 
domestically, because, in other words, Bush (I'm talking obviously here about 41 ), I 
think economically, was in the Republican mainstream, but in the last thirty years, there 's 
been a whole cluster of social issues; I've mentioned some of them, come to the fore. 
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Bush is uncomfortable, enormously uncomfortable talking about social issues, his son 
even more so. But you know what? Before the Republican Party started using social 
issues, they lost and lost and lost. But Bush, and this is because I've never talked to him 
about it, but I'm positive I'm right here, but Bush understands that the people who 
elected him care about these issues. He does not care about them himself. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Yes, I can see that definitely. 

CURT SMITH: And, I mean, Nixon and Reagan felt those issues; they both came from 
poor households, they both were culturally populist and this family is culturally elitist. 
And it really is a Grand Canyon of a divide. So this I believe above all, counted for his 
discomfort at stressing a domestic agenda. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: OK then I'm going to skip ahead a little bit; this ties in with 
another question I wanted to ask you: Presidential rhetorician David Zarefsky believes 
that Americans always turn to their leaders in a time of crisis; do you believe the state of 
the American economy in 1992 qualified as a time of crisis? 

CURT SMITH: No. That's preposterous for anyone to say that! By 1992 the American 
economy as Bush himself has said was actually rising each quarter. You look at 1992, 
each quarter the GNP got higher; each quarter economic indicators got better. The 
problem was not the economy; the recession of 1991 was over by '92 . And that recession 
was very mild compared with the Reagan recession of 1982 and frankly several of the 
recessions during the Eisenhower administration. So the problem was not the facts; the 
problem was the inability to communicate. That in fact the real state of the economy and 
Bush' s inability to deal with that. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So then looking at his speeches at that time, that is what you 
see as being the most serious aspect of those speeches is that they just do not 
communicate what you just said. 

CURT SMITH: The economy-we were just talking there about cultural and social 
issues . . . let me address that for a final bit. I fought for four years for these kinds of 
issues that Richard Nixon used and Ronald Reagan embellished upon; issues like 
voluntary prayer, the place of religion in public life, the decline of culture. We should 
have addressed that vehemently. But those issues were simply ignored even though they 
had helped elect Bush. Remember Willie Horton? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Yes. 

CURT SMITH: The pledge of allegiance? They' re both cultural issues. Bush was elected 
at least as much culturally as economically in 1988. The economy's a bit different. Bush, 
of course, was well-grounded in the background . .. It all goes back to the breaking of the 
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pledge. In a sense, it hurt deeply Bush's credibility. Never could understand in 1992 why 
polling data showed that Americans thought that Bill Clinton was as truthful as him. 
Because he knew how ethically challenged Bill Clinton was. And Bush says, "I 'm not 
that kind of person." The average American looked at Clinton and said, "He lied," and 
then looked at Bush and said, "He lied" about no new taxes. So, there were a number of 
months after the breaking of the pledge where I truly think that Bush was mentally 
divided, mentally, about whether that was a good thing to do. We would often go back in 
1992 and the campaign and revise speeches. In one draft we were proud of the pledge; in 
another speech we were not proud of the pledge breaking. There would be drafts of the 
same speech[-] and this reflected, I think, Bush ' s own uncertainty: had he done the right 
thing? Very difficult to construct a domestic vision when you are literally divided about 
it in the White House itself. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: It seems to me in looking at the 1992 State of the Union 
address and the Houston Acceptance Speech that his position was that I made a mistake, 
and yet, I will not make that mistake again. 

CURT SMITH: Yeah, there ' s an internal, not hypocrisy , but you just mentioned two 
speeches that were written by committee , both of them, and neither one of them worked. 
You can talk to about anybody who worked in the Bush administration and they will 
universally tell you that 1992 was one the worst years of their life. I would certainly say 
that. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Oh, dear. Was that because of the run for reelection? 

CURT SMITH: Yeah! And because, you asked about domestic versus foreign, Bush had 
a sure and certain and visionary pulse at foreign policy. None of those were true 
domestically. And so in this sense the stereotype was correct, without question. The 
problem was the 1992 campaign was fought almost exclusively over domestic terrain, the 
domestic economy, the domestic agenda. In other words, it was fought on turf most 
conducive to Clinton, and most harmful to Bush. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: And this would tie in with what you said about the fact that 
Bush needed to address cultural issues. 

CURT SMITH: Well , I think so. He didn ' t address any of them and more to the point, 
there was this internal conundrum about the taxes: had we done the right thing? Had we 
not done the right thing? If it was a mistake, would we do it again? If it was not a 
mistake, and there was this inner dialogue if you would that was quite irresolute [-] 
writers to make a compelling case [-] president's compelling view. 
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KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And so that was something that was never really resolved then 
during that year. 

CURT SMITH: I don't think so. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Not to your satisfaction? 

CURT SMITH: I don't think so. Because, what were we going to say? I was a bad boy 
and I'm not going to be a bad boy again, trust me? Like Bush 43 on immigration; I broke 
the law but I'll never do it again. And there was certainly no, to use the president's term, 
no vision thing about domestically where we will be five to ten years from now. I 
remember one staff meeting in 1992 I believe Sam Skinner, John Sununu's successor as 
Chief of Staff, called the writers into the Roosevelt Room and said, "You (pointing at us) 
devise a domestic agenda for us!" Well, that's not what we were there for. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Oh, my gosh! 

CURT SMITH: And I'm paraphrasing here. That's not the president, but that's Skinner. 
And, talk about an awful year, from week to week, from month to month, the emphasis 
would change, but the futility would not. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So the speechwriters were turned to, not to create policy, but 
to ... 

CURT SMITH: Well, we were. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So that is what you were being asked to do. 

CURT SMITH: Yeah, that was exactly what we were being asked to do. Or to suggest 
five points with ten sub-points; that's not a coherent speech; that's a laundry list. He 
never would have done that abroad; the president would have come to us and said, this is 
what we're doing; that was not true domestically. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That's what I noticed in the State of the Union address; there 
were parts of it in 1992 it seemed that there were points that were being listed. 

CURT SMITH: This is what I mean by it being a very bad time; I was exempted; I was 
not asked to be a part of that speech. But I remember people who were. It was not a 
pleasant time. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Were you exempted because you had so many other things 
you were doing? 
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CURT SMITH: I was doing other stuff, yeah. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And then in relation to that, you've already mentioned that 
you came to the White House after the president was inaugurated and so am I right in 
assuming you did not draft the inaugural address? 

CURT SMITH: Right. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay. But you would have been in the White House at the 
time of the State of the Union Address and the president's acceptance speech to the 
Republican Convention in Houston. 

CURT SMITH: In '92. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: In ' 92, yes. 

CURT SMITH: Yes. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Okay. The press reaction to the State of the Union Address 
and the Houston Acceptance Speech, were you surprised by the reaction of the press? 
Which to me, seemed to be, fairly split- that the more liberal part of the press would be 
fairly negative no matter what Bush was going to say but it seemed to me there were 
more conservative critics that were critical of the speeches, but were not 100% negative. 

CURT SMITH: I'm trying to recall now ... the 1992 State of the Union address .. . I 
think the reaction to it was split; as I recall the speech was in large part a laundry list, was 
it not? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Well, there were portions of it that were. 

CURT SMITH: Was there an overriding theme? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: As I recall it, the domestic agenda tended to be more of a 
laundry list but as you said, the foreign policy part of it though was not. It was probably, 
at least in my opinion, probably the strongest part of the speech. 

CURT SMITH: Oh, I'm not surprised. And I'm just guessing; I'm trying to go back 15 
years now. I'm sure Bush had ... I would suspect Bush probably wrote part of the 
foreign policy section himself. If not, I bet. Brent Scrowcroft did. Of course they worked 
together so intimately. But the Bush foreign policy was clear and coherent. And in that 
sense, any writer could have written I think a sensible tract of what the president' s vision 
was and how he hoped to achieve it. That was not true here. 
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KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Yes, not with the domestic. 

CURT SMITH: So I'm guessing that was probably the reason for that. The 1992 
acceptance speech was written by committee and didn't work. Polling data, you know 
the press so many of them are bigots in my view. They tried to recast that convention as 
being run by Pat Buchanan. If you look at polling data from that week every night the 
president's approval rating went up except the night of his own speech. According to 
polling data, his was the worst received speech of the entire week. Worse than Reagan's, 
worse than Pat's, worse than Marilyn Quayle's. Why? They didn't know what they 
wanted to say. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: And in that speech it seemed to me that there was a lot of ... 
that there were a lot of attacks on Clinton and on liberal Democrats ... 

CURT SMITH: That's all we had by then. Or not all we had, but when you're behind, 
you attack. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And again, the foreign policy came at the beginning of the 
speech. 

CURT SMITH: Yeah. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: They led with their strength. 

CURT SMITH: Right. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That's what I was noticing, too. 

CURT SMITH: I already coined the term "three-legged stool" or I guess "three-legged 
chair" of the Republican Party: the foreign policy, the economy, and cultural issues. You 
come to 1992, the foreign policy leg is extraordinarily strong, right? The economy had 
been neutralized by the recession and by the president ' s decision to raise taxes, so that leg 
is gone. They had ignored for four years the third leg, which was cultural. So you 're left 
with a one-legged chair. You don't win many elections with that kind of structure. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: No; no, you don ' t. And that ... so do you believe that the 
speech writers in general were aware of this? That you weren ' t the only person who 
thought this? 

CURT SMITH: I think you 'd have to ask them; in terms of the social and cultural I know 
I was the speechwriter that was the most alarmed because I had, you know, President 
Nixon was a good friend of mine, I was a great admirer of President Reagan ' s, I taught 
presidential rhetoric, I knew the importance of the Republican party was in the Silent 
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Majority, and we ignored it, we snubbed it. I well remember when Brother Buchanan 
was causing us mischief in New Hampshire and a nameless colleague of mine charged 
into my office and who knew of my friendship with Nixon and said, "What tµe (I'll clean 
up the language) what's Buchanan doing up in New Hampshire? Why doesn't he come 
home?" I said, "Our problem is not Pat Buchanan; our problem is us." 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: There's a reason why he's up there. 

CURT SMITH: It's the same thing with Perot: our problem wasn't Perot; our problem 
was us! We created Pat Buchanan, and we created Ross Perot. Were other people aware 
of that? Not nearly enough. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So do you believe then that . . . I know that the speechwriters 
probably didn ' t get together and say, "We really need to do this," in the speeches, but ... 
was there a sense among the speechwriters that there was a problem with the speeches 
that were being given? 

CURT SMITH: There was certainly a problem that there was no doctrine, no vision from 
on high. This is when the weaker pulse at home and stronger pulse abroad became really 
apparent. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: So there was no way that the speechwriters could say, "We 
need to emphasize these areas in the speeches and try to get a coherent message or 
unified idea out there?" 

CURT SMITH: I mean, there are ways, you know, you write memos, you talk among 
yourselves, you ask that messages be forwarded, you talk to people. I talked to Jim 
Pinkerton often. I don ' t know how many people agree with me, to me there ' s no question 
a major mistake from which we never recovered was the firing of John Sununu. Sununu 
could be tough, he could be aggressive, he wouldn' t suffer fools gladly, I always got 
along very well with him. And he ' s remained a good friend to this day and I think highly 
of him. Major mistake to fire him because no one replaced him. There was no 
conservative voice, no middle class voice in the Bush administration. One blue blood 
succeeded another. I could have, you know, sent a hundred memos, made a thousand 
phone calls, pushed and prodded, could throw a temper tantrum, to what avail? I don ' t 
think someone of a certain age would have understood even what we were talking about. 
1992 , I think, exposed, again, the fault line between the Wall Street and the [mainline] 
Republicans. Wall Street couldn ' t win a national election. Wall Street, the business 
crowd ran the 1992 election. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And so you think that was one of the many contributing 
factors ... 
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CURT SMITH: I think that was one of many. Sununu had a very sure populist streak. 
Sam Skinner had none; Jim Baker: zero. And of course the president doesn't come from 
a middle class background. There was nobody who I think understood why ~hat was , 
happening happened. And so what to do in a case like that? You do what you can. But it's 
fair to say what we did in 1992 [-] ... we were at a greater distance as well from people I 
had used so a lot of the facilitators weren't there. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: I got disconnected! [One minute and twelve seconds elapse 
because the phone is disconnected and KATHLEEN MOLLICK has to call CURT 
SMITH back on the phone.] 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: I was wondering, are you familiar with Fred I. Greenstein ' s 
book on presidential leadership? 

CURT SMITH: Yes, I am. I've read it at one point; when I had read it, it had taken us 
through Reagan. He may have had an update since then. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: He has had an update since then and one of the presidents he 
included was George H.W. Bush, and he believes that Bush was very effective at 
speaking at press conferences ... 

CURT SMITH: . . . He was. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: ... but that in his speeches, he gave up this opportunity to be 
kind of an teacher of the American public ... 

CURT SMITH: I totally agree. I think that ' s a very wise dissection. Bush was terrific at 
a press conference. He was focused , he was obviously knowledgeable, he would talk; he 
would not refer to them as sound bites, but he was succinct, he was fair , he was poised, 
moderate, and by and large, convincing. There's no question about that. He was far better 
than Reagan. People forget how awkward and, how do I put this?, ill-prepared Reagan 
could seem during a press conference. They remember him as the Great Communicator 
of the formal text, so in that sense, Bush and Reagan were the antithesis of one another. 
Yes, I agree totally with that view. He did not view the presidency as a bully pulpit. 
Franklin Roosevelt said, and this is almost a verbatim quote from Samuel Rosen wood ' s 
book, said that Roosevelt viewed the most essential prerequisite to educate, take the 
American people into confidence to express fairly and honestly a situation, and what was 
at stake, and what would happen if we didn ' t follow one course of action or the other, 
believing that if the American people understood the situation they would almost always 
make the right decision. I agree with that. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay ... yeah ... 
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CURT SMITH: Bush did not view his primary mission as education or transformation, if 
you would[-]. For what reason I'm not sure. Part of it may be the modesty; .... part of it 
frankly a lack of commitment there's no question that that's the case. He was more 
informative than he was [-] . 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: I can see that in some of the speeches that I read; that would 
tend to fit his style. 

CURT SMITH: Sure. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Fred Greenstein has said and Jeffrey Tulis has said in his book 
that probably the most important aspect of the modern American presidency, for the 
president, is to be able to communicate clearly and effectively with his audience. You've 
touched on this many times throughout our conversation today, but I was wondering if 
you believe that it the most important aspect ... 

CURT SMITH: . . . absolutely. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: of a president's role. 

CURT SMITH: It becomes more important, frankly, every day. I don ' t say that because 
I like the phenomenon, every day people die who read diligently; every day people are 
born who will never read a book in their life. Every year kids become more devious and 
dumbed down, become more shallow, know less about history, know less about 
biography, who come from homes where the art form[-]. We 've become a far more 
callow, shallow culture. So, how does a president communicate? Well, he becomes 
shallow as well , or at least he becomes entertaining. Because if not, the culture will write 
him off. And so he talks in sound bites, and he talks glibly, and he talks understanding .. 
. Richard Nixon often said what counts on tv is less what you say than how you look. 
That is the most important aspect. An ideal president obviously should have style and 
substance. Substance matters more. In today ' s culture, style matters more. However, to 
move the nation, so that you can achieve your objective of substance, you first have to 
connect. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: And related to style and speaking well , and tailoring the 
message to, for example, during the Bush administration television communication 
probably primarily, were there ever any comments you received, either from the president 
himself or from the people who were working with him or from the director of 
communication saying that there were particular phrases, or metaphors, or symbols that 
the president really wanted to use or bring out in speeches? Was there anything they 
wanted you to stay away from? 
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CURT SMITH: Yeah, I'll address both those sides. The metaphor of the inaugural had 
been, as I recall it, the winds of freedom ... 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Yes ... 

CURT SMITH: . . . or the breeze. That actually had potential, but we were not 
necessarily, as I recall it at least , encouraged to use it as the theme of the administration. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: If I could ask, was there a reason why? Or was it just felt it 
was fine for the inauguration, but we move ahead from there? 

CURT SMITH: Probably the latter; I don't know that the question was ever posed. I 
remember Peggy had written it ... there wasn't that continuity. "A New Paradigm" was 
suggested, which, you know, didn't really have a long shelf life. The reference to a "New 
World Order" ... 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Yes. 

CURT SMITH: . . . certainly had a longer shelf life. And I think made sense. It 
reflected the president ' s vision. The fact that he had spent time in Asia and was 
conversant with Europe. He was a One Worlder, a free trader ... so, and favored 
American involvement ... not subjugation. So unlike a certain relative! But 
domestically you ' ll notice, domestically we struggled, again, to find any kind of calling 
card. "A New Paradigm"-well , what does that mean? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That's true. 

CURT SMITH: That's my point! No one would know what we were talking about! It ' s 
not like, "The New Deal"; my seven year-old daughter could tell you that. Or "The Fair 
Deal" or "The Great Society" or "The New Frontier" or "The Silent Majority" or "Middle 
America"-those are all understandable. What does "New Paradigm" mean? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Well , as an educator, I can tell you that a lot of educators just 
shudder when they come across the term paradigm, anyway, so .. . 

CURT SMITH: I'll tell you what, it's a very diffuse, overly cerebral , pretentious, totally 
non-populist and elitist bromide which tells you a great deal right there. It also tells you 
the fact we were not able to come up with anything to supplant it; that ' s rather sad to say 
in reviewing. But again you' ll notice here, where is the sure pulse? Even with the 
moniker, it's too broad. "New World Order" : bingo! Right? 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: I think that really did work well for its time. 

313 



CURT SMITH: Sure! 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Because there was that change going on, which he addressed , 
quite a bit in his speeches that the change is now here, and where do we go from here as 
the world's lone superpower? 

CURT SMITH: Exactly. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: It ' s very significant. 

CURT SMITH: Yes. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: The last question in this section I have for you deals with 
public reaction to speeches, and you've mentioned the reaction to the ... to all three of 
those speeches I mentioned (the Inaugural, the State of the Union and the Houston 
Speech), did you ever use public reaction to speeches as a way to think about making any 
changes to speeches that you made that would come after it? For example, in the State of 
the Union Address, did polling numbers at all anything that you wrote that came down 
the line? 

CURT SMITH: No, polling did not, and this will come-how will I put it? Probably as a 
shock- we didn ' t use polling numbers. I mean, we had polls, obviously. David Demarest 
would hold meetings where he would talk about polling and I tried to read polling data 
when I could ; I certainly was aware of public polling. And our private polling by and 
large tracked that, but this was a very apolitical administration, which was part of our 
problem. We never, and I was there longer than anybody, and not once in four years was 
I ever asked to alter the content of a speech because of focus groups or polling data or 
because politics would trump policy. This was the antithesis of the Clinton 
administration. 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Yeah, I believe they had a lot of polling; I think they looked at 
polls all the time. 

CURT SMITH: He polled to test where he would go on vacation. 

[KATHLEEN MOLLICK laughs.] 

CURT SMITH: Nantucket or the West. We didn ' t do any of that. We probably should; 
there was a disconnect between the policy and the politics. This goes back to we really 
didn ' t. We didn ' t focus , I believe, on who elected us, why they elected us, and what they 
expected us to do. We operated in a void, a vacuum totally from that. Again, that created 
Ross Perot. 
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KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Because he had very interesting ideas about things but you 
knew exactly what he was thinking. 

CURT SMITH: With the Clean Air Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act, and the 
Civil Rights Act, they may be fine legislation or they may be awful legislation, but they 
have very, very little to do with the priorities and the values of the people who elected us. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: That would not ... I noticed they were often mentioned in 
speeches, like the State of the Union ... 

CURT SMITH: Oh, I wrote so many of those speeches; you have a white, by and large, 
middle class, Middle American constituency-what does the ADA mean to them? I 
mean, they may approve of it, but it's not on their radar. The Clean Air Act? Hardly. The 
Civil Rights Act? Give me a break! In fact, they would be, they would fear, they 'd be 
fearful of racial quotas and not supportive of them. So, there was a stunning disconnect 
between what got Bush elected and how Bush governed. At least domestically. Much like 
his son. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Yes. Where, as you said, there are a lot of things actually 
being repeated 

[CURT SMITH and KATHLEEN MOLLICK discuss for two minutes and twenty-two 
seconds how George W. Bush has been a disappointment as president. Then there is 
another twenty-three seconds spent discussing finishing the interview so CURT SMITH 
can go on to other appointments.] 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: This last section has to do with your reflections on 
speechwriting; did you feel your time as a speechwriter for George H. W. Bush was spent 
prod ucti vel y. 

CURT SMITH: Well , I do; I hope he did. And I think so ; in fact I headed, that the four 
years really after he left the presidency, recruited, if you will, several of my colleagues, 
and we volunteered to form a writing office for him and did and left the White House. So 
I go to know him actually quite a bit better after the presidency than during. So I like to 
think that he did. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: And, do you also think that you were able to write the kind of 
speeches for him that you wanted to, considering the situation? 

CURT SMITH: I think less so on policy. I mean, my background was middle class and 
the having attitude ... having said that regarding the values of the administration in a 
general sense, regarding Bush' s persona, and in the craft of writing itself, which matters 
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enormously, yes, I think by and large, within certain parameters, yes, I was able to write 
speeches [ -] . 

I 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: In regard to writing speeches for the president, do you have a 
particular philosophy about writing for a president in terms of what you as a speech writer 
give to the president? Was there any philosophy that you had that really guided your 
writing for President Bush? 

CURT SMITH: Well, I think number one a speechwriter should check his ego at the 
door. I've written twelve books and ifl want to say things and impress an ego, I do so in 
books which bear my name. His speeches bore his name. Therefore, I always tried to 
write [-] listening to audio and video and, as often as you can, trying to walk, as the 
Indian phrase says, in his moccasins. And I think also regarding the general philosophy of 
his , which is duty, honor, country, sense ofreligion, incrementalism [-] was true, all of 
those I felt comfortable with. I think there was a good meshing there. And I think that 
was one reason that some of the speeches that I talked about, the bishops, the Reagan 
Library dedication, Margaret Thatcher, which showed something of him as a person. And 
I think that worked pretty well. And I think even though our backgrounds are different, 
our philosophies [-] . 

KATHLEEN MOLLI CK: Speaking of checking your ego at the door, I was wondering if 
there were ever any times when you were writing speeches for President Bush that you 
were asked to make specific changes to a speech to appeal to his political base? 

CURT SMITH: Not enough. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay! 

CURT SMITH: I would have been quite pleased to have made changes to appeal to his 
base. It ' s called democracy. The average voter has only one thing to give you: his vote, 
his covenant, his trust. If you betray that, you betray your presidency. So I wish I had in 
fact been asked more often to make changes or to write specifically [-] . 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: We 've talked at length about your belief that the Bush 
administration ' s way of structuring the Speechwriting Office was very effective in terms 
of getting speeches produced, this question I have here I think pretty much covers it, but I 
wanted to ask if you wanted to elaborate on this possibly a little further: do you believe 
President Bush had a productive relationship with his speechwriters? 

CURT SMITH: I do. And he has said so. I know what's happened in other 
administrations to be avoided and a lot of the mistakes and problems there did not occur 
here. Again, what was it? It was coherent, it was structured, it was stable it was 
understandable, deadlines were met, speeches were assigned and written. In four years, 
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that we were ever called to account with a serious, factual mistake. One that would cause 
the president embarrassment. That's a tribute not to us, but to our research assistants. Bad 
things could have happened that did not in that sense. I think that other aids 'Vere 
included in the process. In a foreign policy speech, the president and his advisers all 
played a role as they should. And if it were a political speech, operatives at the event, 
politicians were in our office and all played a role as they should. So in other words, 
voices that should be heard, were. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay, and so then my last question for you this afternoon is, 
what is one major thought or idea that future scholars of presidential rhetoric should carry 
away with them about being a speechwriter for George H.W. Bush? 

CURT SMITH: I think two ideas ifl may. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Sure! 

CURT SMITH: One, try to develop a personal rapport , a philosophical understanding 
and principle, which I think by and large we did. I think we, I think it ' s important to 
reflect on the fact that you' re writing for him, not you, and you don ' t try to [garbled] .at 
his expense. I would also , the other thing that comes to mind is the necessity to 
understand that in 2007 or in this case perhaps, politics has become more showbiz and 
less seminar; you have to entertain not simply compel or persuade. It means, in my view, 
a more depressing necessity, certainly in a sense of[-] putting speeches together, how 
they were assigned, how they were written, I think [-] quite well. I think in retrospect 
[Sound cuts out] clear as well as the clash of showbiz [-] could have been , I think, had 
we placed more premium on the spoken word and how it would be received. 

KATHLEEN MOLLICK: Okay; all right. At this point, I have to get on script for just a 
minute and to say thank you for your participation and this is the end of the interview. At 
this time are there any responses to the interview questions that you' d like to revisit or 
clarify? 

CURT SMITH: No, I think, it's an enormous privilege personally and professionally; the 
White House is the best job I think that any American could have regardless of what he 
does. Anyone liberal, conservative, Democrat or Republican if you' re given the 
opportunity should take it; the hours are awful, the weekends are oxymoronic, they don ' t 
exist. But on the other hand, the chance to be in a place where so much history has been 
made is just ... In my case to work for a person I have a great deal of respect for is the 
best. ... 

[Remaining one minute and fifty seconds left to have KATHLEEN MOLLI CK thank 
CURT SMITH for his taking the time to meet with her, to discuss CURT SMITH' s 
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availability during the summer, and to wrap up the process of KATHLEEN MOLLICK's 
dissertation in regard to the interview with CURT SMITH.]. 
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