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CHAPTER 14 

REPORT OF THE NATIONAL TASK FORCE 

ON THE ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES 

OF PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC 

Chair: Steven R. Goldzwig, Marquette University 
Karrin Vasby Anderson, Colorado State University 
Frederick ]. Antczak, Grand Valley State University 
Thomas W. Benson, Pennsylvania State University, University Park 
Rita Kirk Whillock, Southern Methodist University 

ON RHETORIC, ETHICS, AND THE PRESIDENCY 

P
art of the implicit charge of this task force is to call the presi

dency to its ethical obligations, most particularly with respect to 

its rhetorical activities. And yet as any observer of the ongoing 

four-year cycles of presidential campaigning has come to see, 

American political discourse is saturated with candidate rhetoric designed 

to display "character" and surrogate rhetoric designed to cast doubt on the 

character of rival candidates. Talk radio often excoriates the character of po

litical opponents as a premise and primary subject of political conversation. 

We distract ourselves with indignation, yet have trouble finding a purchase 

for reflective ethical inquiry and mutually respectful policy debate. In some 



ways, it seems that we need a moratorium on ethics as the implicit theme of 

presidential and campaign discourse. And yet it is not so much that we need 

less focus on ethics as that we may need to refocus how we talk about ethics. 

The work of scholars in rhetoric has done much to encourage such a refocus

ing of ethical inquiry. 

The rhetorical tradition has invoked ethics in three interrelated senses

rhetoric and moral outcomes as the substance of persuasion; moral character 

as the basis of persuasion; and ethics as implied in the relation of public de

liberation. 

ETHICS AND THE ENDS OF RHETORIC 

The tradition tells us that we should value speakers and audiences who seek 

ethical ends. Of course, what counts as an ethical end is often precisely the 

issue that divides speakers on various sides of a question, forming the sub

ject matter of public address; rhetoric itself can provide no infallible rule to 

choose among policy alternatives, in most cases-such judgments are part of 

the larger relations of ethics and politics. Rhetorical scholars and the public 

are rightly interested in how persuaders depict the ethics of policy questions. 

Some rhetorical scholars have warned against the danger of turning everyday 

policy arguments into ethical arguments prematurely, since such tactics can 

backfire, creating polarization, rigidity, and self-righteousness; pushing aside 

pragmatic considerations and mutually beneficial compromises; and creating 

mutually antagonistic camps both accusing the other side of moral blindness. 

Turning a great public question into a moral confrontation can have the effect 

of silencing the very deliberation that the society needs to deal with the prob

lem; failing to acknowledge the moral dimensions of a problem can prolong 

evasion and injustice. 

Some rhetorical scholars have asked whether certain ends are so impor

tant that the president has a moral obligation to support them. Steven R. 

Goldzwig and George N. Dionisopoulos argue that John F. Kennedy was 

right to make a moral. commitment to civil rights, a position shared by Garth 

Pauley; Thomas W. Benson has interrogated Franklin D. Roosevelt's silence 

on civil rights in two speeches delivered on the Gettysburg battlefield in the 

1930s.1 
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CHARACTER AS RHETORICAL PROOF 

Ethics, and the perceived enactment of ethics in the performed character of 

the speaker, form part of the "proof" of any discourse, from the audience's 

point of view. This form of proof Aristotle called ethos. 2 To ethos (the depicted 

character of the speaker or implied author), contemporary rhetorical theory 

has added concerns with how texts represent not only their authors but also 

their listeners and readers (second persona; implied audience); and how the 

text represents other human agents. 3 

Listeners do and should assess the ethical character of a speaker as part of 

the speaker's general argument; the rhetorical text itself is a guide, though in 

the age of ghostwriting not always a reliable guide to presidential ethos. 4 As

sessments of presidential ethics properly include a consideration of how the 

president depicts not only himself or herself but also other human agents. 

ETHICS OF COMMUNICATION IMPLIED 

BY RHETORIC ITSELF 

The act of engaging in rhetoric, as speaker or listener, implies ethical obligations 

for both. Karl Wallace wrote that "communication carries its ethics within 

itself," by which he meant that "public address of any kind is inseparable 

from the values which permeate a free and democratic community." 5 Wallace 

argued that in a democratic society, speakers have an implicit obligation to 

meet certain ethical standards-they should be well informed on the subjects 

they address and should acknowledge legitimate opposing views; they should be 

fair and accurate and should help their listeners to arrive at fair judgments by 

cultivating the "habit of justice"; they should reveal the sources of their motives, 

information, and opinion; they should make themselves publicly accountable 

and should prefer public to private motivations; they should "acknowledge 

and respect diversity of argument and opinion"; they should respect dissent. 6 

Employing Wallace's sense of the implicit ethical rules of democratic rheto

ric, Christopher Lyle Johnstone argues that Ronald Reagan's 1984 campaign 

rhetoric was deficient in meeting "the procedural standards of intelligent public 

deliberation and judgment."7 

He has bequeathed us a vision of the political process in which the 

values and forms of democratic decision-making have been replaced 

by activities and expectations geared more to entertainment than 
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to wise judgment. This vision substitutes the campaign rally for the 

town meeting, patriotic homily for argument, spectacle for discussion 

and debate. It makes every public appearance by the candidate into 

a performance-staged, scripted, recorded, and then repackaged as 

press-coverage-by-soundbite and as campaign commercial. It replaces 

judgment with emotional satisfaction as the aim of public communi

cative encounters. It replaces the ideal of citizen-as-judge with that of 

citizen as spectator. 8 

Richard L. Johannesen has expressed similar but in some ways narrower doubts 

about the rhetoric of Ronald Reagan. In assessing the first two years of the 

Reagan presidency, Johannesen concludes that "President Reagan plays fast 

and loose with the facts and thus warrants ethical condemnation. " 9 Having 

briefly catalogued representative critical practices that focus rhetorical inquiry 

on the ethics of presidential discourse, we next turn to a discussion of what 

we believe rhetorical critics can and perhaps ought to be engaged in now~ both 

in fashioning a critical stance toward presidential ethics and in developing 

critical practices. 

WHAT CRITICS CAN AND SHOULD BE DOING NOW 

A conundrum of idealism vs. pragmatism hovers over presidential ethics and 

effectiveness and the development of a critical stance. Nearly twenty years ago, 

Thomas B. Farrell reflected on "rhetorical resemblance," identifying a paradox 

between rhetoric as an ethical-political practice and as a poetic. Farrell con

tended that "Aristotle gave us a double standard for appreciating and engaging 

the mimetic status of rhetorical discourse. " 10 He continued by observing: 

My suspicion is that Aristotle conceives the qualities of rhetorical dis

course quite differently from an ethical-political stance (employed in 

the Rhetoric) and from an aesthetic stance (employed in the Poetics). 

As many observers have noted, for instance, Aristotle believed that 

acting (praxis) was superior to making or creating (poesis) . ... But at 

the same time, he construes poetic "truth" to be more universal and 

truer than historical truth (what men have actually done). And he 

places credible impossibilities on a higher aesthetic plane than incred

ible fact. He would value myth more than, say, news.11 
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If Farrell's supposition is correct, Aristotle's choice to tie together rhetoric 

and poetic in an untanglable knot was deliberate. It was necessitated by the 

paradox of public discourse. Farrell concluded his argument by contending 

that "rhetoric is the only art responsible for the imitation and expression of 

public thought. And nothing is more tenuous than that. " 12 

Aristotle's "double standard" for evaluating rhetorical discourse is mirrored 

in discussions of the ethical responsibilities of presidential discourse. On one 

hand, critics attend to presidential rhetoric from an ethical-political perspec

tive-establishing normative standards by which presidents should abide but 

from which most leaders (save those who agree with our political predilec

tions) inevitably fall short. On the other hand, scholars know that presidential 

discourse is governed by the practitioners who take a decidedly more aesthetic 

approach to the crafting of political discourse. Just as "beauty" is in the "eye 

of the beholder," "virtue" is often determined by the popular vote. Although 

none would argue that a popular message is always an ethical message, many 

contend that in politics one cannot accomplish anything unless one is in of

fice-thus the achievement of ethical goals is dependent on rhetoric that is 

persuasive and, as such, aesthetically appealing. 

. Hence a battle rages between idealism and pragmatism. Do we establish lofty 

standards for presidential discourse, knowing full well that mortal presidents 

will fail to abide by them? Or do we acknowledge politics as an inherently stra

tegic activity for which the only credible measure of excellence is winning? 

The solution to this problem, suggested by Farrell via Aristotle, is not to 

attempt to unravel the paradox but instead to recognize the strength inherent in 

the paradoxical form. Presidential discourse is not least ethical when it is most 

aesthetically appealing. Ethics lies outside the realm of aesthetics. However, 

where discourse is concerned the ethics of a message is entwined-knotted-to 

its aesthetic appeal. Critics must provide normative standards acknowledging 

that these two realms-rhetoric and poetic-are melded in political discourse. 

All our recommendations for ethical communication will be disregarded unless 

we acknowledge that ethical speech also needs to be persuasive. 

The conundrum of ethics versus effectiveness was addressed in an episode of 

The West Wing, NBC's pop culture site for negotiating the issue of presidential 

ethics. Fictive Democratic campaign strategist Bruno Gianelli is debating the 

merits of using soft money for political advertising with White House Deputy 

Communications Director Sam Seaborn. Seaborn, taking the ethical high road, 

argues that the president cannot oppose soft money in his campaign rhetoric 

and then use it for political gain. Seaborn opines, "There's such a thing as 
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leadership by example." Gianelli responds, "Yeah, it comes right before getting 

your ass kicked in an election." Gianelli argues for the importance of leveling 

the playing field-if conservatives are going to play rough and tumble with 

their campaign ads, then liberals have to do the same in order to continue to 

give voters a choice-"We're both right. We're both wrong. Let's have two 

parties." Communications Director Toby Ziegler weighs in with an Aristotelian 

solution: "Let's stick to the spirit of the law." Seaborn interrupts, "The spirit of 

the law means no soft money." Ziegler continues, "No, I'm saying let's do an 

issue ad-an actual issue ad. Let's do a bunch-health care, equal opportunity, 

school construction. Does anyone think that raising awareness of crumbling 

schools won't help us?" After outlining an issue ad strategy that both meets 

the ethical "spirit" of the campaign finance law and promises to be rhetori

cally and politically effective, campaign strategist Gianelli remarks, "This isn't 

bad. I like this. Why am I nervous?" Seaborn quips, "It's not amoral." Both 

characters chuckle. 13 

Implicit in the television narrative is at least one answer to the paradox be

tween idealism and pragmatism in political discourse. If a president has faith in 

the soundness of his or her policy, in the clarity of his or her vision, then ethics 

need not be sublimated to strategy. Instead, all of rhetoric's aesthetic strength 

can be mustered to support its ethical-political purpose. Moreover, when this 

occurs both critical and public cynicism are apt to diminish. Attempts to mine 

and identify when this happens and when it decidedly does not, of course, have 

implications for how we go about the process of rhetorical criticism. 

ENRICHING OUR CRITICAL STANCE 

AND CRITICAL PRACTICES 

Certainly recent presidential rhetoric has presented one of the most intriguing 

challenges for criticism. The public spectacle of a Nixon or a Clinton clinging 

precariously, desperately to the bare bones of a legal defense has perhaps given 

us some reason to believe that no one is entirely above the law, that despite 

creaks and sputters, the system in some sense works. But the law is aimed, 

more or less, to enforce our minimum standards for behavior, and minimum 

standards leave a good bit unsaid. How could a legal code begin to express 

critically the larger ethical disappointment in a president using a merely legal 

rhetoric to wriggle away from legal responsibility-whether it is a Nixon cov

ering up a cover-up or a Clinton clinging to the nuances of defining of "what 

'is' is "-when the larger issue is a failure of moral vision and discipline? How 
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could critical discourse examine cases where a simple up or down evaluation 

is less interesting than a description of what is going on-for example, the ap

parent capitulation of the Carter energy messages? How are we to approach 

mixed cases, like the valiant hubris of LBJ's declaration of a "war on poverty," 

or tease out shadings of ethical difference between JFK's two televised mes

sages on civil rights? 

One of the most recent trends in ethics has been the "Virtue Ethics" move

ment spurred by philosophers like Alasdair Macintyre and theologians like 

Stanley Hauerwas. 14 Moving away from a rule-based approach to ethical judg

ment of ethical choices, virtue ethics seeks to frame ethical issues in terms of 

the character formed in community practices. 

This movement has attracted a great deal of attention in philosophy, but 

rhetorical scholars had been moving in the direction of "character in com

munity" for years. Wayne Booth's emphasis in his Modern Dogma and the 

Rhetoric of Assent envisioned "the self as a field of selves"-not an automatic 

individual making discrete rational choices and bound by unambiguous rules 

so much as "a social product in process of changing through interaction, 

sharing values with other selves. " 15 Thus his ethical imperative "must always 

be to perform as well as possible in the same primal symbolic dance which 

makes us able to dance at all"; that is, the enrichment of the common stock 

of reasons for elevating its practice of rhetoric.16 Booth went on to develop 

"an ethics of fiction" focused on the quality of relationship enacted in the 

inductive, deductive, and "coductive" processes of reading in The Company 

We Keep. 17 While Booth has largely focused his system of rhetorical ethics on 

literature, James Boyd White has taken more specifically polemical material. 

White's When Words Lose Their Meaning focused on the constitutions and 

reconstitutions of language, character, and community and their processes of 

mutual influence; in later work like Acts of Hope he developed an ethically 

charged notion of authority in literature, law, and politics. 18 

This is to say that in the ethics of rhetoric, character counts. But in the rich

ness of our scholarship, character counts across a variety of dimensions: the 

formulation of the character of the audience has been a concern as far back 

as Edwin Black's "The Second Persona. " 19 Concern about those excluded or 

effaced from audiences, and the import of that exclusion for those still included 

in discourses of power, was the focus of Philip Wander's introduction of "The 

Third Persona. "20 

While efforts to develop rules, as part of a normative code of ethics for 

presidential discourse, are earnest and worthy enterprises, codes (even the 

ones we will introduce in this report) often come to suffer the fate of campaign 
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finance laws; loopholes will be found, ethically indeterminate new ground will 

eventually be plowed (email and Internet campaigning, for example, seems to 

have become a whole new area of campaigning in the wake of Howard Dean's 

improbable early emergence as a frontrunner for the 2004 Democratic nomina

tion). And in our pluralistic diversity, agreement on any particular code is likely 

to be a slow process, the results of which can easily be too general or innocuous 

or dated to matter. By what code can we capture the ethical content of, say, 

threatening music accompanying a message like "there's a Bear in the woods," 

or golden sunshine on a backdrop banner-"Mission Accomplished!"-that 

elides an occasion of congratulating sailors returning from combat to an un

spoken visual claim of presidential accomplishment, without ever admitting 

to such a shift? 

In a society bound in part by rules, we must continue to hone ethical codes. 

The further challenge posed by ethically interesting presidential discourse is 

to develop supplementary approaches, like those following from the work of 

scholars-from Macintyre and Hauerwas to Booth and White, and on through 

Black and Wander-capable of more precision and nuance in describing ethical 

issues, virtues, and practices. The work of ethical codes needs to be supple

mented by a descriptive ethic focused on character and community. 

The purpose of such a critical ethic would be to formulate-in a publicly ac

cessible, intersubjectively testable way-critical claims about the implied author 

of any "text" and the audience constituted as author and audience interact. It 

is to describe, with some degree of intersubjectively testable precisioq, what 

sort of relation, what sort of "discursive community" is enacted between the 

implied author and audience as the "text" unfolds. 

To do this, we will need to learn to combine some familiar questions of close 

reading with new questions about the world as reconstituted by the discourse. 

For example we already have some ways of asking: 

(1) What are the text's constitutive topoi, and how are they built out of 

the text's characteristic terms of description and evaluation? How do 

they work to rank-order the possibilities for appeal to others, for inter

sections of motive? 

(2) How do these terms clarify and advance some possibilities (and oc

clude others) for sustaining, extending, and transforming the imme

diate community of discourse and the wider world in which it is to 

operate? 

( 3) What modes of reasoning and proof are practiced as if they were 

valid, reliable, authoritative? What are the specific functions accorded 
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to deduction, anecdote, analogy, aphorism, appeal to authority? What 

is the relative force of each? Which transitions and shifts does the 

text treat as if they should pass without question, and which does it 

acknowledge the need to defend? 

Such questions could enable ethical critics to begin to determine what one 

can and cannot say, what one can and cannot do, or even aspire to do, in the 

world constituted by the text. Questions could be asked, testable claims for

mulated about who we have to become in relation to the author, to the text in 

its dispositions of language and habits of persuasion, in order to belong and 

move appropriately and effectively in the sort of world the text establishes and 

enacts, and what it can mean to move that way. But such traditional questions 

need to be combined with new sorts of questions about presidential character 

and democratic community. For example: 

(1) How is the discourse inclusive and exclusive? What roles does it offer 

or preclude for the variety of potential members of the audience, and 

for other parties affected but not addressed by the text? On what prin

ciples is this inclusion and exclusion done, how explicitly, and how 

justly, especially as readers are given to see justice? 

(2) What relation exists between the discursive community consti-

tuted and enacted in the text and the culture that supplies materials 

from which the text is formed? How are the potential materials for 

discourse treated and preserved? What is discarded without explana

tion or afterthought, what may be pillaged, what comes with strings 

attached? Who may and may not interpret these materials? What 

parts of the past-especially discourses of the past-may be, in 

the words of Nixon press secretary Ron Ziegler, "rendered 

inoperative"? 

(3) How is the discursive community constituted in the text committed to 

maintaining and extending, or transforming, or demoting and destroy

ing these cultural resources? How is that community committed to a 

recognition or admission or celebration of their past, or to denying it, 

or reshaping it? How does the act of "reading" commit the engaged 

reader to the promise of a particular future for its author, its audience, 

its materials, and any others who inhabit such communities? 

What can this critical approach do that we need to do? We believe it can do 

at least three things: 
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• Assess the quality of accountability. One might, for example, assess 

JFK's speech on the Bay of Pigs disaster over against the subsequent 

practices of presidential apology and deniability. 

• Elucidate the sources of comfort. For example, one might seek to 

elucidate the ways in which Reagan drew upon such sources in his 

response to the Challenger disaster. 

• Examine claims about the nature and sources of evil. One might 

examine "the designs of evil men" and the messianism that brooks no 

possibility of self-judgment. 

There is much work remaining for ethical critics of presidential discourse, 

describing who our presidents make themselves in their discourse and what 

kind of listeners they create-what kind of people they call us to be. 

INSTITUTIONAL FORCES AND CONSTRAINTS: 

A BRIEF ENCOUNTER 

We acknowledge that our critical work may not always proceed smoothly. 

There are major institutional forces and constraints that threaten to impede 

our efforts and those of engaged publics. 

Challenging a candidate's ethical standards is one publicly accepted form 

of political discourse. Typically, public discourse and criticism center on what 

an opponent said and when, assumptions about self-interest, assessments of 

actions related to the public good, and communal judgments regarding the 

candidates' abilities to learn from past successes and failures . While these to poi 

are common, the 2004 presidential election campaign presented additional 

dilemmas. In dispute are at least three other issues: the realm for public debate, 

who gets to speak and who does not, and distracting public attention from 

critical claims. 

The Realm for Public Debate 

The 2004 presidential election continued a debate on where public debate 

resides. One clear example is the controversy occasioned by the initiatives 

of MoveOn.org. In 2003, MoveOn.org sponsored a television advertisement 

contest that was intended to attract and showcase "really creative ads that 

will engage and enlighten viewers and help them understand the truth about 

George Bush. " 21 The competition generated over 1,500 submissions with 
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over 110,000 people logging on to vote for their favorite ad from a group of 

finalists. People might never have known of the contest or the advertisements 

except that two ads comparing Bush to Hitler were posted on the site. The 

creator of both ads was George Soros, who claims that he was awakened in 

the middle of the night thinking about Bush's statement that "you're either 

with us or against us." Soros said the speech reminded him of Nazi slogans he 

read as a child in Hungary. 

On January 4, 2004, chair of the Republican National Committee Ed 

Gillespie criticized the Hitler/Bush comparison saying that the tactics were 

"despicable" and that they were characteristic of "the left today." Fox News 

Channel began the media coverage of the story on January 5, followed by other 

media organizations. Concurrently, the advertisements were pulled from the 

MoveOn.org site. The debate raged on for a few more days, despite the fact 

that viewers were unable to see the advertisement that created the controversy. 

Essentially, the public debate ended before it began. 

Who Gets to Speak and Who Does Not 

Moveon.org represents another ethical issue related to who gets to speak and 

who does not. Two issues are illustrative of these claims. First, where should 

hostile speech reside in a mass-mediated society? Does the public only get to 

debate reports about the speech as opposed to exposure to the speech itself? 

Moveon.org pulled the ads before the eruption of media attention, yet it re

mained a story for several days and was even included on the RNC website. 

A second issue concerns the winning advertisement of the competition. 

Moveon.org hoped to air the advertisement during the Super Bowl but was 

rejected by CBS on the grounds that the ad constituted "advocacy advertising," 

which is against CBS policy. The policy was established in the 1950s and is 

based upon a consumer entertainment model of television. Basically, people 

want to be entertained during programming like the Super Bowl. Divisive ads 

are not conducive to entertainment. Assuming for a moment that we accept 

the CBS policy on those grounds, where does the public debate take place? It 

appears that the "place" for debate is becoming rriore and more limited. While 

venues for expression are available on some media channels, it is more likely 

to take place on specialized Internet sites that cater to like-minded people. 

This issue is critical and is certain to be the subject of contention during 

future presidential elections. In an effort to curb the influence of "soft mon

ey" on elections, new campaign-finance laws ban soft-money ads that use a 

candidate's name within thirty days of a primary and sixty days of a general 
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election. The Supreme Court in McConnell v. Federal Election Commission 

upheld the statute in December, 2003. 

On the negative side, free speech seems jeopardized. Not only is it becoming 

increasingly difficult to find a mass media outlet in which citizens can bring 

before the population issues they wish to be debated; they are now limited as 

to the timing of those messages. On the positive side, ads that claim to be issue 

ads will have to focus on the issues and not the people who represent those 

issues. Essentially, the only unrestricted free speech can come from people who 

run for office, thus ratcheting up the negative campaign style that many voters 

eschew. 

Distracting Public Attention from Ethical Claims 

In the film Wag the Dog, the fictitious tale is told of a campaign distracting 

the voters from certain issues by having them focus on the central issue of 

war. Although initially written as a novel regarding President George H. W. 

Bush, the story is typically interpreted as a parody of President Clinton. What 

fascinates the public, perhaps, is that it could be true that the public was duped 

by an invoked war. 

In 2004, as in earlier campaigns, questions concerning what is real and 

what is staged in politics continued to emerge. Whether it was "Astroturf," 

creating the illusion that a grassroots campaign is unfolding when it is not, or 

the effect of tax breaks on the economy, the public will continue to try to be 

the arbiters of truth, and well-funded, often partisan institutional forces will 

seek to influence those judgments. 

Significantly, voters cannot make informed decisions in a democracy unless 

they have access to information. Judging the credibility of information is criti

cal to success in decision making. At a time when information is a commodity 

that both the government and the press are more than pleased to release for 

public consumption, the discovery and application of higher ethical standards 

of information use and dissemination is of primary importance. 

THE RHETORIC OF WAR AND THE ETHICS OF 

PRESIDENTS AND PRESIDENCIES: SOME CONCERNS 

Probably the most important ethical stakes impinging on presidential rhetoric 

have to do with the issues of war and peace. The human consequences of that 

discourse have inescapable moral dimensions. Rhetoricians have maintained a 
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healthy caution about the rhetoric of war. They have noted the complex rela

tionships between war and the presidency. They have also issued informative 

and telling moral judgments in their evaluations of presidential discourse over 

war.22 Certainly rhetoricians have weighed in heavily over Vietnam.23 They have 

demonstrated how presidents and their administrative representatives have also 

attempted to purge "bitter memories" and transform our interpretations of 

that particular war. 24 Rhetoricians continue to weigh in on other U.S. military 

conflicts and crises. 25 

The war in Iraq has brought home a bevy of ethical dilemmas, not least of 

which implicate the discourse of President George W. Bush and his adminis

tration. Many question the prudence as well as honesty of the president and 

his administration. Has the administration tried to link Saddam Hussein to AI 

Qaeda without sufficient grounds for the charge? In addition, President Bush's 

credibility has been impugned by his claim that Hussein had weapons of mass 

destruction, which was offered as a key rationale by the president for going to 

war with Iraq. No WMDs have been found. 26 Pentagon propaganda activities 

associated with this war also seem troubling. Who bears responsibility for 

the Pentagon's seeming willingness to "enhance" the truth about the Jessica 

Lynch story?27 Who bears responsibility for the Pentagon's seeming willing

ness to "enhance" the truth by supplying fictitious letters to newspapers and 

news organizations such as the Boston Globe and the Los Angeles Times and 

Gannett news services, all of which uncovered duplicate letters purported to 

have been written by soldiers serving in Iraq? 28 

Not only do we have efforts to "enhance" the truth; we also have reports 

of efforts to squelch important information about the Iraq war. For example, 

reporters found scant information about how many troops were leaving the 

front lines in Iraq and returning home after sustaining life-threatening injuries 

and/or other physical or mental incapacities. Another example is the attempt 

by the Bush Administration to "stonewall" investigation into potential intel

ligence lapses and procedural improprieties that may have led to 9/11.29 In 

addition, the Pentagon's dismay over photographs of flag-draped coffins of the 

returning fallen soldiers summons questions about truth telling and cover-ups, 

and whether such photos should be censored for the sake of the privacy of 

the families involved or merely to purge images said to "comfort the enemy." 

People in the United States and the international community have been hor

rified to learn that abuses of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib occurred at the 

hands of U.S. military personnel. Seymour Hersh, among others, has alleged 

that these abuses can be linked directly to the upper reaches of the command 

structure. New Bush Administration policies seem to have defined enemies in 
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the "war on terror" as "unlawful combatants" and therefore not fully subject 

to the protections of the Geneva Conventions. 30 These events and charges beg 

for investigation. They implicate the moral leadership of the United States and 

world opinion. They make a fundamental new look at the ethics of the presi

dency and presidential ethics even more urgent. In sum, the war in Iraq has 

provided a rather large tableau for unearthing and interrogating ethical issues: 

Was the government unethical in its advocacy on the need to go to war and in 

its manipulation of the news about the war and the postwar reconstruction? 

This question implicates both the ethics of the president and the ethics of the 

presidency. 31 

ON PRESIDENTIAL ETHICS AND THE ETHICS 

OF THE PRESIDENCY 

We cannot assess with clarity how a president is doing the job, nor can we 

accurately interpret the quality of presidential leadership, unless we can trust 

the words spoken by or for the chief executive. The president is responsible 

for upholding and extending the public trustY 

Role Model and the Public Trust 

The president can be a role model who can make a difference in our national 

life by becoming a model of ethical behavior and by the practice of a public 

discourse that is both responsible and ethical. The president can encourage 

members of the administration to do likewise. Cynicism and lack of trust is 

engendered by the wanton, brazen violation of public trust over time; one 

way to restore it is to put guidelines in place and then follow them. There 

will be circumstances under which the president will not be able to be entirely 

truthful-and we, the public, will grant that. Certainly in times of war,~when 

national security is at stake, or when divulging information that might threaten 

the life, liberty, or even property of others, then a modicum of prudent silence 

is in order. A "war on terror" can go on ad infinitum. If "war time" restraints 

and modes of propaganda also go on ad infinitum, questions as to the ulti

mate state of our ethics as a nation arise rather poignantly, especially as we 

become mired both nationally and internationally in perceived gaps between 

our democratic principles and practices. 

The ethical questions and dilemmas posed by this brief rehearsal of current 
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concerns, however, should not be read merely as a complaint leveled against 

the Bush Administration's handling of the Iraq war and its aftermath

although we might well offer such a critique in another venue. Rather, our 

discussion points to larger questions about our democracy and the nature 

of the ethics of U.S. presidents and the presidency in a post- 9/11, electroni

cally mediated age. 

Key Normative Values 

What is clear at the present moment is that the president has a distinct and 

overriding advantage in advancing both foreign and domestic policy rhetoric. 

Presidents have more information and more expertise to draw upon than the 

American public has. Since this is the case, the president's ethical responsibili

ties in the public sphere are profound. Public dependence on and deference 

to the president in matters of war and peace, in particular, should engender 

a concomitantly grave presidential responsibility. The president needs both 

a personal and a public ethic and a set of values to draw upon, especially 

during crisis periods. Those ethics and values must be in conformity with 

the-expectations of the citizenry-as diverse and disparate as those principles 

and normative standards might be. Thus, consensus must be built around the 

highest standards: respect for democratic values, human rights, the exercise of 

prudence, and ensuring that just policies will prevail seem minimum require

ments for helping shape presidential decision making. Obviously the tension 

between moral idealism and realpolitik can and should be navigated. Principles 

and standards, while absolutely necessary, are certainly by no means altogether 

sufficient for effective governance. Political circumstances almost always call 

for an "idealistic pragmatism." 

Fundamental normative values for informing and enacting presidential dis

cursive acts include a demonstrated understanding, development, and exercise 

of prudence, courage, honesty, respect for human choice, forthrightness, a 

sense of humility as well as a vigilance for justice, equality, and human rights; 

a capacity for developing, pronouncing, and implementing short- and long

term political and social vision; and finally, when necessary, a sincere desire to 

search for words and policies that reflect a spirit of compromise, reconciliation, 

and healing in a nation too often divided and too readily prone to resort to 

violence and give in to hatred. Three of these values-prudence, honesty, and 

the spirit of compromise and conciliation-deserve further elaboration in this 

limited context. 
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Prudence 

If one were to cast about for a key value or virtue necessary for this time and 

place, perhaps we might choose a renewed focus on the need for prudence. 

According to J. Patrick Do bel, in politics, "Prudent judgment identifies salient 

moral aspects of a political situation which a leader has a moral obligation to 

attend to in making a decision." Acting with prudence requires "disciplined 

reason and openness to experience" and "foresight and attention to the long 

term." Prudential modalities of statecraft that must be mastered include how 

to "deploy power," understanding "timing and momentum," and having a 

keen sense of "means and ends." Prudent political outcomes regarding the 

practice of statecraft would be measured by "the durability and legitimacy of 

[the] outcomes" and their "consequences for the community." Accordingly, 

as Dobel notes, "If leaders account for each aspect, they have lived up to part 

of their ethical responsibilities as leaders; if they fail, they are guilty of moral 

negligence and irresponsibility. "33 

There is no necessary, nor even advisable, division between prudential state

craft and political wordcraft. Indeed, prudential political considerations also 

call for prudence in rhetorical appeals. The rhetoric practiced by the president, 

then, must display disciplined reason, openness to experience, the understanding 

that words are themselves an enactment and deployment of power, that timing 

and momentum are not inconsiderable aspects of the rhetorical appeal, and 

that appropriate ends and means are called for. Thus, if the American public 

is to be convinced to go to war with Iraq, we need some signs of prudent 

political statecraft and a matching rhetoric. A president ought not to claim 

that Saddam Hussein has weapons of mass destruction without presenting 

compelling evidence. A president ought not to engage in questionable or false 

public charges, such as Hussein's alleged solicitation and attempted procure

ment of nuclear weapons grade materials from Niger. If the United States is 

indeed in Iraq for selfless reasons, there will come a time when we will be able 

to determine this by assessing "the durability and legitimacy of the outcomes" 

and the "consequences" for the Iraqi people. 

Honesty 

To hold the public trust, a president must adopt and practice rhetorical integrity. 

At the core of such integrity, of course, is the duty to tell the truth. When the 

president deceives, he or she invites negative judgments on personal character 

and attacks the administration. The president also risks diminished public trust, 
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unnecessary curtailment of public dialogue, and perceived manipulation of the 

mass media; this in turn intensifies growing cynicism of the citizenry, which 

leads to disaffection and disenfranchisement. A president must avoid, then, to 

the greatest extent possible, lies, distortions, and /or misrepresentations of the 

facts. To the degree possible and under the known constraints of our constitu

tional system, the president should strive to maintain consistency in word and 

deed, trying to fill in privately and publicly any and all gaps between public 

promises and public performance. Under most circumstances, if the president 

is to err in matters of public disclosure, those efforts should be to err on the 

side of full disclosure. 

Compromise, Reconciliation, and Healing 

The divisiveness and inveterate partisanship attending public political life today 

in the United States demands that we look deeper than at present to processes 

and products that have been arrived at through non-zero-sum activities. Presi

dent Bush came into office without a popular mandate and embarked upon a 

controversial war and reconstruction effort. In addition, the nation now seems 

divided between Red and Blue states where values are fundamentally differ

ent. 34 Thus we ask those in power to explore compromise where possible, to 

reconcile where necessary, and to bind up and heal past political wounds so 

that we can move on to new and better and more capacious public policies and 

programs. The president has the task of shouldering this burden and taking up 

this cause. Thus prudence, honesty, compromise, reconciliation, and healing 

are valuable as virtues, and when exercised judiciously, serve as invaluable 

tools of presidential leadership. 

ETHICAL STANDARDS FOR PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC 

Vietnam, Watergate, and the most recent Clinton scandals are progenitors 

of today's ethical dilemmas. The experience of each has made trust in public 

officials and in the governments and policies they represent questionable. 

Rhetoricians have played a key role in examining each of these national cri

ses.35 Under present rhetorical circumstances, a case can and should be made 

for a renewed focus on presidential ethics and the ethics of the presidency. We 

need specific criteria and normative standards for both politicians and public 

alike. It is the convergence of a variety of new circumstances and changes in 

both policy and perspective that have created what we perceive as a need for 
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special vigilance. While we have recommended personal virtues for presiden

tial consideration and while virtue ethics have their place, we see the need for 

additional ethical guidelines. Indeed, in the post-9111 rhetorical and political 

environment, we are entering new, uncharted territory. Presidential discourse 

issued on both foreign and domestic policy has even more pronounced and 

even more complex ethical implications. Foreign policy in the age of the war 

on terrorism has direct implications for freedoms and responsibilities on the 

domestic front. The Department of Defense now works in tandem with the 

new Department of Homeland Security. In addition, in a world marked by 

instantaneous electronic communication, where globalized information net

works carry signals of war and peace, action and inaction, good and evil, it 

is especially incumbent on U.S. presidents to communicate clearly, effectively, 

and ethically. To do so, it is important to have in mind (and perhaps even more 

important, in place) a set of ethical guidelines equal to the complex challenges 

of national and international political cultures. Both presidents and citizenry 

alike must be able to draw upon a set of shared normative criteria that will 

ensure ethical rhetorical efforts and rhetorical accountability. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The president should adhere to the highest standards of integrity in 

public address. 

2. To the greatest extent allowed by national security, the sensibilities of 

the president's party, and those of the American people, a president 

should not lie or distort the truth in public statements. Thus, the presi

dent should make every effort to excise from presidential discourse 

any claim of fact or piece of evidentiary material known to be false or 

misleading and should support claims with verifiable evidence, avoid

ing unverified, distorted, misleading, inexact, vague, or in any way 

otherwise untenable forms of rhetorical support. The same holds true 

for presidential surrogates speaking on behalf of the administration. 

3. The president and his or her subordinates should not make derogatory 

public statements about other agencies or operatives or branches of 

government that are functioning as required by the Constitution, law, 

or legal precedent. 

4. In debates of public policy, the president and subordinates should not 

misrepresent the opinions of others with whom they disagree. This 

would include any direct communications with the public in the form 
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of printed reading materials, public speeches, radio addresses, print 

and electronic political campaign advertisements, and the like. 

Since the practice of ethical rhetoric is meant to promote, protect, and 

defend the people's sovereign right to fair and accurate knowledge 

about their government and its operations, it is crucial to protect and 

defend the free flow of information in society. We view this as a seri

ous ethical obligation to ensure a vibrant democracy. Thus, we further 

recommend: 

5. The president should promote the free flow of information. The presi

dent should not seek to classify public documents for the purpose of 

deceiving the public nor attempt to cover up activities that might be 

perceived as unethical or embarrassing. 

6. The president and surrogates should make every effort to engage in 

dialogue with the American people on substantive foreign and domes

tic policy issues. This means exploring and inaugurating ample oppor

tunities for news conferences, town hall meetings, and open debates on 

important public policy issues. 

7. The president must explain policies clearly and effectively and refrain 

from obfuscating, squelching, or otherwise banning from the press or 

the public the potentially negative or deleterious effects of policies and 

proposals. This norm also applies to presidential advisers and repre

sentatives in the administration charged with advancing the president's 

agenda. 

8. To foster responsible public policy debate and implementation, the 

president ought to be willing to engage opponents openly and directly. 

In addition, the president should be willing to compromise, without 

undermining his or her principles, when both prudence and the public 

good demand it. Here compromise is viewed as a public act of healing 

and political efficacy. 36 

The virtues, ethical norms, and the recommendations offered here are not only 

emblematic of those needed to develop and sustain presidential character but 

also components of presidential leadership that take on the order of moral 

necessity. Thus, to lead well and truly, the president must have these virtues 

as an individual, must set out to incorporate these normative criteria in public 

discourse, and must extend them to others (subordinates and public alike) 

through modeling behavior. We strongly believe in and appreciate the direct 

link between public discourse and public policy.37 Submitting presidential public 

discourse to ethical analysis will improve candidates, presidents, policies, and 
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programs. Under the crucible of informed, normatively based criteria, public 

scrutiny of presidential rhetorical discourse can improve, and so can the qual

ity of the citizenry (and their decision-making capacities) whose obligation is 

to hold their presidents accountable. This mutual check and balance, in turn, 

can pave the way for a better society. Having been measured by normative 

values and scrutinized under the microscope of substantive and relevant ethical 

criteria and standards, presidential performance has not only the potential, 

but the obligation, to live up to its promise. 
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