campaign in terms of what he and his supporters value the most. What Sen. Obama

attempts here is on a grander scale than simply trying to recover from crisis.

Fig. 5

Figure 5 shows how prominent the issue of race is in Sen. Obama’s speech. In fact,
Sen. Obama is careful to position himself early on in the speech as uniquely qualified to
speak on the issue of race relations in America (an issue also tied to his seeming lack of
respect for racial cooperation). He recites his biography with greater detail than is found
in earlier speeches, emphasizing his experience in the white and black communities, his
life of privilege and of struggles, and the importance of his family “of every race and
hue.” He speaks with startling honesty about the frustrations and anger of both the white
and black communities, of “black anger” and “white resentments,” demonstrating an
adept understanding of both sides. But what he does so well is define his ethos in a way
which again embodies exactly what he believes society needs. He tells his audience that
the “profound mistake of Reverend Wright’s sermons is...that he spoke as if our society
was static.” He tells his audience that what he knows, and indeed what they know, is
“that America can change.” He calls for “the audacity to hope,” to heal the racial wounds

of the country. Of course, this rhetoric is not only appropriate for the crisis at hand; it fits
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directly into the rest of his campaign. Here, he is reminding his audience that he still
embodies hope, just as he did after his lowa victory. As a man half white and half black,
an imperfect man, an unfinished man, he embodies the racial tensions of America. In this
way, he invites his audience not simply to see him as the bridge to a solution, but to see
that he is the solution. His mixed race is not a problem or a reason for distrust, it is an
opportunity and a reason to believe that he might bring something special to the country,
a different perspective, a new story, which might help the country deal with this divisive
issue in a more productive, more satisfying way.

This reconfiguring of his ethos to be seen as the ideal leader in this particular
moment is only part of the grand undertaking of this speech. He also, in a subtle way,
again calls on another political figure, borrowing his tactics and using them to fit his
needs. Although New York Senator Robert Kennedy’s brother, President John F.
Kennedy, often doubted the power of rhetoric to instruct the public*®, the younger
Kennedy did just that on the eve of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination. The excerpt
below is from Sen. Kennedy’s speech to a predominantly black Indianapolis crowd
announcing the death of Dr. King. What was meant to be a rally supporting Sen.

Kennedy’s Presidential campaign became a lesson in race relations:

In this difficult day...it’s perhaps well to ask what kind of nation we are
and what direction we want to move in. For those of you who are
black...you can be filled with bitterness, and with hatred, and with desire
for revenge. We can move in that direction as a country, in greater
polarization—black people amongst blacks, and white amongst whites,

filled with hatred toward one another. Or we can make an effort, as Martin
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Luther King did, to understand, and to comprehend, and replace that
violence...with an effort to understand, compassion, and love. What we
need in the United States is not division; what we need in the United
States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence and
lawlessness, but is love, and wisdom, and compassion toward one another,
and a feeling of justice toward those who still suffer...whether they be

white or whether they be black.*®

These short remarks reflect a technique which Sen. Kennedy often borrowed from
his brother, a tactic called dissociation, which Murphy describes as the “strategy in which
a singular entity is split into two differently valued entities” (590).*° In the excerpt above,
Sen. Kennedy breaks up the singular entity of America’s future into two distinct
entities—a future of division and a future of unity. This technique is also found in Sen.

Obama’s speech, as seen below:

For we have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that breeds
division, and conflict, and cynicism. We can tackle race only as a
spectacle...We can do that...That is one option. Or, at this moment, in this
election, we can come together and say, ‘Not this time’. This time we want
to talk about the crumbling schools that are stealing the future of black
children and white children and Asian children and Hispanic children and
Native American children...we want to talk about the men and women of
every color and creed who serve together, and fight together, and bleed

together...And today, whenever | find myself feeling doubtful or cynical
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about this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the...young people
whose attitudes and beliefs and openness to change have already made

history in this election.

Sen. Obama offers a similar choice to his audience, also by means of dissociation.
He speaks less of the future and of a process than Sen. Kennedy, instead splitting up the
present, this particular moment, into one moment in which we do not take race seriously
and remain divided and one in which we recognize our commonality and begin to address
real problems. More than the understanding and compassion which Sen. Kennedy asks
for, Sen. Obama wants to begin right now to tackle “the real problem([s]” in the country
which transcend issues of race.

Murphy’s analysis of the rhetoric of Sen. Kennedy and President Lyndon Johnson
suggests that Sen. Obama may be able to strengthen his own ethos by appropriating part
of Sen. Kennedy’s style while still altering the message to make it his own. Murphy’s
paper studies the ways in which Sen. Kennedy and Pres. Johnson “sought to provide the
public with the most authoritative reading of John Kennedy’s legacy regarding Vietnam”
(579). Murphy finds that Pres. Johnson tended to treat what Pres. Kennedy had said about
Vietnam as “sacred script,” and rather than form his own policy towards the region he
“merely sought to continue an old one” (583, 584). Pres. Johnson would quote what Pres.
Kennedy (as well as Presidents Truman and Eisenhower) had said about Vietnam as
evidence that American must “follow the lead” of these men, and had no choice but to
continue to fight in the region (587). However, as Murphy reminds us, “Presidents, lead;
they do not follow” (596). The result of this rhetorical strategy was that Pres. Johnson

was subsequently no longer seen as a leader on the issue; he was simply “doing
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Kennedy’s bidding and repeating Kennedy’s words” (586). He therefore lost the ethos of
a powerful and authoritative leader. Murphy contends that Sen. Kennedy, on the other
hand, “elaborated on his brother’s style” and used Pres. Kennedy’s words to “probe
current issues” rather than “accept past statements” (590, 591). Murphy summarizes Sen.
Kennedy’s rhetoric by saying that he “shift[ed] the grounds of the debate,” demonstrating
that the key was not to “act as President Kennedy had acted” but rather “as he would have
acted given the approach to issues revealed in his public discourse” (emphasis in original,
591). Sen. Kennedy “recontextualized the wisdom” of his brother in order to fit the
current set of issues (594). This strategy won Sen. Kennedy the right to speak with the
ethos of an authoritative, wise leader. Sen. Obama, while not mentioning or directly
quoting Sen. Kennedy, appropriates part of his style and wisdom. Yet, he does not mean
to tell his audience that he asks for exactly what Sen. Kennedy wanted. The former U.S.
Attorney General was a central figure in the Civil Rights fight, but his past actions and
words do not adequately fit Sen. Obama’s call for change right now. The audience is to
believe, however, that the sort of change Sen. Obama is advocating is what past figures of
the Civil Rights fight would have wanted.

We should not overplay the extent to which Sen. Obama calls upon Sen. Kennedy’s
legacy. While speaking in Sen. Kennedy’s style might remind some older generations of
Kennedy’s speech, there is little else in the speech which indicates that Sen. Obama
intends his audience to directly link him with Sen. Kennedy. However, just as in his
earlier speeches he mirrored the rhetorical style of past Presidents in order to appear
Presidential, here he uses the style of a racial healer so that he might also soothe the

wounds reopened by this newest race scandal. As a black man, he must go further and
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The General Election

Section One—McCain vs. Obama

After a primary season which, for one party, left the national ticket unresolved until
voters in the final two states cast their ballots, the Democratic and Republican National
Conventions officially nominated the two candidates and their running mates, opening up
the two-month general election battle. For voters who had not followed the primaries
closely, the parade of convention speeches, particularly the acceptance speeches of the
candidates’ themselves, served as introductions to the men who would be President. What
followed the conventions ranged from the typical to events which would be difficult for
any campaign to absorb—three national debates, polarizing and often controversial
campaign rhetoric, a financial meltdown on Wall Street and a protracted Congressional
battle on how to fix it, and the continued downward spiraling of the economy which left
few segments of the populations untouched. After these two difficult months, the

candidates gave what were commonly called “closing argument”>®

speeches as bookends
to the convention speeches. The very term “closing argument” suggests the logic and
coherence of a courtroom case, in which the convention speeches serve as opening
arguments to the general election campaign. The candidates then had two months to offer
evidence to support those opening remarks before closing with their most convincing
summary of their case. Despite what the terminology might imply, the two candidates

used these two speeches differently. Sen. Obama’s convention and closing argument

speeches bolster the narrative and ethos he established during the primary season and in
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fact deliver his final and best argument for his candidacy. On the other hand, Sen.
McCain, while also generally remaining true to his established ethos, fails to deliver one
overarching argument for why his ethos makes him the most deserving man for the job, a
problem compounded by a closing argument speech which takes a much harsher and

narrower tone than any text we will discuss.

Section Two—*“All across American something is stirring’”: Sen. Obama’s speech in
Denver, Colorado

Speaking first of Sen. Obama’s convention speech, it should not be surprising that
he again positions himself as the candidate for change and as a man whose biography
makes him uniquely suited to tackle present issues. He argues these points in much the
same way as we have already seen in the four previous speeches, often lifting lines from
those speeches and reusing them. What is most notable in this speech, however, are two
new facets he adds to his ethos—he portrays himself as the most rational as well as the
most insightful candidate. Sen. Obama quotes a statement from former McCain campaign
advisor Sen. Phil Gramm, who, in an interview with The Washington Times, defended the
economy by claiming that circumstances were not as bad as many believed and that
America had in fact become “a nation of whiners.”>* Sen. Obama uses the “nation of
whiners” quotation as a launch pad for a long section of the speech in which he
establishes two poles—positioned on one pole are the “whiners” who resist “hard work”
and expect success to be hand-fed, and on the other are those who insist that everyone is
“on [their] own” and can not expect any help from others, as their struggles are the result

of personal failures.> In the following excerpt from his convention speech, Sen. Obama
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speaks about his “heroes” and the “stories that shaped [him],” using specific, concrete

examples of Americans who are struggling yet continue to work hard:

In the face of that young student who sleeps just three hours before
working the night shift, I think about my mom, who raised my sister and
me on her own while she worked and earned her degree; who once turned
to food stamps but was still able to send us to the best schools in the
country with the help of student loans and scholarships. When 1 listen to
another worker tell me that his factory has shut down, I remember all
those men and women on the South Side of Chicago who I stood by and
fought for two decades ago after the local steel plant closed. And when |
hear a woman talk about the difficulties of starting her own business, |
think about my grandmother, who worked her way up from the secretarial
pool to middle-management, despite years of being passed over for
promotions because she was a woman. She's the one who taught me about

hard work.

This section connects Sen. Obama’s own ethos with those hard-working Americans
who he claims occupy the middle ground between the poles he has established. After
offering his examples, Sen. Obama describes his ethos as situated with these heroes in the
middle ground, where the “promise” of America is found. In fact, as Figure 6 indicates,

the idea of America’s ‘promise’ is sprinkled throughout the speech:
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Sen. Obama defines the promise of America as “the idea that we are responsible for
ourselves, but that we also rise or fall as one nation; the fundamental belief that | am my
brother’s keeper; | am my sister’s keeper.” These arguments rest on a belief in empathy,
which Lakoff describes in his text on the Obama Code as a “Progressive” value.
However, again, Sen. Obama articulates this value as American rather than progressive or
liberal. In the framework he offers, he is merely trying to do what any good American
would do—Ilook out for his fellow countrymen in any way he can while working hard to
provide for himself.

Sen. Obama is hardly the first politician to articulate this definition of the American
promise, yet he defines himself in this speech as the defender of that promise by
explaining “exactly” what he would do as President to keep that promise, focusing
primarily on the economic ramifications of the promise. Yet, Sen. Obama tells voters that
he does not only embody the promise of the middle ground in economics, as this passage

indicates:
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We may not agree on abortion, but surely we can agree on reducing the
number of unwanted pregnancies in this country. The reality of gun
ownership may be different for hunters in rural Ohio than for those
plagued by gang-violence in Cleveland, but don't tell me we can't uphold
the Second Amendment while keeping AK-47s out of the hands of
criminals. | know there are differences on same-sex marriage, but surely
we can agree that our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters deserve to visit
the person they love in the hospital and to live lives free of discrimination.
Passions fly on immigration, but | don't know anyone who benefits when a
mother is separated from her infant child or an employer undercuts

American wages by hiring illegal workers.

Sen. Obama demonstrates that he is in fact the rational candidate, the one who
tosses away divisive absolutes, who does not stand on one pole or the other but in the
middle ground which emphasizes “individual responsibility and mutual responsibility.”
By standing in this middle ground, Sen. Obama defines his ethos not only as a unifier but
also as the defender of “our greatest inheritance”—the true promise of America. Sen.
Obama’s ethos, therefore, is intended to define him not as an extreme but rather a rational
choice for the American people. In his earlier speeches, Sen. Obama used similar rhetoric
to show that the values he stood for were American values. Here, he combines the idea
that he represents the best of America with the idea that he can bring about hope to come
to the idea of America’s promise—only he has the ethos which can unlock the greatest
potential of America, because not only does he share those American values, he is

someone special, someone different who can bring the best of those values out into the
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political life of the country. In this way, Sen. Obama is not dangerous but rather an
obvious choice. He is, in this understanding, what we have wanted and needed all along.
Sen. Obama also claims in this speech that he shares a special insight with the
American people which Sen. McCain “doesn’t get.” Sen. Obama acknowledges that
“fulfilling America's promise will require more than just money.” It will, in fact, require
“a renewed sense of responsibility from each of us to recover what John F. Kennedy
called our ‘“intellectual and moral strength’.” Statements such as this one are Sen.
Obama’s attempt to establish ethos as a man who is concerned about the state of the
economy yet who also knows that more than money defines America. In this way, again,
he uses rhetoric similar to that of Sen. Robert Kennedy. For example, below is an excerpt

from Sen. Obama’s speech:

For part of what has been lost these past eight years can't just be measured
by lost wages or bigger trade deficits. What has also been lost is our sense
of common purpose - our sense of higher purpose. And that's what we
have to restore... This country of ours has more wealth than any nation,
but that's not what makes us rich. We have the most powerful military on
Earth, but that's not what makes us strong. Our universities and our culture
are the envy of the world, but that's not what keeps the world coming to
our shores. Instead, it is that American spirit—that American promise—
that pushes us forward even when the path is uncertain; that binds us
together in spite of our differences; that makes us fix our eye not on what

is seen, but what is unseen, that better place around the bend.
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The excerpt above is quite similar to the following excerpt, taken from a speech

given by Sen. Kennedy in Detroit on May 5", 1967:

Let us be clear at the outset that we will find neither national purpose nor
personal satisfaction in a mere continuation of economic progress, in an
endless amassing of worldly goods. We cannot measure national spirit by
the Dow-Jones average, nor national achievement by the gross national
product... It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of
our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our
public officials. It allows neither for the justice in our courts, nor for the
justness of our dealings with each other. The gross national product
measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our
learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to country. It measures
everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile; and it can
tell us everything about America—except whether we are proud to be

Americans.>®

What Sen. Obama is trying to do is what Sen. Kennedy attempted to do more than
forty years earlier—establish ethos as a man who understands what America is, who
understands the American ethos, and therefore knows what Americans lose in times of
great peril. The argument, in short, is that he, like past revered and insightful leaders,
“get[s] it”, and Sen. McCain does not. Again, this rhetorical move is part of the large
Obama Code, in which Lakoff says “morality and economics fit together.” The country’s

financial crisis is not merely a crisis of stock market values, home foreclosures, and
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layoffs. It is a moment of crisis that strikes at what Lakoff calls the “heart of
government’s moral mission of protection and empowerment.”” These days are not
merely a crisis of the budget, but a crisis of the American soul. Sen. Obama sells this
vision to his audience to shape the ethos of a man with a more comprehensive
understanding of Americans’ struggles, as an empathizer in chief. Like the rest of his
rhetoric, this speech places the ultimate questions of the election not on the plane of
policies or politics, but of American values and morals.

A final crucial element to Sen. Obama’s convention speech is his emphasis on the
urgency of the moment. Sen. Obama uses phrases such as “defining moments like this
one” and “at this moment, in this election” repeatedly to establish a sense of urgency. An
entire section of his speech is structured around the repetition of the phrase “now is the
time.” He tells his audience that “all across America something is stirring” and calls on
the audience to turn that energy into action. Sen. Obama defines this election, therefore,
not as a chance to start getting back to where we want to be but rather as a profound and
immediate choice about what we want the country to be. By doing so, Sen. Obama
establishes his ethos as a man for this moment. By aligning himself with leaders to whom
Americans have turned in times of racial strife or in the wake of a terrorist attack, by
proving to his audience that he understands what they have lost and knows how to get it
back, by demonstrating how he embodies the challenges the country faces and the change
it needs, Sen. Obama has successfully created the ethos of a leader. In this speech, he
stresses the urgency of not just believing in but rather electing that particular leader, as

his moment has finally come.
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Section Three—*“Get back up and fight again for our country’”: Sen. McCain’s speech in
St. Paul, Minnesota

Rather than taking the risk of adding anything new to his ethos, Sen. McCain
instead chooses in his convention speech to emphasize two of his well-established
qualities: his honesty and trustworthiness as well as his role as a patriotic servant who is
ready to fight. Sen. McCain thanks undecided voters for “the opportunity to win [their]
trust,” defends his fights against politicians who “violated their public trust,” and

%8 An entire paragraph is devoted to the various

promises to “recover the people’s trust.
ways in which the government has lost the trust of the American public. Although the
word ‘trust’ is used seven times, not an overwhelming number, the theme is emphasized

in three different sections of the speech, overshadowed only by the patriotic servant

theme.
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The servant theme is established by comparing the “good fight” he fought as a military
servant to the fight he would undergo should he serve as President. Sen. McCain tells his
audience that he works not for a party or his own self but rather “for you.” He tells his

audience that after experience as a prisoner of war, “l wasn’t my own man anymore. |
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was my country’s.” He discovered the highest ambition in his life, therefore, only after
his time as a POW. And he tells his audience that he realized that highest ambition is to
“serve a cause greater than yourself,” to “get back up and fight again for our country.” As
evidenced by Figure 7, the word “fight” or a variation dominates the speech, being used
twenty-four times, and it is obvious for what cause he intends to fight—the word
‘country’ or a variation occurs twenty-seven times. To further his point, he contrasts the
ethos of a fighter with what he believes to be the ethos of Sen. McCain Sen. Obama,

telling his audience:

I'm not running for president because I think I'm blessed with such

personal greatness that history has anointed me to save our country in its
hour of need. My country saved me. My country saved me, and | cannot
forget it. And I will fight for her for as long as | draw breath, so help me

God.

Therefore, Sen. McCain’s candidacy is portrayed as a natural extension of ethos as a
servant willing to fight for the greater good of his country. The speech is filled with
ethical appeals, the same ethical appeals Sen. McCain has been making from the start of
his campaign. Sen. McCain attempts to the ethical note of steadiness in this speech—ever
since his capture, he has been his country’s loyal servant. Ever since his first campaign
speech, he has reminded us that he will still be that loyal servant in the White House.

At the end of the speech, Sen. McCain invites his audience to become servants with
him and fight, not for themselves or for glory, but for their country—*“a cause worth

fighting for.” The following excerpt shows Sen. McCain attempting to bolster his ethos
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as a fighter by encouraging his audience to adopt it as their, to rally them to a cause with

a rousing final few lines:

I'm going to fight for my cause every day as your President. I'm going to
fight to make sure every American has every reason to thank God, as |
thank Him...Fight with me. Fight with me. Fight for what's right for our
country. Fight for the ideals and character of a free people. Fight for our
children’s future. Fight for justice and opportunity for all. Stand up to
defend our country from its enemies. Stand up for each other; for
beautiful, blessed, bountiful America. Stand up, stand up, stand up and
fight. Nothing is inevitable here. We're Americans, and we never give up.

We never quit. We never hide from history. We make history.

There is an element of Sen. Obama’s rhetoric in this final paragraph, particularly in the
final lines, where Sen. McCain speaks of the fighting spirit as a traditional American
value. What Sen. McCain is telling his audience is that we are all patriotic fighters, and
we are to remember that Sen. McCain has been all along celebrated for these qualities.
He is not, therefore, changing his ethos much, still choosing to go with what has been
working for so long. There is less criticism of Sen. Obama than in his Kenner speech,
which we discussed in section eight of chapter one. There is no room for Sen. Obama
tonight—it is an evening to celebrate the American spirit, and Sen. McCain, as the focal

point of the evening’s events, is meant to exemplify that spirit. It is a retelling of his story
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one more time, on the biggest stage of his life, and there is little reason to change the
message.

There is a problem with Sen. McCain’s ethos, however, when it is compared to
what Sen. Obama is presenting. As we recall from our discussion about Pres. Johnson
and Sen. Kennedy, Presidents are expected to lead. Being a public servant is certainly
admirable, yet this particular ethos creates little urgency in a time of great national need.
A New York Times/CBS News poll conducted in April found that 81% of Americans
thought that “things have pretty seriously gotten off on the wrong track” in America, and
little had happened in the interim between that poll and the convention to raise hopes.*®
Yet, while Sen. McCain speaks of change and occasionally hints at urgency, his overall
rhetoric does not give the impression that there is an urgent need to vote for him. Rather,
he is a man who can merely get us “back on the road to prosperity and peace” and take
our country to a place which “remains in our reach.” He speaks of a process, of pledging
to work for us as a servant so we might eventually get back on the right track. Yet, this
argument does little to convince an audience that he is needed at this particular moment.
Sen. Obama told his audience a week earlier that they faced a moment of ultimate
decision, a moment that required us to examine our deepest-held values and pick
someone to defend them. He told his audience that they must, at this crucial moment,
elect him.

Yet Sen. McCain is only saying what he has been saying for nearly three decades.
The audience may want to shake the hand of a patriotic servant, but in times of crisis they
prefer to vote for a leader. Sen. McCain’s own advisors admit that they “had difficulty

explaining how America will be better off for electing (as opposed to simply admiring) a
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stubborn patriot.”®® Such an ethos is admirable; yet, it was something Americans already
believed about Sen. McCain, as the polling numbers and past narratives we have already
discussed have clearly shown. What, then, makes this moment different? Why should the
servant lead? These are questions which Sen. McCain ought to be answering for his
audience if he wants his ethos to persuade them to the action of voting for him. Instead,
he is content to simply define himself as credible and hope that Americans move
themselves to the appropriate action. Henry Johnstone and Mary Lee Mifsud have argued
that rhetoric must be a “bridge” in addition to being a “wedge.”®! That is to say, in
addition to acting as a wedge by creating “an opening of consciousness,” rhetoric must
also be a bridge “from awareness to judgment.” Sen. McCain’s rhetoric serves as a wedge
which opens up the quality of his character (for those not already familiar with him), but
fails to provide a bridge that moves that awareness towards a judgment of him as worthy
of leading the country.

As we have shown, Sen. McCain is persuasive in defining himself and asking his
audience to share his ethos and share in his fight. But they are never told they need to do
it now. The ethos presented by Sen. McCain was fine until Sen. Obama’s rhetoric of
urgency reached the fevered pitch it found in his nomination speech. The moment called
for Sen. McCain to adapt, to acknowledge the crucial turning point of the election and
argue why this emergency demanded him. Instead, he did not acknowledge that the rules
had changed, and what is altogether a solid speech which establishes a very believable
and admirable ethos simply fails to rise to the unprecedented occasion rung in by Sen.
Obama. Sen. McCain would never recover the ground he ceded to Sen. Obama as the

general election ratcheted up to a frantic pace.
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Section Four—The Closing Arguments: Sen. Obama’s speech in Canton, Ohio and Sen.
McCain’s speech in Hershey, Pennsylvania

Sen. Obama’s closing argument speech is essentially his convention speech
message of urgency tweaked to adjust for the financial problems brought to the forefront
of the electorate’s mind by the market collapses of September. The same phrases
signifying urgency dot the speech (the whole speech, in fact, is structured around his

audience being only “one week away from change in America”®

), he still borrows from
Sen. Kennedy’s explanation of what defines America, he elaborates on his biography in
order to establish his unique ethos, and he uses concrete examples to crystallize his
broader concepts. In the speech’s final paragraph, he also lists actions his supporters can
take in order to bring about the outcome the country needs so badly. While still clearly
remaining in charge, he brings everyone into the fold of his campaign, “call[ing] on our
better angels instead of encouraging our worst instincts” in order to ensure success. He
adds nothing truly new to his ethos, instead deciding to let the speech serve as one final
and urgent summary of what his campaign has said from its inception. It is a closing
argument in the sense we discussed earlier, the logical conclusion of what he had been
building since the speech in Springfield.

Sen. McCain, however, does change his message slightly, finally adding a new
sense of urgency, emphasizing that “we have to act” in this “moment of national crisis
that will determine our future.”® The problem, though, is that this urgency is directed not

at electing a leader like Sen. McCain but rather at stopping Sen. Obama. Figure 8, the

Word Cloud from Sen. McCain’s closing argument speech, clearly demonstrates the shift

73



in theme of Sen. McCain’s rhetoric from his other speeches, even the criticism-heavy

speech in Kenner.
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The implication is clear—Sen. Obama and taxes have trumped patriotism and a
willingness to fight as the hallmarks of Sen. McCain’s rhetoric. Even when Sen. McCain
went on the offensive in Kenner, he did not so completely abandon his message to hone
in on his opponent. The focus here has completely shifted from Sen. McCain’s ethos to
Sen. Obama’s ethos. The attack strategy used by Sen. McCain is typical of the findings of
a study on negative campaigning in Presidential elections from 1960 until 2000. The
study finds that “major-party tickets were far more attack-oriented if their election
prospects looked bleak than if they were either nursing a safe lead or involved in a close
race” (527). ** With a Pew Research Center poll released on the day of the speech
showing that Sen. Obama was favored by 52% of voters vs. 36% for Sen. McCain,
continuing a downward trend on the polls for the Republican campaign, Sen. McCain
was clearly behind in the race and, as a result, was likely to attack his opponent.®

Therefore, Sen. McCain in this speech is prone to often flimsy attacks about Sen.

Obama taxing families and small businesses into oblivion, failing to have “the right
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response” to “an international crisis”, and even “measuring the drapes” in the White
House and “working out the details out the details with Speaker [Nancy] Pelosi and
Senator [Harry] Reid to raise your taxes, increase spending, and concede defeat in Irag.”
Sen. McCain poses the following questions, which serve just as much as an attack on

Sen. Obama as they do as support for Sen. McCain:

Will we continue to lead the world's economies or will we be overtaken?
Will the world become safer or more dangerous? Will our military remain
the strongest in the world? Will our children and grandchildren's future be

brighter than ours?

In short, Sen. McCain paints an overly bleak picture of an Obama Presidency and says,
simply, “We can’t let that happen.” The urgency is directed at stopping Sen. Obama
because of what he might do, not at electing Sen. McCain because of what he would do.

Sen. McCain in this speech seems to be speaking to a more narrow audience, as he
attempts to encapsulate all Americans inside the persona of “Joe the Plumber.” This tactic
may appeal to Sen. McCain’s supporters, but claiming that all Americans are like a white,
suburban, middle-class male is reminiscent of the mistakes Pres. Bush and Vice-Pres.
Quayle made in defining Americans. Sen. McCain also uses arguments which blatantly
do not make sense, saying, “Senator Obama is running to be Redistributionist in
Chief...I’m running to be Commander in Chief.” The phrase “Redistributionist in Chief”
is an attack on Sen. Obama’s tax plan, which is an issue unrelated to the President’s role
as the military’s Commander in Chief. Yet Sen. McCain attempts to tie the two roles

together in a way which doesn’t fit and is confusing to most Americans who do not
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already share Sen. McCain’s view of Sen. Obama. There is certainly room to attack Sen.
Obama. Sen. McCain could take on Sen. Obama’s presumption that his values are
American values. But instead, Sen. McCain argues from fear and circumstance and fails
to offer a comprehensive, inspiring alternative set of values. His audience is meant to
infer what his values might be, because he takes no time to articulate them. Those values
are not those that concern him in this speech. He wishes to avoid what is wrong rather
than offer what might be right.

What we have, then, is a speech that is not about Sen. McCain’s ethos. As the
underdog, he chooses to attack Sen. Obama’s ethos in the hope of making up electoral
ground. The tone and content of the speech, though, are unlike any of the other speeches
we have discussed and, as we have seen, seem directed at a smaller base of supporters.
The ending of the closing argument speech is nearly identical to that of the convention
speech, but little else is the same. The Draper article cited earlier which chronicled the
inner workings of the McCain campaign summarizes the six narratives which the
campaign offered the public, the six different ways Sen. McCain defined his ethos and
that of Sen. Obama: The Heroic Fighter vs. the Quitters, Country-First Deal Maker vs.
Nonpartisan Pretender, Leader vs. Celebrity, Team of Mavericks vs. Old-Style
Washington, John McCain vs. John McCain, The Fighter (Again) vs. the Tax-and-Spend
Liberal®. While the sixth narrative is evident in this speech, it is the fifth narrative, the
unintended fight broadcast to the public, which steals the majority of attention. The
members of the audience remember the John McCain whose ethos they believed in, the
man whom they thought honest and patriotic, whom they believed to be a maverick, a

servant, and a hero. Yet, in this speech, they see a smaller John McCain, one who is
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inciting fear and anger and relentlessly attacking out of desperation. And for this reason,
the attack strategy could not work. *‘John McCain the negative campaigner’ did not fit
with his antecedent ethos. It was not the man his public knew, and therefore it created a
sort of disturbing dissonance while still providing no significant reason to translate our

evaluation of Sen. McCain’s ethos into a vote.
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V.

Summary and Conclusions

In the six speeches analyzed from the campaigns of Sen. McCain and Sen. Obama,
our four expectations were confirmed. Sen. McCain and Sen. Obama both attempted to
establish a slightly different ethos from one another from the outset of their campaigns,
most notably in the way Sen. McCain focused on the servant and honesty issues and the
way in which Sen. Obama portrayed himself as both similar to other past leaders while
also unique in his own right. Both candidates also demonstrated an awareness of the
ethos of candidates and parties in previous Presidential elections. Both candidates also
proved aware of their own antecedent ethos. Finally, Sen. Obama’s rhetoric and attempts
at establishing ethos were ultimately more successful than those of Sen. McCain, as
evidenced primarily in a comparison of the final two speeches chosen from each
campaign.

This study has been related to the larger discipline of rhetoric wherever appropriate,
and it leaves open many opportunities for future study. More speeches and more
mediums of persuasion can be added to the study in order to get a more comprehensive
picture of the ethos each candidate attempted to establish. Although I conclude that Sen.
Obama was more successful at establishing ethos, exit polling shows that, among those
voters who said that the candidates’ “leadership/personal qualities” were most important
to their vote, 59% voted for Sen. McCain and only 39% voted for Sen. Obama.®’ It is
difficult to account for this disparity between my analysis and the exit polling. My initial

reaction is to note that although more of Sen. McCain’s supporters cited character as
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being most important, this data alone does not indicate that Sen. McCain was more
successful in establishing ethos. While many might question Sen. Obama’s ethos with
greater intensity, | find that reality to be a result more directly attributable to his obstacles
to establishing ethos (his race, the Wright scandal, etc.) rather than his own efforts. It is
not contradictory to assume that more people still believed in Sen. Obama’s ethos but that
those who did approve of him were more adamant in their disapproval than those who
disapproved of Sen. McCain. Whatever the cause may be, however, this issue is one that
certainly may prove fertile ground for further study. Additionally, in his candidacy
announcement, Sen. Obama uses the word “can’ twenty-six times and the word ‘can’t’
just once, while Sen. McCain uses both words six times. An entire study could focus on
such discrepancies in word choice and what those differences might mean. Of course,
aspects of rhetoric not covered in this study, such as logos and pathos, merit further
attention.

The previously cited paper by Sigelman and Buell begins with the following note:

Most election forecasters maintain that campaigning in U.S. presidential
races rarely alters outcomes preordained by the economy and a few other
factors. By contrast, most campaign strategists believe that good
campaigners can beat bad ones, even when the initial odds appear

daunting. (518)

The follower of politics within me tends to believe the first statement. So many
political factors favored Sen. Obama in this race that victory for Sen. McCain was nearly

impossible. An extraordinarily unpopular incumbent Republican President, a much
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greater emphasis on domestic rather than foreign affairs, and the historical difficulty of
one party holding onto the Presidency for more than eight consecutive years were all
circumstances which favored a generic Democrat over a generic Republican. Sen.
Obama’s prolific fundraising, unprecedented campaign ground game, and the influx of
new voters registering as Democrats only worked to augment Sen. Obama’s advantage.
The point could be made, and almost certainly will by some, that all the speeches, all the
efforts at establishing ethos, really changed few minds, that most people pretty much
knew who they were going to vote for all along. I can certainly understand this argument.
However, this study from the beginning has been an analysis of rhetoric rather than
politics. And the worth of rhetoric is based on persuasion, on that fundamental belief that
Sen. Obama mentions in his speech on Rev. Wright—that our society is not static. We
want to believe that no matter how bad the economy might be or how long a war might
drag on, the voters’ minds can be changed because they want to know what a man or
woman is like, want to believe in him or her and judge that person as someone of
integrity and character before casting their vote. As long as we hold onto this belief, there

will be a place for rhetoric in the public debate surrounding elections.
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