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CHAPTER 1

Overview

The presidency occupies a special status within American society.
The office has clearly defined powers and limitations. However, the con-
stitutional powers fail to capture the true nature of the evolving power of
the executive. It is the only branch of the American government headed
by a solitary person. Though not a monarch, this individual is simulta-
neously a person, position, and branch of government. The presidency
exists as a multilayered entity that cannot easily be teased apart into
compartmentalized notions. The person functions both as the head of
state and the chief executive. Ceremonial and administrative duties fall
squarely upon their shoulders. They are ideally supposed to represent our
nation in various social functions while managing the entire executive
branch bureaucracy. The American presidency balances the pageantry of
our nation with the responsibility of bureaucratic management. Both are
interlinked and critical to the successful functioning of our government.
When one is favored over the other, presidents appear to either be out
of touch with either the people or the system. Our presidents attempt to
manage the branch while simultaneously attending to the needs of the
population.

As conceived in Article T of the USA Constitution, the legislative
branch wields a tremendous amount of power. Many scholars consider
this branch as the most powerful of the three. Our founding fathers
were deeply concerned about the emergence of a monarch. As a result,
they vested the majority of authority into the legislative branch with
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the idea of power diffused among the electorate. All systems, however,
need leaders to organize and guide ideas into actualizations. Within the
Congress, formal and informal leadership structure developed, and over
time, institutionalized into a set hierarchy governing member interac-
tion and activity. The legislative branch has long been involved in power
struggles with the executive branch. While our founders were apprehen-
sive about a powerful executive, they understood a single president was
psychologically important for the country. Voters demand accountability,
and an elected president provides a figurehead for the public to galva-
nize around, and look toward as the ultimate voice for the people. Over
the years, the American presidency has grown in power disproportionate
to its original constitutional provisions. The development of the bureau-
cracy allowed for the executive branch to exert a large amount of
influence upon the federal government. As presidents have transitioned
away from their role as “chief clerk,”? they challenged the legislative
branch’s historical dominance of government. The public looks to the
president for guidance and leadership as the country’s primary elected
official. This fluidity of executive responsibility lends itself toward a flexi-
ble model of leadership. Presidents throughout history mold the branch
and office to suit their current administration’s needs. Because of the
diverse responsibilities held by the executive, the sitting president regu-
larly sees to the obligations of the office through personal appearances,
speeches, meetings, executive orders, messages, or other means to com-
municate his opinions and preferences. It is difficult to distill all presi-
dential actions into uniform categories. Each executive has brought their
own distinctive style to the office along with personal proclivities toward
specific methods of public interaction. Some, like Eisenhower and
Nixon, preferred a more formal White House while Carter and Clinton
gravitated toward a more collegial one. Within all the uniqueness and
idiosyncratic behavior of administrations, are there patterns across time
we can observe? Can we compare presidencies to see certain aspects are
stable across administrations and if changes have occurred over the years?
Is it feasible to treat presidential administrations as units of comparison
rather than exceptional events without counterparts?

When presidents choose to speak in public, they do so for a variety
of reasons. Many explanations exist, but they often include announc-
ing policy, recognizing individuals, informing the country, and building
support. Location of a public speech often indicates the motivation and
rationale for the activity. If we assume presidents have the ability to give
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as well as refrain from speechmaking, the act itself has implications of
intentional activity. Presidents speak because they have grounds for doing
it. Sometimes, it can be as innocent as presenting an award, but other
times, it may involve building support for national programs or authoriz-
ing international military action.

Presidents are only as powerful as their ability to align support for
their policies. Though presidents have dramatically increased the total
volume of speeches over the past seventy years, do they solely rely upon
large cities and media markets to convey the messages or do they utilize
smaller, less national media outlets and regional addresses to connect
with the citizenry? Presidential speeches give us tools to better explore
choices made by administrations in terms of priorities. When presidents
speak, people listen. The topics they address, the words they choose can
help guide and direct the public in specific ways. Jason Barabas asserts
“citizens learn from the presidential rhetoric in SOTU addresses, espe-
cially policy proposals highlighted in the mass media.”? People listen
to what a president says, and how he says it. Tone? can affect per-
ceptions and when “public opinion moves in favor of the president’s
advocated policy, an effect that is strongest among the attentive audi-
ence.”* Competing ideologies over the role of the president has see-
sawed the balance of power back and forth between the congressional
and executive branches. In the twentieth century, presidential domi-
nance emerged and has never been subjugated. American president acts
as the lead policy maker within the hearts and minds of most citizens.
This research explores several basic questions about modern presidential
speechmaking. First, has the basic nature of presidential speechmaking
changed over time? Through examining the volume of speeches on a
yearly basis, it is possible to see that new patterns of yearly speechmak-
ing that emerged especially after the Nixon administration continuing
through today. In particular, this research suggests almost much mod-
ern presidential speechmaking is cyclical in nature, both during govern-
ing and election periods. Can we determine if any consistent patterns
within speech location exist across presidencies? In particular, the usage
of media markets helps us better understand where presidents choose
to speak throughout the USA. If presidents do prefer certain media
market sizes to others, what types of speeches occur there? Do they
use certain sized markets primarily for campaigning, policy announce-
ments, or consensus building publicity stops? Through media markets
and use of speech types (i.e., election speech), clear profiles emerge
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with how and when presidents choose to talk in different parts of the
USA. Some presidents prefer to reinforce base support while oth-
ers engage in more outreach activities. By comparing and contrasting
speeches organized by more conventional Census areas and the less tra-
ditional media markets, this project unearths some striking and surpris-
ing results. Unquestionably, the volume of presidential speeches over
the past fifty years has exploded. Chief executives give public speeches
almost constantly, talking on a variety of topics ranging from mun-
dane to vital issues impacting life in America. However, do presidents
give preferential treatment to specific areas of the USA? Furthermore,
over the past thirty years, a body of literature has emerged around the
continuous or permanent campaign of presidential administrations. In
the world of the continuous campaign, presidents theoretically never
cease the campaigning process. Richard Nixon in March 1971 said to
Haldeman “[t]he staff doesn’t understand that we are in a continuous
campaign.”® Polling public opinion becomes paramount, and every
speech has some sort of audience. In short, administrations never dis-
engage from campaigning. This situation implies presidents must main-
tain the same level of speechmaking during nonelection years as they
do within periods of reelection or risk erosion. My belief is this premise
may be flawed. These findings suggest Nixon indeed engaged in per-
manent campaigning during his entire time in office. Much of the early
research on continuous campaigning emerged during or soon after his
presidency. However, his administration appears to be the exception
rather than the norm for most subsequent chief executives. Nixon was,
in retrospect, less of a model and more of an outlier for generalized
behavior in office. Because the volume of speeches exploded following
the Nixon presidency, an assumption was made that others were behav-
ing in a similar matter, but the rapid growth in quantity clouded their
true behavior. In reality, every presidency post-Nixon until Obama
has engaged primarily in cyclical speechmaking, seriously altering pat-
tern during election seasons, particularly during their own reelection
periods. The sheer number of speeches often swamps these dramatic
changes, but when filtered by Census areas or media markets, distinc-
tive and persuasive patterns of cyclical speechmaking are more appar-
ent. By using an additional lens of Electoral College success, we can
also see presidents choose and prefer relying on their bases of support
both during and not during periods of election-oriented speechmaking.
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Presidents have different patterns throughout the country when engag-
ing in election-focused speeches compared to generalized ones. This
project also integrates swing states into the Electoral College assess-
ment. It will show that George W. Bush focused on swing states at a
far higher level than any other president. Barack Obama, on the other
hand, eschewed them and reinforced his base with veracity. Recent
presidents have also seriously altered the ways in which they “go pub-
lic.” The underlying theory within much of the rhetorical presidency
literature relies upon the notion the president primarily addresses
national audiences. Several scholars® pay careful attention to presidents’
interaction with media and the public, but their focus clearly centers
on national level appeals. Samuel Kernell’s book, Going Public: New
Strategies for Presidentinl Leadership, first published in 1986 engages
this material during a period of heightened presidential speechmaking
in Washington, DC. While the concept of “going public” has been an
institution within American research for about 30 years, my research
suggests George W. Bush broke with the tenets of this idea and inter-
acts with the public in a localized speechmaking model. Both Richard
Nixon and George W. Bush appear as outliers in a rather regular pat-
tern of behavior. While Barack Obama was often publicly criticized for
his speechmaking, his regional patterns more closely resemble adminis-
trations such as George H. W. Bush than his immediate predecessors.
He goes more national, helping support a nationalized “going public”
model.

Much of the rhetorical presidency literature relies upon the idea the
president primarily addresses national audiences. Recent attention to local
audiences has grown,” but there is still often a focus at the national level
speeches. Some presidents have utilized local media outlets and regional
addresses to connect with the citizenry while others gravitated toward
broader, national audience approaches. These noticeable styles and dif-
ferences highlight marked patterns which have more to be with how they
approach the presidency rather than simple partisan distinctions. The
research borrows some methods utilized in marketing research to iden-
tify and explain regional patterns of speechmaking and underscores the
importance of regional appeals to the “rhetorical presidency.”

As the twentieth century saw the rise of the institutional presidency,
the public engaged in perhaps its most intimate relationship between
the president and population. Radio and later television transitioned
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the president from an abstract office to friend and ally. Verbal and video
communication promoted the presidency in new ways to the American
public. Presidential activities were no longer solely chronicled in third
person newspaper articles or theatrical newsreels. Chief executives
explained justified or appealed directly to individual voters inside their
homes. Successful presidents transcended the divide between the concep-
tual and tangible in the psyches of their constituents. Thus, presidential
authority arises from the chief executive choosing specific points in time
to act. Presidents are fully aware the press corps closely scrutinizes their
public movements, words, and activities. People want to know intimate
details about the president, and astute leaders use this desire at oppor-
tune moments for their advantage. “The presidency is a battering ram,
and the presidents who have succeeded most magnificently in political
leadership are those who have been best situated to use it forthrightly
as such.”® Chief executives use their sway over the media and other out-
lets to get their message out without expending too many resources.
“Rhetorical power is a very special case of executive power because
simultaneously it is the means by which an executive can defend the
use of force and other executive powers and it is a power itself.”® The
language of the president sends clear indications of his justifications for
action as well as their power over the decision itself. “A successful rhetor-
ical president has become so by developing three resources: public trust,
an image of managerial competence, and a coherent rhetoric that unites
trustworthiness and competence into a vision that coordinates public
choices.”10

American presidents have understood the appeal of direct com-
munication with the public. President Calvin Coolidge was the first
president to address the nation from the White House in 1924. In fact,
during his run for the presidency that same year, Coolidge gave his final
campaign speech on the radio garnering the largest listening audience
of any broadcast to date. Franklin Roosevelt most notably employed
radio broadcasts with his “Fireside Chats.” Thirty speeches spanning
between 1933 and 1944, the Fireside Chats humanized an American
president in ways no previous administration had achieved. The term
was coined because Roosevelt sought to cultivate an image of him
actually sitting in the living room of individual citizens informally con-
versing about his policies and actions. These talks were enormously suc-
cessful in forging a new relationship between the public and presidency.
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People viewed Roosevelt as a friend and partner who took the time
to carefully explain his strategies in clear, but straightforward terms.
Television further served to amplify the president’s relationship with the
American public. Though Franklin Roosevelt was the first president to
appear regionally on television in 1939 at the opening of the World’s
Fair on Long Island, Harry Truman was the first president to have an
address nationally broadcast in 1951. Neither president, however, used
television as a mechanism to directly connect with the public.

It was Dwight Eisenhower who pioneered the application of television
to bring his message to Americans. Between 1952 and 1956, television
ownership grew from 37 to 76%.!! Starting in 1953, Eisenhower gave reg-
ular televised news conferences interacting with reporters and answering
their questions. Like Roosevelt with radio, he saw this new medium as a
way to manage his image and foster a bond between him and the public.
By the time he sought reelection in 1956, Dwight Eisenhower was not
in the best physical shape. Between his heart attack in 1955 and intesti-
nal surgery in June 1956, Eisenhower needed a way to conserve his
energy and health!? during the election campaign. The Republican Party
turned to television as a novel approach to interject Eisenhower into
American homes with minimal commitment from the ailing chief execu-
tive. Television campaign commercials cultivating an image of vitality put
Eisenhower into practically every American household. The television
approach succeeded with Eisenhower winning in a landslide.

In the early years of both radio and television, presidents drew large
audiences and used the tools as a way to avoid exhaustive travel. Franklin
Roosevelt’s paralysis and Dwight Eisenhower’s declining health inhib-
ited them from vigorously engaging in speaking tours throughout the
country. Both saw their respective communication mediums as their
best means for “going public” to the American people. In fact, dur-
ing the 1956 campaign, Eisenhower was only away from Washington
for 13 days, 6 of which were devoted to stops explicitly for television
appearances.!3

With the exception of the Gerald Ford and the first terms of Harry
Truman and George W. Bush, every president after Franklin D. Roosevelt
gave over 50% of all speeches in each four-year term in Washington, DC.
Harry Truman gave 38.3% of his speeches in Washington, DC, dur-
ing this first term though he increased to 56.1% in the second. Gerald
Ford gave 43.6% while George W. Bush was at 48.3%. Three presi-
dents (Reagan 54.4%, George H. W. Bush 52.3%, Barack Obama 53.3%)
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gave slightly over half of their speeches in the nation’s capital during this
first term. The remainder (Eisenhower 66.9%, Kennedy 66.9%, Johnson
(1963-1968) 71.9%, Carter 60.8%, Reagan 62.9%, Clinton 60.6%) all
gave at least 60% of their total first-term speeches in Washington, DC.
Second terms are slightly different. Every second-term administration
gave at least 50% or more of their speech totals in Washington, DC. Most
administrations (Truman 56.1%, Nixon 65.6%, Reagan 65.7%, Bush 43
59.3%, Obama 58.2%) gave a higher percentage in Washington, DC, in
their second term when compared to their first. Eisenhower (59.4%) and
Clinton (53.3%) were distinctive because they gave a smaller percentage in
Washington during in their second term in office.

These numbers suggest presidents conduct a large portion of the pub-
lic discourse in the nation’s capital. The focus should be selt-evident con-
sidering presidents in modern times use the White House as not only a
residence, but also their seat of power. The White House functions not
only as a home, but also their base of operation. The West Wing and
nearby Executive Office Buildings house employees within the Executive
Office of the President (EOP) and the Executive Branch bureaucracy.
These staffers exist to better inform the chief executive and perform the
duties of the branch. It is natural, therefore, to assume presidents tend to
give the bulk of their speeches within the Washington, DC, vicinity.

Percentages, however, are different than volume. Broadly speaking,
each American president speaks more frequently than his predecessor.
Exceptions exist, but usually these outliers involve extraordinary circum-
stances like the premature resignation of Nixon during his second term.
The first terms of Truman and Eisenhower both have under 300 pub-
lic speeches in Washington, DC, with 228 and 275, respectively. While
Truman almost doubles in his second term to 447, Eisenhower barely
increases to 307. John Kennedy, even with a truncated first term, has a
far higher speech number (523) in Washington, DC, than his two pre-
decessors. Lyndon Johnson presents a conundrum because of the unu-
sual nature of this presidential term. During the time he served out
Kennedy’s first term, Johnson gave 321 public speeches in Washington,
DC. It is a remarkable number for the remaining 425 days of Kennedy
intended term. Johnson’s full term clocked in with 909 public speeches
in Washington, DC, more than the combined two full terms of either
Truman or Eisenhower. Johnson is followed by an equally unusual
administration with Richard Nixon. His first term was lower than his two
immediate predecessors, but more than Truman or Eisenhower with a
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total 457. The abbreviated second term was shockingly low with only
162 public speeches in Washington, DC. The second term of Richard
Nixon lasted 567 days. If we were to compare Nixon’s shortened term
to Johnson in 1963-1964, Nixon averaged fewer than 3 Washington,
DC, speeches every 10 days with Johnson at around 7 and a half. The
final atypical term is the presidency of Gerald Ford who served out the
remainder of Nixon’s second term in office. He gave 557 public speeches
in Washington, DC, during his 896 days in office with an average
of 6.2 speeches every 10 days. With the Carter administration, we see
an increase in public speeches in Washington, DC. Carter and Reagan
both were under a thousand public speeches in Washington during all
their terms. Carter was at 886, and Reagan, 983 and 940, respectively.
The first terms for both Bushes were very similar to the elder at 1060
public speeches in Washington and the younger at 1056. George W.
Bush increased in his second term up to 1092. Barack Obama was also
in the range of the Bush presidents with 1079 Washington speeches in
his first term though he declined to 915 in his second. While there has
clearly been a collective increase since the Nixon administration, Bill
Clinton’s public speaking numbers are unique and stand apart. His first
term is almost 500 speeches higher than any other president. At 1560
speeches, Bill Clinton spoke in Washington, DC, on a very regular basis.
Though it declined to 1412 speeches in his second term, it is still well
and above any other American president. When averaged out, Clinton
spoke enough in Washington, DC, almost once a day. As a comparison,
Clinton’s aggregate overall totals of every speech average toward 17
speeches for every 10 days in office.

Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Carter, Reagan, and Clinton all gave
over 60% of their public speeches in that city. In fact, Reagan perhaps
epitomized the image of a presidency that spent a majority of its time
either in DC or presidential residences such as Camp David or his per-
sonal home at Rancho del Cielo in California. Presidents seem to pre-
fer to use tools at their disposal they consider the most comfortable.
Public speeches in Washington, DC, give the chief executive a level of
control over his public image. Speeches in these locations allow for both
stronger security and more power over access. In this “bubble” within
DC, chief executives can more easily convey information they want while
risking little to their public image. Reagan, a product of the motion
picture studio system, gave the most speeches in DC since Lyndon
Johnson’s second term. A later chapter will explore the increasing usage
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of presidential retreat locations as places to work as well as escape from
the pressures of the position.

Ultimately, what do numbers imply? Presidents speak more, but have
mostly concentrated fewer of their speeches in the Washington, DC, area
since the Reagan presidency. Prior notable exceptions of decreased DC
speeches include Nixon and Ford, but these administrations also have
palpable rationales for avoiding the press corps (i.e., Watergate). What
does this mean for “going public”? If we agree on presidents indeed “go
public” during their presidencies, can we look at the process in differing
ways? During their terms in office, presidents have the ability to speak
anywhere and generally on any topic. Almost any occasion where the
president speaks publicly will draw attention from a local, if not national
or international audience. When a president makes the choice to speak,
it becomes a matter of public record, permanently archived in his pub-
lic papers. Therefore, it can be somewhat safe to assume every president
carefully chooses his words on most occasions, scripted or unscripted.
When a president decides to speak in a particular location, it can be
inferred the administration or the man has made a conscious choice
to interact with the public or media. Sometimes, it is not as important
what he says, than where he says it. “When a president chooses to travel
around the country he leads in order to meet the people he represents,
his decision to go to a specific place and not others can reveal a great
deal about his strategic priorities.”'* Has the president decided to draw
attention to a locale for a specific policy purpose, or is he attempting to
connect with people?

Richard Neustadt states in Presidentinl Power, “presidential power is
the power to persuade.”'® Neustadt offers what can best be described as
suggestions for presidents on the nature of power and the challenges of
governing. If presidential power truly is the “power to persuade,” how
does that influence manifest itself? Many point to the power behind rhet-
oric as a focal point for his authority. However, is presidential rhetoric
the same as the rhetorical presidency?!® The former examines the actual-
ity while the latter refers to a broader theoretical approach to conceptual-
izing the public actions of chief executives.

Carefully chosen words wield tremendous power if implemented
effectively. However, does language lose its sway when comes to resem-
ble a cacophony of information? “One of the great ironies of the modern
presidency is that as the president relies more on rhetoric to govern, he
finds it more difficult to deliver a truly important speech, one that will
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stand by itself and continue to shape events.”!” Ceaser et al. prescribe
a change in the character of rhetoric. They suggest presidents, referring
specifically to Carter, should speak less, and thereby cause their words to
carry more weight.!® Over the next twenty years, if anything, presidents
spoke more than ever. “The greatest loss from the evolution of the rhe-
torical presidency has been a decrease in the integrity of the word.”!?
American presidents’ appearances are higher,2? but researchers question
how much the public actually listens to their message.

At one time, television appeared to offer the president the ideal way
to send his message out to the national American public. In March 1969,
Nixon’s prime-time press conferences were watched by 59% of American
television households. By 1995, only 6.5% of households viewed prime-
time news conferences.?! In March 2009, Barack Obama had 25.9% of
television households watch his press conference on economic recov-
ery.22 What caused this shifts to occur? While current viewership is gen-
erally higher than the mid-1990s, it is still significantly lower than during
the 1960s. More importantly, how has this change affected presiden-
tial rhetoric? Theodore Windt suggests the “technological media era of
politics has created a new ‘checks and balances’... Congress now serves
principally has a legislative check on the presidency, and media news —
primarily television — functions as a rhetorical check on presidential
pronouncements.”?3

With the decline of national viewers, presidents rely more upon image
than content. “Publicity has become essential to governing.”?* Image
appeal overrides content thus making national speeches less content
driven.?® In short, television has become “our emotional tutor”?® offer-
ing intimacy without any personal involvement. Social media platforms
with messages sent out directly to our personal devices has only amplified
this effect. Richard Nixon once wrote, “the media are far more powerful
than the president in creating public awareness and shaping public opin-
ion, for the simple reason that the media always have the last word.”?”
National speeches allow for instantaneous criticism over the president’s
address. Analysis often exists as thinly veiled denigration without the
capacity for rebuttal. “Flippant and insinuating comments by television
personalities have, on such occasions have a way of undermining presi-
dential authority.”?® Some scholarship?® suggests that the televised “bully
pulpit” may not be as powerful as many people think while others3®
refute their assertions. Many Americans rely upon sound bites or recaps
to learn about the content of presidential speeches. Studies indicate con-
tent retention is much lower for these people than ones who watch the
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speech in its entirety. “For a president to be successful using a televised
address to communicate his message to the American people, it is essen-
tial they watch the address rather than rely on the stories on television,
radio, and newspapers that edit, interpret and include counterarguments
to the president’s remarks.”3! George Edwards asserts such speeches do
not have their desired impact because presidents are primarily “preach-
ing to the converted”®? and do not expand their public support. Amnon
Cavari asserts “Americans who watch a president’s speech are more
supportive of the president’s policy than those who do not watch the
speech”3® and “the tool of public address does not fall on deaf ears.”3*
Elvin Lim finds that over time, presidents have changed the way they
speech in an attempt to appeal to listeners. “Contemporary presiden-
tial rhetoric may have become more conversational and anecdotal, but it
has brought the orator down from the pulpit to a closer intellectual and
emotional rapport with his audience.”3® Presidents use speeches both to
“manipulate their popularity ratings”3¢ and “lead public opinion on spe-
cific policies.”3” While a wealth of scholarship exists on agenda setting,33
little has been done exploring the aggregate commonalities regarding
locations of speeches. Granted, presidents wield a wealth of resources
associated with the office. Jeffrey Cohen3? accurately points out the inter-
personal skills of the office holder makes the utilization of these resources
highly variable from occupant to occupant. Presidents are neither passive
nor incompetent media managers. In light of the difficulties of national
addresses, a shift has inevitably occurred toward regional media. Local
media sources offer both an escape from national commentary and an
attempt to reforge connections to alienated voters. Why would presidents
go into local areas to address the public? Some suggest local news pro-
vides more positive coverage than national outlets.*® “The negativity and
process orientation of national news coverage encourage (presidential)
candidates to take their campaign on the road where they can general
intense local media coverage in strategically chosen locations and wrest
control of the political agenda from the national media.”*! Local audi-
ences became of paramount importance particularly to the George W.
Bush administration. “President Bush made targeting local news cen-
tral to his media relations strategy and a top priority throughout his
tenure.”*? Local speeches, in many cases, have supplanted long-standing
patterns of both concentrated DC speeches, as well as speeches in the
largest media areas of the USA. “Getting local media coverage is impor-
tant because it is a more trusted source of news than national newspapers
and television.”*3



