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AU the 

Presidents' 

Words 

Theodore Roosevelt celebrated the 

"bully pulpit" as one of the grandest 

prerogatives of the presidency. But the 

pitfalls of serving as the nation's voice 

have contributed to the undoing of 
more than one of his successors. 

BY CAROL GELDERMAN 

Saturday, November 13, 1993, 
President William Jefferson 
Clinton stood in the Memphis 
pulpit where Martin Luther 

King, Jr., had preached the night before his 
assassination. Speaking in Dr. King's very 
rhythms and cadences, the president ex- 
horted the 5,000 black ministers and leaders 
at the Temple Church of God in Christ, and 
by extension all citizens, to look squarely at 
both how far the country had come in the 
struggle for racial equality and at the great 
distance it still must travel. In chilling de- 
tail, he described the violence and drug traf- 
ficking that ravage cities in which children, 
afraid of random killing, plan their own 

funerals. He warned that the victories of the 
civil rights movement were being under- 
mined by a "great crisis of the spirit that is 

gripping America today," that while Mar- 
tin Luther King would take pride in the elec- 
tion of black Americans to political office 
and in the growing black middle class, were 
he to speak today, in all probability he 
would express utter dismay. Clinton even 

imagined the words King might have used: 

I did not live and die to see the Ameri- 
can family destroyed. I did not live and 
die to see 13-year-old boys get auto- 
matic weapons and gun down nine- 

year-olds just for the kick of it. I did not 
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"Yes," Theodore Roosevelt wrote, ". . .most of us 
enjoy preaching, and I've got such a bully pulpit!" 

live and die to see young people de- 
stroy their own lives with drugs and 
then build fortunes destroying the lives 
of others. That is not what I came here 
to do. I fought for freedom, he would 
say, but not for the freedom of children 
to have children and the fathers to walk 
away from them ... as if they don't 
amount to anything. 

The underlying cause of this social de- 
cay is unemployment, Clinton continued. "I 
do not believe we can repair the basic fab- 
ric of society until people who are willing to 
work have work. Work organizes life." Ev- 
ery institution needs to help. Government 
alone cannot nurture a child, and govern- 

ment alone cannot rebuild whole communi- 
ties, Clinton said. Each American has an 
obligation to help turn the country's permis- 
siveness and violence around, he con- 
cluded. 

This was moral suasion on a grand 
scale, and in the finest tradition of presiden- 
tial moral leadership. Rising above party 
and ideology, the president summoned 
Americans to their highest ideals, and to 
their personal and collective responsibili- 
ties, even as he reminded them of certain 
home truths. The speech was educational, 
moral, inspirational - political in the finest 
sense of the word. Yet after an early flurry 
of favorable comment in the national press, 
the president's words seemed to vanish 
from the national consciousness. 

The fate of Clinton's words is only 
partly the result of problems particular to 
his presidency. It is symptomatic of a larger 
challenge facing the presidential speech and 
the presidential speechwriting process. 
Clinton's difficulties are at least in part a 
result of his failure to come to grips with 
what political scientist Jeffrey Tulis has 
called "the rhetorical presidency." 

Until the early 20th century, American 
presidents addressed themselves chiefly to 
the other branches of government, not to the 
people - and even then, most communica- 
tions were written rather than spoken. The 
Constitution requires only that the presi- 
dent "shall from time to time give to the 
Congress Information of the State of the 
Union." Presidential reticence was not 
merely a matter of custom. As Tulis writes, 
it reflected a fundamentally different view 
of the office. The president was not a popu- 
lar leader who sought to rally the public and 
promote a policy agenda. Even Abraham 
Lincoln rarely addressed the public. Indeed, 
Tulis points out, during a rare speech on the 
eve of the Civil War, Lincoln was cheered 
enthusiastically when he declined to utter a 
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word about "the present distracted condi- 
tion of the country." 

The rhetorical presidency began with 
Theodore Roosevelt, who famously called 
the office a "bully pulpit." TR established the 
idea that the president has a direct relation- 
ship with the people. With his successful pub- 
lic campaign for a 1906 railroad regulation 
measure called the Hepburn Act, which he 
waged over the heads of Congress and de- 
spite the opposition of a majority within his 
own party, he showed for the first time how 
the bully pulpit could be used. Roosevelt did 
not influence much other legislation through 
his public speaking. Nevertheless, with his 
penchant for self-dramatization and his need 
to occupy center stage, he made Washington 
a major American news center. Yet constraints 
remained. Tradition still barred him, for ex- 
ample, from taking to the stump for his own 
re-election in 1908. 

until Woodrow Wilson took 
office in 1913 was the rhetorical 
presidency institutionalized . 
Earlier in his career, the 

Princeton professor of political economy and 
progressive reformer had developed a thor- 
oughgoing critique of the older idea of govern- 
ment. Wilson argued that the only national voice 
is that of the president, and that the executive, 
not Congress, is the branch most capable of gov- 
erning a large modern society. The president, 
Wilson argued, should use his words to woo 
public opinion, for he "has no [other] means of 
compelling Congress" to accept his initiatives. 

Although Roosevelt and Wilson wrote their 
own speeches, the plebiscitary presidency they 
introduced gave rise to a new speechmaking 
machinery in the White House. A president who 
leads a nation rather than only a government 
must be a loquacious president, and most recent 
ones ha ve been loquacious to a fault . This change 
has been abetted but not caused by the rise of 

television and other mass media. Gerald Ford, 
not generally remembered as a man of many 
words, delivered a speech on average every six 
hours in 1976 (including such things as press con- 
ference announcements as well as formal 
speeches). Jimmy Carter addressed his country- 
men even more often, adding 9,873 single- 
spaced pages to the Public Papers of the Presidents 
of the United States. Ronald Reagan increased this 
bulk with another 13,000 pages, and Bill Clinton, 
in his first year as president, spoke publicly three 
times as often as Reagan did in his first 12 
months. Indeed, such garrulousness is the es- 
sence of Clinton's rhetorical problem. 

All of these presidents could have learned 
from the example of Franklin D. Roosevelt, the 
undisputed master of the rhetorical presidency. 
Although most people suppose that FDR took to 
the microphone every couple of weeks, the 
record shows that he delivered only 28 of his fa- 
mous fireside chats during more than 12 years 
in the White House. (There were, in addition, 
messages to Congress and other addresses, some 
spoken, some not.) He used his words wisely by 
using them sparingly. 

Brevity of this sort has been the exception. 
Presidents since Richard Nixon have relied upon 
an assembly line of writers capable of churning 
out words for them to say on every conceivable 
occasion. To be sure, even in the earliest days of 
the republic presidents called on others for help 
with their speeches- Alexander Hamilton and 
James Madison helped Washington draft his 
Farewell Address. But until relatively recently 
most presidents, most of the time, wrote their 
own words. Jefferson, the two Adamses, Madi- 
son, and Monroe were all highly literate, and Lin- 
coln was probably the master wordsmith of the 
Oval Office. They wrote speeches that are still a 
pleasure to read. Others, before and after the 
Civil War, could have profited from ghostwrit- 
ers but gamely penned their own dreary pro- 
nouncements. 

The earliest "ghosts" were kept hidden 

Carol Gelderman is Distinguished Professor of English at the University of New Orleans. She has written 
biographies of Henry Ford, Mary McCarthy, and Louis Auchincloss, and is now working on a book about 
presidential speechwriting. Copyright © 1995 by Carol Gelderman. 
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FDR dominated the nation but not the airwaves. Here, he delivers one of his rare radio speeches in 1938. 

in the presidential closet. The idea of a presi- 
dent speaking in anything but his own 
words was unacceptable. Judson Welliver's 
title was "literary clerk" when he began 
White House service for Warren Harding in 
1921. Few Americans then or later knew 
anything about him or his job. He is remem- 
bered chiefly, if at all, for coining the term 
"the Founding Fathers." Describing his ca- 
reer in Who's Who in America, Welliver 
wrote: "attached to White House organiza- 
tion, occupying confidential relation to 
presidents Harding and Coolidge until 
November 1, 1925, resigned." Herbert 
Hoover's speechwriter was a man named 
French Strother. The president denied using 
Strother's words, yet as many as 21 years af- 
ter Strother's death they still were showing 
up in Hoover's prose - giving new meaning 

to the word "ghostwriting." 
Since Franklin Roosevelt's time, presi- 

dential rhetoric makers have been openly 
employed, though their function has 
changed radically. A number of these high- 
profile draftsmen have gone on to become 
media stars in their own right, including 
public television's Bill Moyers and William 
Safire of the New York Times, former aides 
to Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon, re- 
spectively. Safire's former colleague, Pat 
Buchanan, has larger aspirations. 

is nothing inherently wrong 
with the kind of speechmaking 
machinery that the rhetorical 
presidency has brought into being. 

Ideally, crafting a speech is a learning and 
synthesizing process. It allows a president 
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to acquire information, sort through issues, 
and come to conclusions about national 
goals and policies. And it helps him find the 
words to persuade his fellow citizens to fol- 
low. FDR and his immediate successors 
showed that a full collaboration with 
speechwriters could produce those benefits 
at least as well as solitary speechwriting 
once did. Indeed, collaborative efforts may 
now be essential. As a rule, the more that 
contemporary presidents have avoided 
working closely with their speechwriters - 
even when, like Clinton, they do a lot of 
their own writing - the more they have 
tended to find themselves in various kinds 
of political trouble. 

speechwriting came fully 
into its own under FDR. After an- 
Inouncing his intention to seek the 
presidency in 1932, he began culti- 

vating an informal "brain trust" of advisers 
who contributed ideas and helped with 
speeches, including Columbia University 
professors Raymond Moley, Rexford 
Tugwell, and Adolph Berle. Several of these 
brain trusters went on to help run FDR's 
New Deal agencies, even while they main- 
tained speechwriting roles. Samuel Rosen- 
man, who conceived the brain trust idea, 
served as presidential speechwriter during 
all four of FDR's terms, yet he did not draw 
a federal paycheck until 1943. Before that he 
served as a judge on the New York State 
Supreme Court, commuting to Washington 
to serve the president on his own time. 

During the war years (1941-45), most of 
the speeches were drafted by a trio of 
Roosevelt confidantes: Rosenman, play- 
wright and presidential troubleshooter Rob- 
ert Sherwood, and Harry Hopkins, a close 
FDR adviser who also held a number of top 
jobs in the government, including secretary 
of commerce. FDR's speechwriters, in other 
words, were not merely verbal technicians 
but presidential aides with close contacts 
with the president and real policy respon- 
sibilities in the administration. The presi- 

dent never kept their literary activities se- 
cret. Knowing how intimately involved 
Roosevelt was in their work, the public 
gradually began to take presidential 
speechwriters for granted. 

Despite the crises that followed one af- 
ter another in relentless succession during 
FDR's occupancy of the White House, the 
president set aside five or six nights a month 
to work on speeches. "With his sense of his- 
tory," Sherwood said, "Roosevelt knew that 
all those words would constitute the bulk of 
the estate he would leave posterity and that 
his ultimate measurement would depend 
on the reconciliation of what he said with 
what he did." 

Roosevelt also understood that as the 
leader of a democracy, he could move only 
as far and as fast as the people would let 
him, and that speechmaking was the indis- 
pensable tool for widening his scope of ac- 
tion. By nudging public opinion forward, 
retreating when he was too far ahead, 
Roosevelt succeeded, for example, in shift- 
ing the country's mood from isolationist to 
internationalist. It took three-and-a-half 
years of carefully constructed speeches to 
achieve his purpose, from his quarantine 
speech of October 5, 1937, which stirred a 
nearly unanimous negative response, to the 
signing of Lend-Lease on March 11, 1941. 

On speechwriting nights the president 
and his writers gathered at 7:15 in the Oval 
Office for drinks, which Roosevelt mixed 
from a tray on his desk. After a half-hour of 
small talk, dinner was served at 7:45. Din- 
ner over, the president moved to a sofa near 
the fireplace and read aloud the most recent 
speech draft while a secretary sat ready to 
take his dictated revisions and addenda. 
Together he and his writers tightened and 
simplified phraseology, eliminated sen- 
tences, paragraphs, and often whole pages, 
and dictated fresh passages to take their 
place. The president often drew material 
from his own speech file, a miscellaneous 
collection of items that he had been accumu- 
lating for many years. It included items 
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from his correspondence, notes from his 
reading, memoranda, clippings, and tele- 
grams, as well as suggestions submitted by 
members of Congress and others. Some- 
times a call went out to poet Archibald 
MacLeish, who served as librarian of Con- 
gress during the 1940s, or some other close 
adviser, to come in and lend a hand. 

the president went to bed, 
Rosenman and Sherwood and 
often Hopkins worked most of 
the night to produce another 

draft, which was placed on the president's 
breakfast tray the next morning. If there was 
time during the day, they conferred again 
and got further reactions and instructions 
from Roosevelt. In the evening, they re- 
sumed work in another after-dinner session 
in the Oval Office. This process continued 
day and night until they agreed on a final 
reading copy. Major speeches went through 
a dozen or more drafts, each of which the 
president had studied, added to, trimmed, 
read aloud, and subjected to searching criti- 
cism. 

By the time he delivered the speech, 
Roosevelt knew it almost by heart and 
needed only occasional glances at the manu- 
script as he spoke. He was often persuasive 
and sometimes eloquent, displaying a 
power won in large part by his meticulous 
involvement in his speeches. Just as impor- 
tant, the men who helped him thoroughly 
understood his thought and rhetorical style 
as well as his politics. The speeches were a 
collaboration, with the president playing a 
major role. 

FDR's next four successors followed 
very much in his speechwriting footsteps by 
adopting his collaborative method. Writers 
for Harry S. Truman, Dwight D. Eisen- 
hower, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon B. 
Johnson, by advising and consulting closely 
with the president, participated in decision 
making. These presidents, notwithstanding 
their considerable differences in personal 
and political style, all took for granted the 

impossibility of separating writing and 
policy. Policy is made of words, they knew, 
and words shape thought. 

For example, Eisenhower, who as a 
young army officer had penned several 
speeches for Douglas MacArthur, spent 
much energy and time during the first year 
of his presidency working on his Atoms for 
Peace speech, the 1953 address at the United 
Nations in which he proposed a plan for the 
international control of nuclear power. Its 
preparation set off a debate within the ad- 
ministration on atomic energy, necessitating 
33 drafts of the speech over a seven-and-a- 
half-month period. The drafts circulated 
among senior advisers in the Atomic En- 
ergy Commission, State Department, Penta- 
gon, and White House. Eisenhower ap- 
pointed C. D. Jackson, his special assistant 
for Cold War strategy, to take charge of 
what would otherwise have become an un- 
wieldy process. Uniting important policy- 
making and speechwriting functions in one 
trusted adviser was, Ike learned, a key to 
mastering the rhetorical presidency. 

and special counsel and 
chief speech writer Theodore Sor- 
enson did not have the luxury of 
seven- and-a-half months to de- 

termine the American response to the Soviet 
installation of nuclear missiles in Cuba in 
1962. When he learned of their presence on 
October 16, Kennedy summoned his closest 
and most trusted advisers. They and the 
president conferred for the next 13 days and 
nights. Sorenson played a leading role not 
only because he wrote the speech but also 
because he was assigned to draft a summary 
of all the meetings. Entrusting this respon- 
sibility to a single person, he later said, is the 
only way to ensure that the president gets 
a clear sense of the emerging policy. 

When dozens of meetings reduced the 
options to two, Kennedy told Sorenson to 
write two speeches. Drafting, however, led 
to further questions and meetings. This pro- 
cess, in which each participant repeatedly 
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LBJ consults with chief speechwriter Harry McPherson in 1968. 

prodded, questioned, and elicited alterna- 
tives, led finally to a consensus that be- 
came the basis of the president's plan, 
which he announced to the world on Mon- 
day night, October 22. "The answer in the 
Cuban missile crisis/' Sorenson told a 
National Journal reporter 10 years later, 
"was not resolved until it was effectively 
worded." 

In like manner, Lyndon Johnson radi- 
cally revised his thinking during the 
course of 14 drafts of his historic March 
31, 1968, speech on U.S. policy in Vietnam. 
The president convened cabinet members, 
military chiefs, experts among the White 
House staff, retired generals, and elder 
statesmen for a series of meetings to con- 
sider how best to respond to North 
Vietnam's surprising Tet offensive, 
launched at the end of January. The presi- 
dent made it clear from the start that his 
special counsel and chief speechwriter, 
Harry McPherson, was to serve as every- 
one's conduit. 

The president made no bones about his 
stand: "Let's get one thing clear! I'm telling 
you I am not going to stop the bombing." 
McPherson had already written six drafts of 
a speech along those lines. But privately 

Johnson was not so certain. 
On March 22, a group of of- 
ficials including McPherson 
met with him to discuss once 
again the possibility of limit- 
ing or ceasing all bombing of 
North Vietnam. Without the 
impetus of any discernible 
change in the president's 
thinking, McPherson wrote a 
memo on March 23 recom- 
mending a bombing cessa- 
tion at the 20th parallel with 
the promise that all bombing 
would stop if North Vietnam 
agreed to end military activ- 
ity in the demilitarized zone. 
Discussions continued. On 
March 26 the president chose 

March 31 for the speech; on the 28th he told 
his principal advisers to meet in Secretary 
of State Dean Rusk's office to polish the 
speech. The men worked all day. 

Knowing that Rusk and National Secu- 
rity Advisor Walt Rostow were unsympa- 
thetic to a bombing halt, Secretary of De- 
fense Clark Clifford, as a last resort, burst 
forth in an emotional, tightly reasoned, 
hour-long appeal for jettisoning the speech 
as written. "It can't be polished; it's all war," 
he concluded. By late afternoon, his position 
had prevailed. To bring Johnson around, the 
group directed McPherson to begin anew 
with a conciliatory speech. The general coun- 
sel sent the first alternate draft to the president 
at 6 p.m. and then reconvened the group at 6:30 
for an hour with LBJ, who still gave little in- 
dication of his position. Nonetheless, 
McPherson wrote a second alternate draft, 
dispatching it to the White House at 9 p.m. 

Johnson agonized, trying to fix on a 
course of action. Not until the morning of 
March 29 did he finally make up his mind. 
He endorsed the second alternate draft. In 
the little time remaining, he and McPherson 
wrote three more drafts, trying to make 
each word as precise as possible. The sur- 
prise partial bombing halt, opening the way 
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for peace talks, was topped by Johnson's 
unexpected peroration: "I shall not seek, 
and I will not accept, the nomination of my 
party for another term as your president." 

was modern presidential 
speechwriting at its best. For more 
than a month, the president and 
his top civilian and military advis- 

ers reasoned together in what amounted to 
a kind of exalted brainstorming. Because all 
information and opinion were funneled 
through McPherson, it worked. The con- 
tinuing debate, discussion, and refinement 
of ideas clarified the choices and pushed the 
president and his advisers toward decision. 

With LBJ's successor, Richard Nixon, 
everything rhetorical became a way of mak- 
ing image rather than policy. By the time he 
ran for president in 1960, 14 years into his 
public life, Nixon had become convinced 
that the perceived image of what a president 
is and does is far more important than the 
reality. Scattered throughout his presiden- 
tial memos are comments that reflect this 
perspective: "Taft infinitely more effective 
than Teddy Roosevelt, but Roosevelt had 
personality"; "Ike had been distant and all 
business but appeared warm and kindly"; 
"JFK did nothing but appeared great while 
LBJ did everything and appeared terrible"; 
"Kennedy was colder, more ruthless than 
[Nixon], but look at his PR." Endless entries 
in the Haldeman diaries deal with staff ef- 
forts to "create a more friendly image of the 
P," as Chief of Staff H. R. Haldeman rou- 
tinely referred to Nixon. 

Although he surrounded himself with 
advertising and public relations men such 
as Haldeman, Nixon made himself the ar- 
chitect of his presidential image as well as 
his presidency. He created an Office of 
Communications, an entirely new public re- 
lations arm of the White House that fed ma- 
terial to the press beyond Washington. The 
new Office of Public Liaison coordinated the 
White House "line of the day": the story that 
would be emphasized to the press. Of 

nearly 550 White House staffers, 20 percent 
were connected, directly or indirectly, with 
public relations. 

To script the president's effort to "es- 
tablish the mystique," Nixon established the 
first formally structured White House 
speechwriting office, called the Writing and 
Research Department. Its 12 writers and 
eight researchers were the first Americans 
to be listed as such on the executive branch 
payroll. Nixon referred to his writers as the 
"PR group." In addition to drafting 
speeches, they analyzed opinion, drew up 
lists of remarks for the president to use "ex- 
temporaneously" in public appearances, 
and composed letters to the editor under 
real and assumed names. They even col- 
lected and indexed anecdotes for the so- 
called Richard Nixon Human Interest Pro- 
gram. (Under "Strength in Adversity" was 
filed a vignette about Nixon as a young fa- 
ther falling on the ice while keeping two- 
year-old Tricia safe in his arms.) 

for all this, the writers rarely 
assumed a consultative role in 
policy matters. Unlike their pre- 
decessors, from Rosenman to 

McPherson, these writers had no regular 
access to the Oval Office; they dealt instead 
with Haldeman as intermediary. Raymond 
Price, for example, rarely spoke directly to 
the president when he was head of writing 
and research, as Haldeman made clear in a 
January 9, 1970, diary entry: "reviewed 
Price's first real draft of the State of Union, 
... a complete disaster ... led to a new ha- 
rangue for a speechwriter who can write a 
Nixon speech. Hard for Ray to hit it right 
when he has no direct contact with P and no 
real guidance." 

Nixon depended on his writers, but he 
controlled the content of every speech, 
spending "incredible hours alone" on 
drafts, according to Haldeman. But Nixon's 
understanding of the purposes of the presi- 
dential speech was fundamentally different 
from that of past presidents who did their 
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own writing. Nixon frequently wrote 
speeches (and made policy) in response to 
data supplied by his speech researchers and 
pollsters. His method represented an abrupt 
departure from what had been the accepted 
purpose of presidential speechmaking. Be- 
fore Nixon, the speechwriting process was 
used to formulate policy and attain "so 
much of it as will receive general support by 
teaching," as FDR said. Nixon used it 
chiefly to manipulate public opinion. 

The new focus on public opinion often 
created a disconnect between thought and 
word. The examples are endless. Nixon 
speaks of the urgency of passing the Fam- 
ily Assistance Plan but tells his chief of staff 
that he "wants to be sure it is killed by the 
Democrats and that we make a big play for 
it, but don't let it pass." He publicly praises 
civil rights and privately tells Haldeman he 
"does not believe in integration." 

may seem odd to speak of parallels 
between Nixon and Jimmy Carter, but 
there were striking similarities in their 
approaches to speechwriting. Like 

Nixon, Carter kept his writers, including 
James Fallows and Hendrik Hertzberg, at a 
distance and allowed them little role in policy. 
Having never had a speechwriter until his 
presidential campaign, Carter also insisted on 
writing for himself as much as time allowed. 
His experience underscores an important 
truth about the perils of the rhetorical presi- 
dency: who writes presidential speeches - 
even if it is the president himself - is less im- 
portant than how and why they are written. 

Unlike the calculating Nixon, who used 
speeches to define his public image more 
than his public policies, Carter managed to 
blur both. He had a penchant for combining 
his own engineer's lists of policy initiatives 
with a speechwriter's efforts and other ma- 
terial. His most famous speech is probably 
his disastrous address on Soviet- American 
relations at the U.S. Naval Academy in June 
1978, in which he jammed together pieces of 
memos from his conciliatory secretary of 

state, Cyrus Vance, and hawkish National 
Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski. The 
result was an unhappy amalgam of saber 
rattling and soothing rhetoric. The Washing- 
ton Post accurately described it as "two dif- 
ferent speeches." 

disjointed, and poorly de- 
livered, Carter's public talking, 
which had landed him in the 
White House, just as surely pro- 

pelled him out of it. Had he given at least 
one of his highly talented writers continual 
access and the mandate to act as a Sorenson 
or a McPherson, he likely would have con- 
structed more convincing, focused, 
speeches - and, perhaps, policies to match. 

Nixon's true heir in matters of public 
utterances, Ronald Reagan, enlarged 
Nixon's fully synchronized approach to 
rhetoric. He, too, relied on an amply staffed 
speechwriting department, as well as an 
Office of Communications, an Office of Pub- 
lic Liaison, an Office of Public Affairs, and 
an Office of Communications Planning. His 
staff also produced a "line of the day" for 
the nightly television news, either with 
scripted remarks or packaged events. Ac- 
cording to Jeffrey Tulis, Reagan "spent more 
of his day in photo opportunities and greet- 
ing dignitaries than in policy discussion." 

As during the Nixon years, pollsters 
played an important role in the higher coun- 
cils of the Reagan administration. According 
to speechwriter Peggy Noonan, chief pollster 
Richard Wirthlin made it clear to the writers 
that he had a better "read" on what the pub- 
lic wanted than they did - a point he made in 
the Oval Office in Reagan's presence. He ana- 
lyzed a recent speech during which members 
of a focus group were instructed to press a 
button when Reagan's words struck an emo- 
tional chord. Wirthlin pointed out that early 
in the speech, when the president said "reach 
for the stars," everyone squeezed. The word 
"free" is a good word, Wirthlin said, espe- 
cially "free man from nuclear terror 
			 When 
you speechwriters talk about tax reform, that 
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is good. If s pro-family, pro-jobs, pro-future, 
pro- America. Pro is positive." 

The parts of the speech that did not 
work, he continued, were those that lacked 
a positive note. He singled out a section in 
which the president spoke about the free- 
dom fighters in Afghanistan, Angola, Cam- 
bodia, and Nicaragua. "The listeners didn't 
know where these countries are," Wirthlin 
groused, "and anyway it sounds like we're 
launching a four-point war. Part of the prob- 
lem seems to be that the language was so 
powerful it put people on edge. It made 
them feel 'down.' It wasn't positive." 

Like presidential writers before them, 
Reagan's were responsible for the style, syn- 
tax, and accuracy of what the president 
said, and in executing these editorial duties, 
they necessarily served as brokers between 
policymakers. At times, they influenced 
policy more than the president probably 
intended. Sometimes, they unintentionally 
initiated policy. "What is the policy on con- 
servation?" Peggy Noonan wondered be- 
fore starting a speech on that subject. "Lack- 
ing certainty, we intuit." Noonan recounted 
the frustration of having her prose go 
through a 25-station review. "It would come 
back tapioca," she recalled in What I Saw at 
the Revolution (1990), "so I would use the 
'hand grenade' technique. I would write a 
statement embodying an unambiguous, his- 
tory-making commitment, throw it into the 
policy making machinery, and sooner or 
later somebody would knock it down or 
pick it up. Then we would find out what the 
president's policy was." 

What is astonishing about Reagan's in- 
sulation from the men and women who 
wrote for him and about how little he par- 
ticipated in the preparation of speeches is 
that he launched his political career with a 

speech, variations of which he delivered 
starting in his early years as General 
Electric's spokesperson in the mid-1950s. 
Here was a man who had experienced un- 

paralleled success from a speech that he had 
mulled over, written, and rewritten over a 

period of years. Yet when he reached the 
White House, he delivered a packet of past 
talks to the speechwriting office with the 
instructions that the writers learn to imitate 
his style and substance. 

What communications scholar Kathleen 
Hall Jamieson asked about Reagan may just 
as well be asked about other presidents: 
"Why should we expect someone who em- 
braces the words of others to suddenly be- 
come an active, inquiring, scrutinizing man- 
ager of information when offered a plan 
[such as that] for aiding the Contras?" Had 
Reagan's successor George Bush been more 
actively engaged in the writing of his own 
words, for example, he might have thought 
more carefully about his ill-advised "read 
my lips" pledge not to raise taxes - and he 
might still be president. 

for all that, Reagan was called 
"the Great Communicator." One 
reason he won the label was cer- 
tainly that he stayed "on mes- 

sage" during the eight years of his presidency. 
From the night of his first presidential-nomi- 
nation acceptance speech in Detroit's Cobo 
Hall to the day he turned over the Oval Of- 
fice to Bush, he stuck to a few simple themes 
and repeated them with force and conviction. 
Not incidentally, Reagan was a great admirer 
of FDR, even if his overarching goal was to 
dismantle Roosevelt's coalition and pro- 
grams. Reagan had come to maturity during 
the Roosevelt era, listening to the president's 
fireside chats and memorizing some of their 
best passages. He looked to his predecessor to 
teach him how to reach people effectively - 
even though his rhetoric, unlike FDR's, fre- 
quently did not match reality. 

Right after Bill Clinton's election, his 
senior aides procured memos written by 
Reagan's transition team in late 1980. In- 
cluded was a proposal by Wirthlin and 
speechwriter David Gergen for the 
president's day-by-day schedule during his 
first 100 days in office. The success of their 
plan largely depended on political consult- 
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Only a month into the Clinton presidency, critics began pointing out the perils of garrulousness. 

ants and pollsters. Clinton uses these hired 
hands to an extent that goes far beyond any- 
thing Reagan did, and their influence is re- 
sented within his administration. 
"Speechwriting is not on their minds; im- 
age-making is/' said one speechwriter. 
Clinton, however, understood all too well 
how Reagan had brought Congress to heel 
(for a time) by mobilizing such broad sup- 
port that it seemed unsafe to thwart him, 
and he hoped to do the same. 

What Clinton and Reagan seemed to 
have been looking for from the Nixon model 
was approval of the presidential person as 
a way to win support for policies. This rep- 
resents a reversal of the earlier approach. 
Make good policies, Truman said, and good 
relations will follow; Eisenhower declared 
that "the job is to convince not to publicize." 
But today "presidents have become so audi- 
ence-driven," communications scholar Roder- 
ick Hart has written, that "they unconsciously 

use polling data to substantiate the essential 
wisdom of positions they champion." 

Clinton's wordsmiths, like 
virtually all of their predecessors 
of the past quarter-century, be- 
moan their lack of access to the 

man for whom they write. Yet in this White 
House the result has not been the un- 
planned policy influence of writers. As po- 
litical journalist Elizabeth Drew observes in 
On the Edge (1994), Clinton "had thought 
through the nation's essential problems 
more thoroughly than any of his recent pre- 
decessors," and, more than any president in 
recent memory, he speaks for himself. The 
night before the signing of the Mideast 
policy accord in the fall of 1993, for ex- 
ample, he stayed up until 3 a.m. combing the 
Book of Joshua for inspirational references 
to use in his address. As former Clinton 
writer David Kusnet says, "this is a man 
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with knowledge of the basic texts of Ameri- 
can oratory." Clinton can quote from 
memory large passages of Jefferson, Lincoln, 
FDR, and JFK. He knows the Bible and 
Shakespeare. He has all the "right stuff to be 
an important national voice. But he has failed 
to make himself heard. 

Early in his administration Clinton told 
Washington Post columnist David Broder that 
because the nation is "awash with news," he 
must work harder at being communicator in 
chief than his predecessors did. But to Clinton, 
working harder seems to mean talking more. 
He gave 600 speeches in 1993, and was an 
ubiquitous presence on television, in print, 
and on radio. This very strategy undermines 
his message. Just as putting too much money 
in circulation causes inflation and diminishes 
the value of a currency, too much presiden- 
tial talk cheapens the value of presidential 
rhetoric. Television reporters tell Clinton's 
story over his mute gestures; radio talk-show 
hosts pummel his policies. As the White 
House itself recognizes, the definition of the 
president and his policies is now largely in the 
hands of others. He has lost the ability to 
shape public understanding, which is the es- 
sence of the bully pulpif s power. 

Clinton makes matters worse by trying 
to get back on track with speeches that play 
to public opinion, creating new disconnects 
between past proclamations and present 
ones. Responding to public opinion in a 
democracy is ijo disgrace - FDR was a mas- 
ter of it. He probably had a better grasp of 
public opinion than any other president 
before or since. His habits of reading, listen- 
ing, consulting, and yes, even studying pub- 
lic-opinion polls, were not a means of decid- 
ing which way to veer but of discovering 

how much and what kind of persuasion was 
needed to bring the people along. Roosevelt 
believed that the relationship between the 
president and the people was direct but not 
reciprocal. 

is possible that we have reached the 
end of the rhetorical presidency, that 
Bill Clinton, for all his words, is 
America's first post-rhetorical presi- 

dent. In an age vastly more complicated 
than FDR's, an age overwhelmed by elec- 
tronic words and images, it may be that no 
single person can serve as the national 
voice. But it is more likely that the age sim- 
ply requires a leader who understands how 
to use words wisely and well, who does not 
feel compelled to "feed the beast" - who is 
the master (but not the manipulator) of 
what might be called the media complex. 
Television, as Peggy Noonan suggested, 
must be put in its place. Only by recovering 
the strengths of an earlier and quieter rhe- 
torical presidency can that be done. 

To reclaim the bully pulpit, a president 
(and it could still be Clinton) will need to do 
away with the public relations folderol and 
the separate speechwriting departments. He 
will need to cultivate a trusted speechwriting 
alter ego - a McPherson or a Rosenman. He 
will need to remember that to be truly effec- 
tive a speech must clarify thought and policy, 
and that he must educate his listeners rather 
than merely pander to them. That kind of 
president could join the small band of 
America's best presidents, who "were leaders 
of thought at times when certain historic ideas 
in the life of the nation had to be clarified," as 
the second Roosevelt, echoing the first, de- 
fined moral leadership. 
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