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ORE than one critique of Presi-
dent Nixon’s address to the na-

tion on November 3, 1969 has appeared,?
which is not remarkable, since it was
the most obvious feature of the public
relations machine that appears to have
dammed back the flood of sentiment for
quick withdrawal of American forces
from Southeast Asia. To be sure, the
dike built by this machine hardly en-
dured {orever, but some time was gained
—an important achievement. It seems
natural, then, that we should want to ex-
amine this obvious feature from more
than one angle.

Preceding critiques have looked at
Nixon’s message from notably non-tra-
ditional perspectives. Stelzner magnified
it in the lens of archetypal criticism,
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which reveals a non-literary version of
the quest story archetype, but he con-
cluded that the President’s is an incom-
plete telling of the story that does not
adequately interact with the listeners’
subjective experiences. Newman con-
demned the message as “shoddy rhet-
oric” because its tough stance and false
dilemmas are directed to white, urban,
uptight voters. Campbell condemned it
on the basis of intrinsic criticism because
though its stated purposes are to tell
the truth, increase credibility, promote
unity, and affirm moral responsibility, its
rhetoric conceals truth, decreases credi-
bility, promotes division, and dodges
moral responsibility. Then, stepping out-
side the intrinsic framework, she makes
her most significant criticism: the mes-
sage perpetuates myths about American
values instead of scrutinizing the real
values of America.

I propose to juxtapose these exam-
inations with a strict neo-Aristotelian
analysis. If it differs slightly from anal-
yses that follow Wichelns? and Hoch-

2 Herbert A. Wichelns, “The Literary Criti-
cism of Oratory,” in Donald C. Bryant, ed,
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muth-Nichols,® that is because it at-
tempts a critique that re-interprets neo-
Aristotelianism slightly—a critique guid-
ed by the spirit and usually the letter
of the Aristotelian text as I understand
it. What the neo-Aristotelian method
can and should do will be demonstrated,
I hope, by this juxtaposition.

Neo-Aristotelian criticism compares
the means of persuasion used by a speak-
er with a comprehensive inventory given
in Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Its end is to dis-
cover whether the speaker makes the
best choices from the inventory to get
a favorable decision from a specified
group of auditors in a specific situation.
It does not, of course, aim to discover
whether or not the speaker actually gets
his favorable decision; decisions in prac-
tice are often upset by chance factors.*
First the neo-Aristotelian critic must out-
line the situation, then specify the group
of auditors and define the kind of de-
cision they are to make. Finally he must
reveal the choice and disposition of three
intertwined persuasive factors—Ilogical,
psychological, and characterological—
and evaluate this choice and disposition
against the standard of the Rhetoric.

The Rhetorical Idiom: Essays in Rhetoric, Ora-
tory, Language, and Drama (1925; rpt. Ithaca:
Cornell Univ. Press, 1958), pp. 5-42.

3 Marie Hochmuth [Nichols], “The Ciriti-
cism of Rhetoric,” in A History and Criticism
of American Public Address (New York: Long-
mans, Green, 1955) III, 1-23.

4 Aristotle, Rhetoric 1. 1. 1355b 10-14. “To
persuade is not the function of rhetoric but to
investigate the persuasive factors inherent in the
particular case. It is just the same as in all
other arts; for example, it is not the function
of medicine to bring health, rather to bring
the patient as near to health as is possible in
his case. Indeed, there are some patients who
cannot be changed to healthfulness; neverthe-
less, they can be given the right therapy.”
(Translation mine.) I understand the medical
analogy to mean that even if auditors chance
to be proof against any of the means of per-
suasion, the persuader has functioned adequate-
ly as a rhetorican if he has investigated these
means so that he has in effect “given the right
therapy.”

THE SITUATION

The state of affairs for the Nixon Aqg.
ministration in the fall of 1969 is we]
known. The United States had beep
fighting a stalemated war for severa
years. The cost in lives and money was
immense. The goal of the war was not
clear; presumably the United States
wanted South Viet Nam as a stable nop-
Communist buffer state between Comn-
munist areas and the rest of Southeast
Asia. To the extent that this goal was
understood, it seemed as far from being
realized in 1969 as it had been in 1964.
In the meantime, a large and vocal
movement had grown up, particularly
among the young, of people who held
that there should have been no inter-
vention in Viet Nam in the first place
and that it would never be possible to
realize any conceivable goal of interven-
tion. The movement was especially dan-
gerous to the Administration because it
numbered among its supporters many
of the elements of the population who
were most interested in foreign policy
and best informed about it. There were
variations of position within the peace
movement, but on one point all its mem-
bers were agreed: the United States
should commit itself immediately to
withdraw its forces from Viet Nam.

The policy of the Nixon Administré-
tion, like that of the Johnson Admir
istration before it, was limited war t0
gain a position of strength from Whic_h
to negotiate. By fall 1969 the Admin
tration was willing to make any conce
sions that did not jeopardize a fifty-fifly
chance of achieving the goal, but it W&
not willing to make concessions th!
amounted to sure abandonment of the
goal. A premature withdrawal amounte
to public abandonment and was t0 bf
avoided at all costs. When the major 0"
ganizations of the peace movement 2%
nounced the first Moratorium Day '
October 15 and organized school 20
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work stoppages, demonstrations, and a
great “March on Washington” to drama-
tize the demand for immediate with-
drawal from Viet Nam, the Administra-
tion launched a counterattack. The
president announced that he would
make a major address on Viet Nam No-
vember 3. This announcement seems to
have moderated the force of the October
moratorium, but plans were soon laid for
a second moratorium on November 15.
Nixon's counterattack aimed at rallying
the mass of the people to disregard the
vocal minority and oppose immediate
withdrawal; it aimed to get support for
a modified version of the old strategy:
limited war followed by negotiated
peace. The address was broadcast the
evening of November 3 over the na-
tional radio and television networks.

THE AUDITORS AND THE KIND OF DECISION

An American President having a
monopoly of the media at prime time
potentially reaches an audience of up-
wards of a hundred million adults of
heterogeneous backgrounds and opin-
ions. Obviously it is impossible to design
2 message to move every segment of this
audience, let alone the international au-
dience. The speaker must choose his tar-
gets. An examination of the texts shows
us which groups were eliminated as tar-
gets, which were made secondary targets,
and which were primary. The speaker
did not address himself to certain fanati-
@l opponents of the war: the ones who
hoped that the Viet Cong would gain
1 signal victory over the Americans and
their South Vietnamese allies, or those
¥ho denijed that Communist advances
“ere threats to non-Communist coun-
ies, or those against any war for any
r‘€ason. These were the groups the Presi-
“ent sought to isolate and stigmatize. On
the other hand, there was a large group
*f Americans who would be willing to
SWe their all to fight any kind of Com-

munist expansion anywhere at any time.
These people also were not a target
group: their support could be counted
on in any case.

The speaker did show himself aware
that the Viet Cong and other Communist
decision-makers were listening in. He
represented himself to them as willing
and anxious to negotiate and warned
them that escalation of the war would
be followed by effective retaliation.
The Communists constituted a secon-
dary target audience, but the analysis
that follows will make plain that the
message was not primarily intended for
them.

The primary target was those Amer-
icans not driven by a clearly defined ide-
ological commitment to oppose or sup-
port the war at any cost. Resentment of
the sacrifice in money and lives, bewil-
derment at the stalemate, longing for
some movement in a clearly marked di-
rection—these were the principal aspects
of their state of mind assumed by Nixon.
He solicited them saying ‘“‘tonight—to
you, the great silent majority of my fel-
low Americans—I ask for your support.”

His address asks the target group of
auditors to make a decision to support
a policy to be continued in the future.
In traditional terms, then, it is primarily
a deliberative speech. Those who receive
the message are decision-makers, and
they are concerned with the past only
as it serves as analogy to future decisions.
The subjects treated are usual ones for
deliberation: war and peace.’

DISPOSITION AND SYNOPSIS

The address begins with an enthy-
meme that attacks the credibility gap.”

5 Text as printed in Vital Speeches, 36 (15
Nov. 1969), 69.

6 Aristotle Rhetoric 1. 4. 1359b 33-1360a 5.

7 Aristotle Rhetoric 111, 14, 1415a 29-33. Here
Nixon functions like a defendant in a forensic
speech. “When defending he will first deal witn
any prejudicial insinuation against him . . . 1t
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Those who decide on war and peace
must know the truth about these pol-
icies, and the conclusion is implied that
the President is going to tell the truth.
The rest of the proem is taken up by a
series of questions constructing a formal
partition of the subjects to be covered.
The partition stops short of revealing the
nature of the modification in policy that
constitutes the Nixon plan. The mes-
sage fits almost perfectly into the Aris-
totelian pattern of proem, narrative,
proofs both constructive and refutative,
and epilogue. Just as proem has served
as a general heading for a synoptic state-
ment of what was done in the first few
sentences, so the other four parts will
serve us as analytical headings for a sy-
nopsis of the rest.

The narrative commences with Nix-
on’s statement of the situation as he
saw it on taking office. He could have
ordered immediate withdrawal of Amer-
ican forces, but he decided to fulfill “a
greater obligation . . . to think of the
effect” of his decision “on the next gen-
eration, and on the future of peace and
freedom in America, and in the world.”
Applicable here is the precept: the bet-
ter the moral end that the speaker can
in his narrative be seen consciously
choosing, the better the ethos he re-
veals.® An end can hardly be better than
“the future of peace and freedom in
America, and in the world.” The narra-
tive goes on to explain why and how
the United States became involved in
Viet Nam in the first place. This ex-
planation masquerades as a simple
chronological statement—“Fifteen years
ago . . .” but thinly disguised in the
chronology lie two propositions: first,
that the leaders of America were right
in intervening on behalf of the govern-

is necessary that the defendant when he steps
forward first reduce the obstacles, so he must
immediately dissolve prejudice.”

8 See Aristotle Rhetoric 111. 16. 1417a 16-36.
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ment of South Viet Nam; second, that
the great mistake in their conduct of
the war was overreliance on Americap
combat forces. Some doubt has been cast
on the wisdom of Nixon’s choice among
the means of persuasion here. The his
tory, writes one critic, “is a surprising
candidate for priority in any discussion
today. . . . The President’s chief foreign
policy advisors, his allies on Capitol Hill,
and the memorandum he got from the
Cabinet bureaucracy all urged him to
skip discussions of the causes and man-
ner of our involvement. Yet history
comes out with top billing.”® This criti-
cism fails to conceive the rhetorical func-
tion of the narrative: in the two propo-
sitions the whole content of the proofs
that follow is foreshadowed, and fore-
shadowed in the guise of a non-contro-
versial statement about the historical
facts. Among traditional orators this use
of the narrative to foreshadow proofs
is common, but it has seldom been han-
dled with more artistry than here.

Constructive proofs are not opened
with an analytical partition but with a
general question: what is the best way
to end the war? The answer is structured
as a long argument from logical divi-
sion: there are four plans to end Amer
ican involvement; three should be re
jected so that the listener is left with
no alternative within the structure but
to accept the fourth.’® The four plans
are: immediate withdrawal, the const
quences of which are shown at some
length to be bad; negotiated settlement,
shown to be impossible in the near fu-
ture because the enemy will not neg”
tiate in earnest; shifting the burden of
the war to the Vietnamese with AmC
ican withdrawal on a fixed timetabl
also argued to have bad consequenc

9 Newman, p. 173. a1
10 See Aristotle Rhetoric II. 23. 1398 300

This basic structure is called method Ofboﬁsl
dues in most modern argumentation text
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and shifting the burden of the war to
the Vietnamese with American with-
drawal on a flexible schedule, said to
have good consequences, since it will
eventually bring “the complete with-
drawal of all United States combat
ground forces,” whether earnest nego-
tiations become possible or not. Con-
structive proofs close with one last evil
consequence of immediate withdrawal:
that it would lead eventually to Amer-
icans’ loss of confidence in themselves
and divisive recrimination that ‘“would
scar our spirit as a people.”

As refutative proof is introduced, op-
ponents of the Administration are char-
acterized by a demonstrator carrying a
sign, “Lose in Viet Nam”; they are an
irrational minority who want to decide
policy in the streets, as opposed to the
elected officials—Congress and the Presi-
dent—who will decide policy by Con-
stitutional and orderly means. This at-
tack on his presumed opponents leads
to a passage which reassures the majority
of young people that the President really
wants peace as much as they do. Reas-
suring ends with the statement of Nix-
on’s personal belief that his plan will
succeed; this statement may be taken
4 transitional to the epilogue.

The epilogue reiterates the bad conse-
quences of immediate withdrawal—Iloss
of confidence and loss of other nations
o totalitarianism—it exhorts the silent
majority to support the plan, predicting
Its success; it evokes the memory of
Woodrow Wilson; then it closes with the
President’s pledge to meet his respon-
sibilities to lead the nation with strength
and wisdom, Recapitulation, building of
¢thos, ang reinforcing the right climate
of feeling—these are what a traditional
thetorician would advise that the epi-
logue do,1 and these are what Nixon’s
¢pilogue does.

' Aristotle Rhetoric TII. 19. 1419b 10-1420a 8,

377

Indeed, this was our jumping-off place
for the synopsis of the message: it falls
into the traditional paradigm; each
frame of the paradigm contains the lines
of argument conventional for that frame.
‘The two unconventional elements in the
paradigm—the unusual placement of the
last evil consequence of immediate with-
drawal and the use of the frame by log-
ical division for the constructive proofs
—are there for good rhetorical reasons.
‘That last consequence, loss of confidence
and divisive recrimination, serves to lead
into the refutation which opens with
the demonstrator and his sign. It is as if
the demonstrator were being made an
example in advance of just this evil con-
sequence. The auditor is brought into
precisely the right set for a refutation
section that does not so much argue with
opponents as it pushes them into an
isolated, unpopular position.

Because of the residues-like structure,
the message creates the illusion of prov-
ing that Vietnamization and flexible
withdrawal constitute the best policy. By
process of elimination it is the only
policy available, and even a somewhat
skeptical listener is less likely to question
the only policy available. Approaching
the proposal with skepticism dulled, he
perhaps does not so much miss a devel-
opment of the plan. In particular, he
might not ask the crucial question: does
the plan actually provide for complete
American withdrawal? The answer to
this question is contained in the single
phrase, “complete withdrawal of all
United States combat ground forces.” It
is fairly clear, in retrospect, that this
phrase concealed the intention to keep
in Viet Nam for several years a large
contingent of air and support forces.
Nixon treats the difference between plan
three, Vietnamization and withdrawal on
a fixed schedule, and plan four, Vietna-
mization and withdrawal on a flexible
schedule, as a matter of whether or not
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the schedule is announced in advance.
But the crucial difference is really that
plan three was understood by its advo-
cates as a plan for quick, complete with-
drawal; plan four was a plan for partial
withdrawal. The strategic reason for not
announcing a fixed schedule was that
the announcement would give away this
fact. The residues structure concealed
the lack of development of the plan;
the lack of development of the plan sup-
pressed the critical fact that Nixon did
not propose complete withdrawal. Al-
though Nixon’s message shows tradi-
tionally conventional structure, these
variations from the traditional show a
remarkable ability at designing the best
adaptations to the specific rhetorical sit-
uation.

LocicaL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL
PERSUASIVE FACTORS

Central to an Aristotelian assessment
of the means of persuasion is an account
of two interdependent factors: (1) the
choice of major premises on which en-
thymemes!? that form “the body of the
proof” are based, and (2) the means
whereby auditors are brought into states
of feeling favorable to accepting these
premises and the conclusions following
from them. Premises important here are
of two kinds: predictions and values.
Both kinds as they relate to good and
evil consequences of the four plans to
end American involvement, will be as
sessed. The first enthymeme involving
prediction is that immediate withdrawal
followed by a Communist takeover
would lead to murder and imprisonment
of innocent civilians. This conclusion
follows from the general predictive rule:

12 For the purpose of this paper the term
enthymeme is taken to mean any deductive ar-
gument. Aristotle gives a more technical defi-
nition of enthymeme that fits into the total de-
sign of his organon; in my opinion it is not
useful for neo-Aristotelian criticism.

the future will resemble the past.’3 Since
the Communists murdered and Impris.
oned opponents on taking over North
Viet Nam in 1954 and murdered op-
ponents in the city of Hue in 1968, they
will do the same when they take over
South Viet Nam. Implied also is an
enthymeme based on the value premisc
that security of life and freedom from
bondage are primary goods for men;!
a Communist takeover would destroy
life and freedom and therefore destroy
primary goods for men.

Presumably no one would try to refute
this complex of enthymemes by saying
that life and freedom are not primary
goods, though he might argue from
more and less;1® more life is lost by con-
tinuing the war than would be lost by
a Communist takeover, or American-
South Vietnamese political structures al-
low for even less political freedom than
the Communist alternatives. Nixon
buries these questions far enough be-
neath the surface of the message that
probably auditors in the target group
are not encouraged to raise them. One
could also attack the predictive premise:
after all, the future is not always the past
writ over again. But this kind of refu-
tation is merely irritating; we know that
the premise is not universally true, yet
everyone finds it necessary to operate in
ordinary life as if it were. People on the

13 Remarkably enough Aristotle does not sfate
this general rule, though it clearly underhtzs
his treatment of the historical example, Rhet:
oric 1I. 20.

14 See Aristotle Rhetoric 1. 6. 13620 2627
for life as a good; 1. 8. 1366a for freedom «'é
the object of choice for the citizens of 2 demo
racy. |
15 The subject of Rhetoric 1. 7. Chaim Per(c;t;
man and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca, commmenting :
this chapter, indicate that there is usually 2
consensus on such statements as ‘life 1 goote;
the dispute is over whether life is a 8r¢ "
good than honor in this particular sxtu;tl :
See The New Rhetoric: A Treatise 07 Tgell
mentation, trans. John Wilkinson and PUrC
Weaver (Notre Dame, Ind.. Univ.
Dame Press, 1969), pp. 81-82.
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left of the target group, of course, reject
the evidence—North Viet Nam and Hue.

A related prediction is that immediate
withdrawal would result in a collapse
of confidence in American leadership. It
rests on the premise that allies only have
confidence in those who both have pow-
er and will act in their support.1® If the
United States shows it lacks power and
will in Viet Nam, there will be a col-
lapse of confidence, which entails fur-
ther consequences: it would “promote
recklessness”” on the part of enemies ev-
erywhere else the country has commit-
ments, i.e., as a general premise, when
one party to a power struggle loses the
confidence of its allies, its enemies grow
bolder.}” The conclusion is bolstered by
citations from former presidents Eisen-
hower, Johnson, and Kennedy: the state-
ment of the “liberal saint,” Kennedy, is
featured.

It is difficult to attack the related
premises of these tandem arguments.
They rest on what experience from the
sandbox up shows to be probable. The
target group consists of people with the
usual American upbringing and experi-
ence. Someone will question the prem-
ises only if he questions the world-view
out of which they develop. That view
Structures the world into Communist
powers—actual or potential enemies—
and non-Communist powers—allies.
America is the leader of the allies, re-
ferred to elsewhere as the forces of “peace
and freedom” opposed by “the forces of
totalitarianism.” Because of its associa-
tion with freedom, American leadership
Is indisputably good, and whatever
weakens confidence in it helps the ene-
mies. Only a few people on the far left
Would categorically reject this structure.

The foregoing premises and the world-
View fundamental to them are even

16 See Aristotle Rhetoric II. 19. 13932 1-3.

This principle follows from Rhetoric I1. 5.
13832 24.95.

more likely to be accepted if the audi-
tors are in a state of fear. Fear may be
defined as distress caused by a vision of
impending evil of the destructive or
painful kind.'® This message promotes
a state of fear by the nature of the evil
consequences developed—murder and
imprisonment of innocents, collapse of
leadership in the free world, and reck-
less aggressiveness of implacable enemies.
America is the protoype of a nation that
is fearful; her enemies are watching their
opportunities all over the globe, from
Berlin to the Middle East, yes even in
the Western Hemisphere itself. The ene-
mies are cruel and opposed to American
ideals. They are strong on the battlefield
and intransigent in negotiations. Condi-
tions are such that America’s allies may
lose confidence in her and leave her to
fight these enemies alone. But these cir-
cumstances are not too much amplified:
only enough to create a state of feeling
favorable to rejecting immediate with-
drawal, not so much as to create the
disposition for escalation.

Nixon claims to have tried hard to
make a negotiated settlement, but he
could not make one because the Com-
munists refused to compromise. The evi-
dence that they would not compromise
is developed at length: public initiatives
through the peace conference in Paris
are cited, terms for participation of the
Communist forces in internationally su-
pervised elections offered, and promises
made to negotiate on any of these terms.
Then there were private initiatives

18 Aristotle Rhetoric I1. 5. 1382a 21-22. Aris-
totle treated the pathe as states of feeling that
a man enters into because he draws certain in-
ferences from the situation around him: he sees,
for example, that he is the type of man who
experiences pity when faced with this type of
victim in these circumstances. The means of
getting a man to draw inferences are themselves
logical proofs; hence pathos does not work apart
from the logical proofs in a message but through
them. See Aristotle Rhetoric 11. 1. 1378a 19-28
and my explication in James J. Murphy, ed.
A Synoptic History of Classical Rhetoric (New
York: Random House, 1972).
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through the Soviet Union and directly
by letter to the leaders of North Viet
Nam, as well as private efforts by the
United States ambassador to the Paris
talks. These efforts brought only de-
mands for the equivalent of uncondi-
tional surrender. The citation of evi-
dence is impressive and destroys the
credibility of the position that negotia-
tions can bring a quick end to the war.

Nixon does not explicitly predict that
the plan for negotiated settlement will
not work ever; on the contrary, he says
that he will keep trying. But if the audi-
tor believes the evidence, he finds it diff-
cult to avoid making his own enthymeme
with the conclusion that negotiated set-
tlement will never work; the major
premise is the same old rule, the future
will be like the past. Nixon gives an-
other reason, too: it will not work while
the opposite side ““is convinced that all
it has to do is to wait for our next con-
cession, and our next concession after
that one, until it gets everything it
wants.” The major premise—no power
convinced that victory is probable by
forcing repeated concessions will ever
compromise—constitutes a commonplace
of bargaining for virtually everyone.

Peace is seen in these arguments as
almost an unqualified good. Although
compromise through bargaining is the
fastest way to peace, the other side must
make concessions to assure compromise.
Reasons for continuing the war, such
as an ideological commitment, are evil.
There is no glory in war and prolonging
it is not justified by political gains made
but only by a commitment to higher
values like saving lives and preserving
freedom. Prolonging the war is also
justified as avoiding future wars by not
losing Southeast Asia altogether and not
promoting the spirit of recklessness in the
enemies. “‘I want,” states Nixon, “to end
it [the war] in a way which will increase
the chance that their [the soldiers’]
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younger brothers and their sons will not
have to fight in some future Vietnam

A listener is prone to reject the likel;.
hood of a negotiated peace if he is an.
gry with his opponents. Anger is a pain.
ful desire for revenge and arises from
an evident, unjustified slight to a person
or his friends.!® People visualizing re.
venge ordinarily refuse compromise ex-
cept as a temporary tactic. Nixon pre.
sents the American people as having
been slighted: they value peace, and
their leaders have with humility taken
every peace initiative possible: public,
private, and secret. The Communist
powers wish to gain politically from the
war; they have rebuffed with spite all
initiatives and frustrated our good in-
tentions by demanding the equivalent
of unconditional surrender. Frustration
is, of course, a necessary condition of an-
ger.2% Again, Nixon does not go too far
—not far enough to create a psycholog-
ical climate out of which a demand for
escalation would grow.

Nixon announces that his plan lor
Vietnamization and American withdraw-
al on a flexible timetable is in effect al-
ready. Its consequences: American men
coming home, South Vietnamese forces
gaining in strength, enemy infiltration
measurably reduced, and United States
casualties also reduced. He predicts: pol
icies that have had such consequences
in the past will have them in the fu-
ture, i.e., the future will be like the past.
Again, the undisputed value that saving
lives is good is assumed. But in this cast
the argument, while resting on an a¢
ceptable premise, was, at the time of this
speech, somewhat more doubtful of ac
ceptance by the target group. The evi
dence constitutes the problem: obviously
the sample of the past since the policy
of Vietnamization commenced was 50

19 Aristotle Rhetoric II. 2. 1378a 80-32.
20 Aristotle Rhetoric II, 2. 1379a 10-18.
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short that no one could really judge
the alleged consequences to be corre-
Jlated with the change in policy, let alone
caused by it. There is, then, little rea-
son why that audience should have be-
Jieved the minor premise—that the con-
sequences of Vietnamization were good.

A temporizing and moderate policy
is best presented to auditors who while
temporarily fearful are basically confi
dent. Nothing saps the will to accept
such a proposal as does the opposite state,
basically fearful and only temporarily
confident. Confidence is the other side of
the coin from fear: it is pleasure because
destructive and painful evils seem far
away and sources of aid near at hand.?!
The sources of aid here are the forces of
the Republic of South Viet Nam. They
have continued to gain in strength and
as a result have been able to take over
combat responsibilities from American
forces. In contrast, danger from the ene-
my is receding—"‘enemy infiltration . . .
over the last three months is less than
20 per cent of what it was over the same
period last year.” Nixon assures his audi-
tors that he has confidence the plan will
succeed. America is the “strongest and
richest nation in the world”; it can af-
ford the level of aid that needs to be
continued in Viet Nam. It will show the
moral stamina to meet the challenge
of free world leadership.

For some time rumors about gradual
American withdrawal from Viet Nam
had been discounted by the peace move-
ment. The only acceptable proof of
American intentions would be a time-
table showing withdrawal to be accom-
plished soon. Thus the third plan: with-
drawal on a fixed timetable. Nixon pre-
dicts that announcing of a timetable
would remove the incentive to negotiate
and reduce flexibility of response. The
general premise behind the first is a com-

21 Aristotle Rhetoric I1. 5. 1383a 16-19.

monplace of bargaining: negotiations
never take place without a quid pro
quo; a promise to remove American
forces by a certain date gives away the
quid pro quo. For most Americans, who
are used to getting things by bargaining,
this premise is unquestionable. Only
those few who think that the country
can gain no vestige of the objective of
the war are willing to throw away the
incentive. The premises behind the no-
tion of flexibility—that any workable
plan is adaptable to changes in the sit-
uation—is a commonplace of legislation
and not likely to be questioned by any-
one. Nixon adds to this generally accep-
table premise a specific incentive. Since
withdrawal will occur more rapidly if
enemy military activity decreases and the
South Vietnamese forces become strong-
er, there is a possibility that forces can
be withdrawn even sooner than would
be predicted by a timetable. This spe-
cific incentive is illusory, since it is ob-
vious that one can always withdraw
sooner than the timetable says, even if
he has one; it is hard to see how a time-
table actually reduces flexibility. Every-
one makes timetables, of course, and
having to re-make them when conditions
change is a familiar experience. But the
average man who works from nine to five
probably thinks that the government
should be different: when it announces
a timetable it must stick to it; otherwise
nothing is secure. This argument may
seemn weak to the critic, but it is probably
well directed to the target group. The
real reason for mot announcing a time-
table has already been noted.?

22 Since he gave this speech Nixon has made
a general timetable for American withdrawal,
thus, presumably, showing that he was not ut-
terly convinced by his own argument. But he
has never quite fixed a date for complete with-
drawal of all American support forces from
Viet Nam; he has been consistent in maintain-
ing that withdrawal as a bargaining point for
negotiation with the Viet Cong and North Viet-

namese.
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One final prediction is founded on
the preceding predictions—whenever a
policy leads to such evil consequences
as movement of Southeast Asia into al-
liance with the enemy and a new reck-
lessness on the part of enemies every-
where, it will eventually result in re-
morse and divisive recrimination which
will, in turn, result in a loss of self-con-
fidence. Guiltlessness and internal unity,
the opposites of remorse and recrimina-
tion, are here assumed as secondary
goods leading to self-confidence, a pri-
mary good. The enthymeme predicting
loss of self-confidence consequent on im-
mediate withdrawal is summary in po-
sition: it seems to tie together all previ-
ous arguments. It comes right after a
particularly effective effort at ethos
building—the series of statements devel-
oped in parallel construction about not
having chosen the easy way (immediate
withdrawal) but the right way. However,
it rests on the assumption that the long
term mood of confidence in the country
depends on the future of Southeast Asia
and the recklessness of our enemies.
Since these two factors are only an as-
pect of a larger picture in which many
other events play their parts, it is surely
not true that they alone will produce
a loss of confidence. The enthymeme
based on this assumption, placed where
it is, however, does not invite questioning
by the target group. Doubtful though
it may look under searching scrutiny, it
has an important function for the struc-
ture of psychological proof in this mes-
sage. It reinforces the vague image of
the danger of facing a stronger enemy
in a weakened condition: America itself
would be less united, less confident, and
less able to fight in the future if this
consequence of immediate withdrawal
were realized.

Other things being equal, the more
commonplace and universally accepted
the premises of prediction in a delibera-
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tive speech, the more effective the speech,
This is especially true if they are set in
a frame that prepares the auditor psy.
chologically for their acceptance. There
is almost no doubt that given the policy
of the Nixon Administration—Vietnami-
zation and partial withdrawal on a flex-
ible schedule not announced in advance
—the message shows a potentially effec-
tive choice of premises. In some cases it
is almost the only possible choice. Like-
wise the value structure of the message
is wisely chosen from materials familiar
to any observer of the American scene:
it could be duplicated in hundreds of
other messages from recent American
history.

Several additional value assumptions
are equally commonplace. Betraying al-
lies and letting down friends is assumed
to be an evil, and its opposite, loyalty
to friends and allies the virtue of a great
nation. This premise equates personal
loyalty, like that a man feels for his
friend, with what the people of the
whole nation should feel for an allied
nation. Many people think this way
about international relations, and the
good citizens of the target group can be
presumed to be among them.

Policies endorsed by the people they
are supposed to help are said to be better
policies than those not endorsed by
them. This statement undoubtedly makes
a good political rule if one expects par
ticipation in the execution of policy of
those to be helped. Policies that result
from the operation of representative
government are good, whereas those
made on the streets are bad. This value
is, of course, an essential of republican
government: only the most radical, even
of those outside the target group, would
question it. Finally, Nixon assumes that
the right thing is usually the opposit
of the easy thing, and, of course, h¢
chooses to do the right thing. Such' a
value premise does not occur in rhetorics
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by Aristotle or even George Campbell;
it is probably a peculiar product of Pro-
testant-American-on-the-frontier  think-
ing. Its drawing power for twentieth-
century urban youngsters is negligible,
but the bulk of the target group prob-
ably is made up of suburbanites in the
30-50 category who still have some af-
finity for this kind of thinking.

Some shift from the traditional values
of American culture can be seen in the
tone of Nixon’s dealing with the war:
the lack of indication that it is glorious,
the muted appeal to patriotism (only one
brief reference to the first defeat in
America’s history), the lack of complete
victory as a goal. But nowhere else does
the culture of the post-atomic age show
through; by and large the speech would
have been applauded if delivered in the
nineteenth century. That there has been
a radical revolution of values among the
young does not affect the message, and
one might predict that Nixon is right
in deciding that the revolution in values
has not yet significantly infected the tar-

get group.

CHARACTEROLOGICAL AND
StyLIsTIC FACTORS

Nixon’s choice of value premises is,
of course, closely related to his ethos as
conveyed by the speech. He promises to
tell the truth before he asks the Amer-
ican people to support a policy which
involves the overriding issues of war
and peace—phraseology that echoes pre-
vious Nixonian messages. He refrains
from harsh criticism of the previous ad-
ministration; he is more interested in
the future America than in political
gains; such an avowal of disinterested-
ness is the commonest topic for self-

character building.

Nixon is against political murders and
imprisonments and active pushing ini-
tiatives for peace. He is flexible and com-
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promising, unlike the negotiators for
the enemy. He chooses the right way
and not the eeasy way. He is the cham-
pion of policy made by constitutional
processes; his opponents conduct unruly
demonstrations in the streets. But he has
healthy respect for the idealism and com-
mitment of the young; he pledges him-
self in the tradition of Woodrow Wil-
son to win a peace that will avoid fu-
ture wars. He has the courage to make
a tasteful appeal to patriotism even
when it'’s unpopular. Such is the char-
acter portrait drawn for us by Richard
Nixon: restrained not hawkish, hard-
working and active, flexible, yet firm
where he needs to be. He seems an Amer-
ican style democrat, a moral but also
a practical and sensitive man. The mes-
sage is crowded with these overt clues
from which we infer the good ethos of
political figures in situations like this.
Any more intensive development of the
means of persuasion derived from the
character of the speaker would surely
have been counter-productive.

The language of Nixon’s message
helps to reinforce his ethos. His tone is
unbrokenly serious. The first two-thirds
of the message is in a self-consciously
plain style—the effort is clearly made to
give the impression of bluntness and
forthrightness. This bluntness of tone
correlates with the style of deliberative
argumentation:?? few epideictic elements
are present in the first part of the speech.
Everything seems to be adjusted to mak-
ing the structure of residues exceedingly
clear.

About two-thirds of the way through,
the message shifts to a more impassioned
tone. The alternative plans are collapsed
into two, thus polarizing the situation:
either immediate withdrawal or Nixon’s
plan for Vietnamization and unsched-
uled withdrawal. From here on parallel

23 See Aristotle Rhetoric II1. 12, 1414a 8-19.
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repetitions are persistent, and they serve
no obvious logical function, but rather
function to deepen the serious tone.
There is, in short, an attempt to rise to
a peroration of real eloquence. The qual-
ities aimed at in the last third of the
message seem to be gravity and impres-
siveness more than clarity and forthright-
ness. The effort seems to tax the speech-
writer’s literary skill to the limit, and
the only new phrases he comes up with
are the “silent majority” and the descrip-
tion of the energies of the young as “too
often directed to bitter hatred against
those they think are responsible for the
war.” All else is a moderately skillful
pastiche of familiar phrases.

GENERAL ASSESSMENT

A summary answer can now be given
to the question, how well did Nixon
and his advisors choose among the avail-
able means of persuasion for this sit-
uation? The message was designed for
those not ideologically overcommitted
either to victory over Communism or to
peace in any case while frustrated by the
prolonged war. It operates from the most
universally accepted premises of value
and prediction; it buries deep in its tex-
ture most premises not likely to be im-
mediately accepted. Enough of the
means for bringing auditors into states
of fear, anger, and confidence are used
to create a psychological climate unfa-
vorable to immediate withdrawal and
favorable to Vietnamization. The goals—
life, political freedom, peace, and self-
confidence—are those shared by nearly
all Americans, and connections of pol-
icies to them are tactfully handled for
the target group. The structure is large-
ly according to tradition: it can best be
seen as falling into the four parts, and
the right elements are contained in each
of the parts. Two minor variations from
the traditional are artfully designed to
realize evident psychological ends. Con-

ventional wisdom and conventiona]
value judgments come dressed in con-
ventional structure. The style of the nar-
rative and proofs reflects adequately
Nixon'’s reliance on clearly developed ar-
guments from accepted premises; the
style of the latter part of the message
shows a moderately successful attempt
at grandeur. In choice and arrangement
of the means of persuasion for this sit-
uation this message is by and large a
considerable success.

Neo-Aristotelian criticism tells a great
deal about Nixon’s message. It reveals
the speech writer as a superior techni-
cian. It permits us to predict that given
this target group the message should be
successful in leading to a decision to sup-
port the Administration’s policies. It
brings into sharp focus the speech-
writer’s greatest technical successes: the
choice of the right premises to make
a version of the domino theory plau-
sible for these auditors and the cre-
ation of a controlled atmosphere of fear
in which the theory is more likely to be
accepted. Likewise, the choice of the
right means of making success for peace
negotiations seems impossible and the
building of a controlled state of anger
in which a pessimistic estimate of the
chances for success seems plausible. Also
the finely crafted structure that conceals
exactly what needs to be concealed while
revealing the favored plan in a context
most favorable to its being chosen.

What neo-Aristotelianism does not at-
tempt to account for are some basic and
long-run questions. For instance, it does
not assess the wisdom of the speaker’s
choice of target audience as does New-
man, who wanted the President to al-
leviate the fears of the doves. All critics
observe that Nixon excludes the radical
opponent of the war from his audience.
Not only is this opponent excluded by
his choice of policy but even by the
choice of premises from which he ar
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gues: premises such as that the Govern-
ment of South Viet Nam is freer than
that of North Viet Nam, or that the
right course is the opposite of the easy
one. Radical opponents of the war were
mostly young—often college students.
The obvious cliché, “they are the po-
litical leadership of tomorrow,” should
have applied. Was it in the long run a
wise choice to exclude them from the
target? An important question, but a
neo-Aristotelian approach does not war-
rant us to ask it. There is a gain, though,
from this limitation. If the critic ques-
tions the President’s choice of policy
and premises, he is forced to examine
systematically all the political factors in-
volved in this choice. Neither Newman
nor Campbell do this in the objective
and systematic fashion required by the
magnitude of the subject. Indeed, would
they not be better off with a kind of criti-
cism that does not require them to do it?

Nor does the neo-Aristotelian ap-
proach predict whether a policy will re-
main rhetorically viable. If the critic
assumes as given the Nixon Administra-
tion’s choice of policy from among the
options available, he will no doubt judge
this choice of value and predictive
premises likely to effect the decision
wanted. To put it another way, Nixon’s
policy was then most defensible by ar-
guing from the kinds of premises Nixon
used. It seems less defensible at this
Wrting, and in time may come to seem
indefensible even to people like those in
the target group. Why the same argu-
ments for the same policy should be pre-
dictably less effective to people so little
'moved in time is a special case of the
question, why do some policies remain
thetorically viable for decades while
Others do not. This question might in
Part be answered by pointing, as was
lone before, to the maturing of the stu-
dents into political leadership. But how-
er the question might be answered,
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neo-Aristotelianism does not encourage
us to ask it. As Black truly said, the neo-
Aristotelian comprehends “the rhetorical
discourse as tactically designed to achieve
certain results with a specific audience
on a specific occasion”?¢ in this case that
audience Nixon aimed at on the night
of November 3, 1969.

Finally, nco-Aristotelian criticism does
not warrant us to estimate the truth of
Nixon’s statements or the reality of the
values he assumes as aspects of Amer-
ican life. When Nixon finds the origin
of the war in a North Vietnamese ‘“cam-
paign to impose a Communist govern-
ment on South Vietnam by instigating
and supporting a revolution,” Campbell
takes him to task for not telling the
truth. This criticism raises a serious
question: are we sure that Nixon is not
telling the truth? We know, of course,
that Nixon oversimplifies a complex se-
ries of events—any speaker in his situa-
tion necessarily does that. But will the
scholar of tomorrow with the perspective
of history judge his account totally
false? Campbell endorses the view that
basically this is a civil war resulting from
the failure of the Diem government
backed by the United States to hold elec-
tions under the Geneva Agreements of
1954. But her view and Nixon’s are not
mutually exclusive: it seems evident to
me that both the United States and the
Communist powers involved themselves
from the first to the extent they thought
necessary to force an outcome in their
favor in Viet Nam. If a scientific his-
torian of the future had to pick one
view of the conflict or the other, he
would probably pick Nixon’s because
it more clearly recognizes the power pol-
itics behind the struggle. But 1 am not
really intending to press the point that
Campbell commits herself to a wrong

24 Edwin B. Black, Rhetorical Cfiticism: A
Study in Method (New York: Macmillan, 1965),

p. 33.
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view, or even a superficially partial one.
The point is that she espouses here a
theory of criticism that requires her to
commit herself at all. If anyone writing
in a scholarly journal seeks to assess the
truth of Nixon’s statements, he must be
willing to assume the burden of proving
them evidently false. This cannot be
done by appealing to the wisdom of the
liberal intellectuals of today.?s If the es-

25 Richard H. Kendall, writing a reply to
Newman, “The Forum,” QJS, 56 (Dec. 1970),
432, makes this same point, particularly .n con-
nection with Newman’s implication that ex-
President Johnson was a fraud. “If so, let us
have some evidence of his fraudulent actions.
If there is no evidence, or if there is evidence,
but an essay on the rhetoric of President Nixon
does not provide proper scope for a presenta-
tion of such evidence, then it seems to me in-
clusion of such a charge (or judgment) may fall
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sential task were accomplished, would
the result be called a rhetorical critique?
By Aristotle’s standards it would not,
and for my part I think we will write
more significant criticism if we follow
Aristotle in this case. To generalize, |
submit that the limitations of neo-Aris-
totelian criticism are like the metrical
conventions of the poet—limitations
that make true significance possible,

into the category of gratuitous.” Newman in
rejoinder asks, “Should such summary judg-
ments be left out of an article in a scholarly
journal because space prohibits extensively sup-
porting them? Omission might contribute to a
sterile academic purity, but it would improve
neither cogency nor understanding.” I would
certainly answer Newman’s rhetorical question,
yes, and I would go on to judge that view of
criticism which encourages such summary judg-
ments not to be a useful one.
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