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Abstract 

This thesis measures the rhetoric and effect of political campaign discourse. It is a 

rhetorical analysis of three campaign speeches given by Senator Barack Obama 

during the 2008 presidential election, "A More Perfect Union" delivered in March 

2008, "The American Promise" delivered at the Democratic National Convention in 

August 2008 and "A World that Stands as One" delivered in Berlin in July 2008. 

Reading the speech teleologically by drawing on Kenneth Burke's theory of rhetorical 

identification and consubstantiality, this thesis argues the Obama Model of persuasion 

constructs audience identity and uses specific strands of an audience's history to 

emphasise common ground, shared values and shared interests in provisional 

coalitions against common challenges. This is accomplished through the strategic use 

of "we," through the praise of an audience's dominant symbols and values and through 

scapegoating, Othering and antithesis. As a multidisciplinary study, this thesis seeks 

to understand how these messages and strategies are received by audiences using 

focus groups and audience response technology. It convenes twelve focus groups of 

previously unaddressed audiences in the United Kingdom to understand the 

doxological equipment audiences bring to the rhetorical transaction of American 

political campaign discourse. As such, it seeks to understand moments of convergence 

and divergence, identification and division between demographically diverse 

audiences and Obama's campaign speeches. This thesis is an original contribution to 

rhetorical theory, identity and identification, studies on Kenneth Burke and Barack 

Obama, cultural studies and Joseph Nye's theory of soft power in international 

relations. 
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I. Preface 

This thesis began on a hot, rainy summer evening in Miami, Florida at the beginning 

of the 2008 American General Election. There were hundreds of us who had come to 

Florida from all over the country to organize volunteers and voters as part of the 

Obama Organizing Fellowship. Five other people and I, all under twenty-five, were 

charged as a team with organizing the strongly Republican and Cuban area of Miami 

known as Westchester. My fellow team members and I had just finished a grueling 

ten-hour training session on the fundamentals of community organizing. Most of it 

was a straightforward process of learning how to efficiently target sympathetic voters 

in different areas of the city, how to properly and legally register someone to vote and 

how to keep track of the stacks of canvassing data that were cumulating in make-shift 

offices across the nation. One exercise that took a large portion out of the day was 

breaking down into small groups and learning how to, in under two minutes, tell 

people our own story: who we were, why we left home to volunteer and what issues 

and policies motivated us. Then, we would critique each other and suggest how we 

could improve what we said and what we could say differently to make our stories 

more powerful. I then watched veteran community organizers with amazement as they 

role played canvassing situations with voters: the key, they said, wasnôt to have an 

army of policy statistics ready to unleash on voters who might disagree with you, it 

was to find something in your life story to make a connection with the voter. This was 

something new for me. That night it rained and while our newly formed community 

organizing team sipped a few beers under hula huts down by the beach, I reflected on 

that dayôs training. ñWhy were we learning to tell our stories?ò I asked. The process 

seemed to fly in the face of everything I had learned about rational politics. I was 

concerned. I had put my MA on hold and came to Miami because I thought the stakes 

were high, I wanted to make sure we got it right. Our team leader, a Brooklyn born 

veteran volunteer and Harvard graduate was now in his third state of the campaign, 

sipped his beer and smiled. ñBro,ò he said, ñyou can talk to a voter about the facts as 

you see them, and theyôll come right back at you with the facts as they see them, and 

both of you can walk away unconvinced. But when you tell your story, no one can 

discount your truth. They canôt tell you that you arenôt passionate about the election, 

or that as a student you struggle with tuition. Americans are struggling. Tell them 

your story, and they might find out they have more in common with you than they 

thought.ò  
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Over the next six weeks, we organized Miami, telling people our stories and asking 

them to tell theirs. I was amazed at how it disarmed potentially hostile voters, and 

when we exchanged stories, we always seemed to find something in common. It 

didnôt always work, and many Cuban-Americans were unreceptive, but the power of a 

personal narrative seemed to refresh peopleôs attitude toward politics. It seemed to be 

different than the vitriol they watched every night on television. As Obama had said 

in one of his speeches, we could truly ñsee ourselves in each other.ò  

 

It didnôt stop there for Obama though. As we watched Obama cross the country on the 

stump with his message of hope and change, he was participating in the same exercise 

as us. He was telling his own story. His father from Kenya, his mother from Kansas, 

his grandparentsô work during the war, his work as a community organizer on the 

south side of Chicago, in his speeches and core narrative his story seemed to play a 

pivotal role in his message. I watched him talk to black Americans and white 

Americans, Asian Americans and Native Americans, middle class Americans and 

working class Americans. I watched him tell his story and lay out his vision of the 

nation, and I watched millions of voters respond with overwhelming enthusiasm. 

Speaking to such a fragmented nation, I wondered how these strategies might be 

grounded theoretically; I wondered just how far some of the reoccuring strategies 

Obama used could take a person, politican or institution. And, if its effectiveness 

could transcend deep divisions in American culture, could it transcend the nation-state 

all together? I continued to reflect through the summer, the general election, and the 

inauguration on this seemingly radical departure from everything I thought I knew 

about political communication. This thesis is a critical expansion of that initial 

reflection. 
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II. Scope and Layout 

This thesis is a rhetorical analysis of three key speeches given by Barack Obama 

during the 2008 presidential election and an investigation into how those speeches are 

interpreted by communities in the United Kingdom using focus groups and moment-

to-moment audience response technology. The scope of this thesis, which is in later 

chapters expanded upon and placed in a scholarly context, is as follows: it is argued 

that the purpose of political campaigns is to bring oneself as a candidate into favor 

with oneôs voters, often through ingratiation and identifying the campaign with the 

values, opinions and symbols of voter segments. This is demonstrated on three levels: 

through a study of American rhetorical theorist Kenneth Burkeôs philosophy of 

language, through the study of the literature surrounding the genre of the political 

campaign and is grounded in discourse by studying the speeches given by Barack 

Obama during the 2008 election. Indeed, I argue that a close reading of Barack 

Obamaôs campaign speeches reveals a stable utilization of a rhetorical model, the 

Obama Model, of strategic identification. This complements the biographical, 

rhetorical and intellectual studies of Barack Obama that allude to Obamaôs ñknackò or 

faculty for identity politics generally and, more specifically, finding common ground 

between himself and fragmented audiences as a means to address complex rhetorical 

exigencies. Methodologically, the rhetorical analysis draws on close textual analysis 

and is grounded in a teleological or purpose-driven reading using Kenneth Burkeôs 

theory of identification. A teleological reading best equips us with a philosophical and 

rhetorical vocabulary to explain the metaphors often heard peppered in campaign 

discourse: ñcoalitionsò; ñalliancesò; a candidate ñcourtingò or ñlove-bombingò 

particular voter segments and the need for a message to ñresonate,ò ñring trueò or 

ñconnectò with an audience. In short, Obamaôs speeches are read through the lens of a 

rhetorical philosophy of identification, a paradoxical-and-sometimes-dubious 

consubstantiation of encoder and decoder; it is a close reading of how ñyouò and ñIò 

become ñweò in rhetorical transactions. While these premises alone might be the 

starting point for a standard rhetorical thesis that would contribute to our 

understanding of Kenneth Burke and Barack Obama, this interdisciploanry thesis is 

also concerned with audiences, rhetorical effect and how Barack Obamaôs speeches 

affected non-American audiences who may or may not have identified with the 

values, beliefs and symbols Obama marshals in his speeches. 
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Here, it is argued that the presidential campaign is a source for how the United States, 

its people, institutions, values and policies are represented to the global community. 

In an interdependent information age, non-Americans have direct access and are 

exposed to the American democratic process through the spectacle of the American 

presidential campaign. As such, strategic identification generally and the Obama 

Model specifically have the potential to flow from the nation as a source of what 

Joseph Nye calls ñsoft power,ò the ability to attract and co-opt rather than coerce in 

foreign policy. Conversely, this thesis also illuminates the potential for certain 

discourses in American political rhetoric to be a profound source of how non-

American audiences define themselves in opposition to, rather than identified with, 

the United States. Indeed, recognizing that rhetorical devices and strategic 

identification can be blunted and indeed wholly rejected by unreceptive active 

audiences necessitates a methodological design capable of reflecting the complex 

reactions of audiences towards political rhetoric. As such, this study investigates how 

fragmented audiences in one nation-state, the United Kingdom, receive the speeches 

under rhetorical investigation given by Barack Obama during the 2008 presidential 

election.  

 

The layout of the thesis is as follows.  First, the literature is surveyed surrounding the 

close textual analysis of rhetorical discourse in general and a teleological driven 

interpretation in particular.  After selecting the purpose of identification for campaign 

discourse and acknowledging that rhetorical ñinstrumentsò can be used to achieve this 

purpose, the concept of identification is synthesized with theories surrounding 

political campaign communication. Third, theories of active audience decodings from 

the social sciences, which asserts negotiated and oppositional audience recodings to 

texts, are synthesized with the rhetorical discipline through a mutual interest in doxa. 

Fourth, the methodological literature on audiences, focus groups, and moment-to-

moment audience response technology is analyzed and the research design and its 

variables are laid out.  Fifth, I preface the rhetorical and audience-related findings 

with a contextualizing chapter that observes dominant political, economic and cultural 

discourses in relations between the United States and the United Kingdom. Sixth, an 

over-arching chapter detailing focus group participantsô attitudes towards Obama is 

provided. Seventh, a rhetorical analysis for each speech is conducted and 

subsequently interleafed with moment-to-moment and focus group data that directly 
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relate to the intrinsic features of the text. Finally, I discuss the implications of this 

study and suggest further avenues of analysis. 
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III. Thesis Contributions 

This thesis results in four unique contributions to two very important fields. The first 

and second involve American rhetorical theorist Kenneth Burke and American 

President Barack Obama. By putting the rhetorical theories of Kenneth Burke in 

conversation with the campaign speeches of Barack Obama, we understand both 

better. We understand Burke by grounding his theories in discourse and by giving his 

concept of identification, articulated in 1950, contemporary relevance. We understand 

Barack Obama by connecting the strategies he marshaled during the key moments of 

his campaign to larger philosophical and theoretical vocabularies in what results in 

The Obama Model. We are able to further grasp what James T. Kloppenberg attempts 

to explain about Obama from the perspective of Obama's biographical and intellectual 

foundations: that Obama is an antifoundationalist, philosophical pragmatist who 

rejects absolutes and seeks to establish common ground in order to address common 

challenges. Obama's campaign orations become a series of paradigm cases through 

which to better understand Burkean identification; Burkean identification gave us a 

vocabulary to discuss the repetition of observed phenomena in Obamaôs speeches.  

There are implications of this research on a number of concepts and theories that 

radiate from studies of Obama and Burke: presidential image-making, rhetorical 

criticismôs contribution to the ñpackaging of politicsò (Franklin, 2004), the discursive 

construction of national identity and the constitution (or interpellation) of subject 

positions as it exists in critical theory. 

 

The third and fourth contributions are both unique contributions that stand alone and 

are findings supportive of the first two contributions. Like the first and second 

contribution, by putting the rhetorical tradition in conversation with the active 

audience paradigm found within cultural studies, both are enriched though evaluation 

and synthesis. We understand audience studies better by importing the rhetorical 

tradition. We are able to make a more rounded statement about what it is when 

audiences identify with what they see and hear and the rhetorical implications of this 

process. We are able to offer a corollary to Stuart Hall's encoding/decoding model by 

acknowledging the rhetorician's attempts to minimize negotiated or oppositional 

readings by identifying their message with audience decoding equipment. Without 

reviving the hypodermic needle model of message effects, we end with a theory of 

rhetorical instrumentalism, based on Burke's concept of identification, which 
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undermines the fundamental assumption of absolute resistance found within the active 

audience paradigm.  

 

The study of audiences can likewise enrich the rhetorical tradition. The audience, its 

composition and doxa were seen in the ancient art as something of a given. Burke in A 

Rhetoric of Motives begins to update this view with a renewed emphasis on audiences 

but would move on to other matters before a full analysis could be made. Today, 

many rhetorical scholars note how polysemy, polyvalence and a lack of audience 

studies do in fact plague the tradition. Rhetorical criticism and interpretation often 

descends into audience conjecture. By coupling close textual analysis which seeks to 

understand how the interlocking parts of a text function on a rhetorical level with an 

understanding of how audiences respond to these appeals, exciting new opportunities 

for research in the rhetorical tradition open up to explore communicative transactions 

in their full complexity, from production to reception. 

 

These two traditions are linked together by what we call Doxology. Doxology is 

defined as the study or faculty of observing an audience's attitudes, beliefs, opinions 

and values. While the full tenets of Doxology could not possibly be completely 

explored in this study and have been partially defined in rhetorical works from 

Aristotle, Cicero and Kenneth Burke, what can be said here is that it is a significant 

contribution to our understanding of Kenneth Burke and the rhetorical process. In the 

studying of Obama's campaign orations, we looked for evidence of doxological 

assumptions and appeals. By acknowledging global communication and studying 

British audiences in how they interpret these speeches, we sought new doxological 

revelations that might lead to an overlap or departure in how intercultural audiences, 

with a variety of decoding doxa, respond to and interpret texts. By engaging in the 

doxological process using focus groups and audience response technology, we 

highlight that Obama's speeches are nuanced and solicit a wide range of positive and 

negative sentiment from audiences outside the intentional design of the speech, and 

these are, in part, conditioned by the instrumentality of rhetoric.   
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III. Methodology: A Close Textual Analysis of the Text 

In this chapter I explore the literature surrounding close textual analysis, its 

philosophical and theoretical origins, several notable approaches as well as several 

criticisms raised against this reading of the text and finally, its application to this 

research. 

 

A. Theoretical Origins of Close Textual Analysis 

Close textual analysis is a methodological practice, primarily utilized in the rhetorical 

discipline, that studies the rhetorical intricacies and inner-workings of texts. This 

method is largely a rejection of the neo-Aristotelian movement that had, since the 

early Twentieth Century, used the speech as a medium to study biographical, 

historical, and other contextual factors wholly extrinsic to the text. Lucas describes 

close reading as a slow motion camera, allowing the scholar to analyze how the 

speech unfolds and how ñ[each] word, each phrase, each sentence conditions the 

response of the audience to each succeeding word, phrase, and sentenceò of the text 

(Lucas, 1988: 191). With close textual analysis, a premium is placed on the intrinsic 

context of the text, the intentional design and the immediate context to provide a 

nuanced account of how a human attempts to intervene in a particular situation and 

bring into contact with the auditor the world as they see it (Lucas, 1988; Leff and 

Mohrmann, 1974; Leff, 1986: 171-173; Leff, 1992).   According to Leff, the 

rhetorical critic in conducting a close reading of a text  

 

 ñoccupies the position Cicero assigned to the orator, and equipped with 

 general knowledge, including a practical command of the precepts of the art 

 [of rhetoric], he or she studies paradigm texts. [é] Within this project, the 

 lore of classical rhetoric becomes something more than a guide to the naming 

 of parts; it becomes available for doing interpretive work, since metaphors and 

 enthymemes, prose rhythms and topics, hyperboles and examples take on a 

 life within the metabolism of discourse (Leff, 1992: 228).ò 

 

 These interlocking parts are best explained in oratory as a temporal phenomenon: 

rhetorical discourse ñis constrained by and refers to the order and relation of events in 

the world, it also constructs a certain order and relation of elements within its own 

pattern of utterance. The internal pattern, the timing of the text, determines 

appearance of the discourse as an intervention in historic time, but the discourse also 

stretches beyond its own margins to influence the appearance of the world in which it 
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is made (Leff, 1986: 171-173).ò According to Leff, close textual analysis was 

conceived through ña desire to rescue the lore of traditional rhetoric from its then 

dominant use as a taxonomic instrument and to refurbish its equipment for 

understanding the internal dynamics of oratorical literature (Leff, 2001: 245).ò To 

accomplish this, Leff and Mohrmann turned to Aristotleôs concept of teleological 

genres in the Rhetoric, where Aristotle details the telos for the judicial, deliberative 

and epideictic genres of rhetoric. Leff and Mohrmann classified Linconôs speech at 

Cooper Union as a political campaign address and assigned the purpose of campaign 

oratory as ingratiation.  With a purpose in mind, the interpretive process looks at the 

internal dynamics, structure and organization of the text with ñspecial reference to 

matters of argument and styleò as instruments to achieve the objective of the speech 

(1974: 174-175). ñAttention to the purpose of the discourse,ò Leff maintains, ñacts as 

shuttle to the threads unraveled in the analytical process (1986).ò In short, the 

classical apparatus of rhetoric was ñput at the service of an overarching goal or set of 

goals that could motivate and organize application to specific oratorical performances. 

Classical precepts were interpreted ñas tools to help us understand how well Lincoln 

realized this goal (Leff, 2001: 245).ò  In this way, Leff maintains, ñabstract, general 

principles may aid in guiding [the] judgment, but they do not represent the content of 

rhetorical theory (ibid, 1986: 170).ò The approach taken by Leff and Mohrmann 

seemed at once persuasive and in need of revision: by their standard, any teleological 

reading of Barack Obamaôs speeches would necessitate a careful exploration of how 

Barack Obama constructs himself as a candidate, his background, beliefs and values 

in campaign discourse. As such, much of the literature surrounding rhetorical theory 

generally and presidential campaign communication specifically shared a strikingly 

consistent emphasis on ethos, personal image, character and personal values (Westen, 

2007; Leff and Utley, 2004: 40; Sanders, 2009: 93-95, 225, 174; Burke, 1962: 547-

550; 577-579; Alexander, 2009: 77; Franklin, 2004; Bimber and Davis, 2003; Hacker, 

2004; Benoit & McHale, 2003: 51; Benoit, 1999; Benoit, 2001). Yet, a close reading 

that looks for expressions of ethos seemed to be incomplete. Bringing oneself into 

favor with oneôs audience, it is argued here, must also include statements about that 

very audience. This was found in its fullest expression in Vanessa Beasleyôs You, the 

People which sought to understand how, over time, American presidents have defined 

and constituted the American people (2009). A survey of the literature surround these 

sorts of appeals led us through Althusserôs theory of interpellation, Edwin Blackôs 
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rhetorical theory of the ñsecond personaò and Maurice Charlandôs concept of 

constitutive rhetoric along with a number of case studies  (Oravec, 1989: 180; 

Lentricchia, 1983: 148-150; Jamieson, 1988: 91, 97; Black, 1970; Charland, 1987; 

McGee, 1975; Black, 1970; Burke, 1962: 588; Murphy, 2003: 620; Cos and Snee, 

2001: 2017; Morus, 2007: 2-3; Spanos, 2007: 48; Wess, 1996: 200; Tate, 2005; 

Stuckey, 2004: 2, 7, 17; Anderson, 1990; Wodak, 2009; Billig, 1995; Schliesinger, 

1991; Frosh and Wolfsfeld, 2007: 105; Bell, 2003; Ozkirimli, 2005; Hall, 1990; 

Jamieson, 1988: 94, 97). Each thematic reading in itself seemed incomplete.  

 

B. Criticisms of Close Textual Analysis 

There are, of course, criticisms to be raised. Indeed, any qualitative approach carries 

baggage and its own set of problems; a purpose-oriented rhetorical analysis is no 

different, and Leff recognized as much in ñLincoln at Cooper Union: Neo-classical 

criticism revisited.ò There, he acknowledges the criticisms leveled against his 

approach to close textual analysis and notes the progress made in the field of textual 

criticism. First, Jasinski criticizes Leff and Mohrmannôs approach as inadequate and 

blind to parts of the text that did not work towards the ñformal end of a campaign 

speech (2001: 234).ò While Leff maintains that this does not undermine an 

instrumentalist take on textual criticism, Leff does see a need to expand ñour 

conception of both situation and purpose (ibid).ò Second, Leff acknowledges 

Ceceralliôs valid and persuasive argument that audience reception studies ñcan and 

should beò a part of close readings (ibid; Cecaralli, 1998). This criticism is addressed 

in subsequent chapters with focus groups and moment-to-moment audience response 

technology. And, while scholars since the 1970ôs have attempted to move beyond 

Leff and Mohrmannôs study, it is hoped that by returning to and expanding upon the 

concept of campaign communication as a teleological genre, and synthesizing Leffôs 

work with Jasinskiôs outlined earlier, the first criticism leveled against close textual 

analysis can be roundly addressed in this thesis. In the search for a unifying concept 

that could synthesize Leffôs work with theories of candidate image and constitutive 

rhetoric, Kenneth Burkeôs theory of identification was discovered and instantly the 

various theories of the first and second persona circulating around presidential 

campaign communication locked into place and provided a vocabulary, a philosophy 

of rhetoric to which the teleological reading of Barack Obamaôs 2008 campaign 

speeches could be harnessed. The three speeches under investigation are his ñA More 
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Perfect Unionò speech delivered on 18 March 2008, his ñWorld that Stands as Oneò 

speech delivered on 24 July 2008, and his ñThe American Promiseò speech delivered 

on 28 August 2008. The significance of each speech and the justification for selecting 

each speech is outlined in each respective findings chapter. If, however, a teleological 

reading is to be conducted, then a rounded statement about presidential campaign 

communication must be made. 
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IV. An Exploration of Telos in American Presidential Campaign Speeches 

A. Overview 

This review is designed to fully articulate and explore the argued purpose, 

identification, in American presidential campaign communication. First, the literature 

of knowledge and identity as socially constructed are surveyed. This is crucial for 

understanding how Obama constructs the first and second persona. Second, we move 

from identity to identification as it is conceived in cultural studies to its conception in 

the rhetorical discipline. Third, the literature surrounding political campaign 

communication is evaluated and synthesized with Kenneth Burkeôs theory of 

rhetorical identification. Finally, the common thread of identification is highlighted in 

a range of biographical, intellectual and rhetorical studies on Barack Obama. 

 

B. Identity to Identification  

There are very little, if any, fixed or essential properties to be assigned to identity; it is 

socially and symbolically constructed (Burke, 1962; Crotty, 1998; Hall, 1980; 

Anderson, 1991; Beasley, 2004; Bishop and Jaworski, 2003; Brookes, 1999; Bruner, 

2000; Cruz, 2000; Frosh and Wolfsfeld, 2007; Gavrilos, 2002; Higgins, 2004; 

Levinger and Lytle, 2001; Poole, 1999; Schlesinger, 1991).  Social construction, 

Crotty tells us, is the idea that ñall knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as 

such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction 

between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context (1998: 42).ò In ñWho Needs óIdentityô?ò Stuart Hall looks at 

the theoretical agenda for identity and identification.  There are a few basic premises 

he begins with: there has much been written on identity, most have criticized any 

notion of a  ñunifiedò or ñintegralò sense of identity, and that when we use the term it 

should be in its deconstructed form, operating ñunder erasure,ò that is, we cannot 

quite rid ourselves of the term itself, but it must be reconceptualized from what it was 

thought to be during most of modernity (1996: 1-2).  From identity, Hall moves to the 

preferred term identification, which ñis constructed on the back of a recognition of 

some common origin or shared characteristics with another person or group, or with 

an idealò (ibid: 2). For purposes here, the word ñconstructionò is the key operating 

word, as identification is  
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ñA process never completedðalways óin processô. [é] Identification is in the 

end conditional, lodged in contingency. [é] Identification is, then, a process 

of articulation, a suturing, an over determination not a subsumption [éIt] 

entails  discursive work, the binding and making of symbolic boundariesò 

(ibid). 

 

To claim that identity is closed, Hall says, is to engage in a fantasy of incorporation.  

This is often done as identity can only be constructed though difference, the Other, 

through ña constructed form of closureò (ibid: 2-5). Hall proceeds to look at 

identification through psychoanalytic, Althusserian and Foucauldian lenses; while 

these are very productive ways to view identity and the inequity of power, the process 

of identification that Hall describes can also be observed, perhaps even more 

completely, through Kenneth Burkeôs conception of identification as an equally 

situational process that precedes persuasion and rhetorical situations. First, Hallôs own 

writing is indicative that a Burkean reading of identification is fully compatible with 

Hallô own conception.  According to Hall, identity is not ñessentialist, but strategic 

and positional [emphasis added]ò, and should be understood as produced ñin specific 

historical and institutional sites within specific discursive formations and practices, by 

specific enunciative strategiesò (ibid, emphasis added).  This conception of 

identification as an enunciative strategy in cultural studies is an excellent point of 

departure to Burkean identification in the rhetorical discipline. 

 

C. Kenneth Burke and His Theory of Identification  

In A Rhetoric of Motives, Burke teases out the process of rhetorical identification: 

"You persuade a man [sic],ò Burke tells us, ñonly insofar as you can talk his [sic] 

language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your 

ways with his [sic] (1962: 579)." Burke, always the Greenwhich Village intellectual, 

offers an apt poem that exemplifies the possibilities of identification as a term to 

incorporate the concepts of social construction, persuasion, and identity: 

 

 He was a sincere but friendly Presbyterianðand so 

 If he was talking to a Presbyterian, 

 He was for Presbyterianism. 

 

 If he was talking to a Lutheran, 

 He was for Protestantism. 

 

 If he was talking to a Catholic, 
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 He was for Christianity. 

 

 If he was talking to a Jew, 

 He was for God. 

 

 If he was talking to a theosophist, 

 He was for religion. 

 

 If he was talking to an agnostic, 

 He was for scientific caution. 

 

 If he was talking to an atheist, 

 He was for mankind. 

 

 And if he was talking to a socialist, communist, labor leader, missiles expert, 

 or businessman, 

 

 He was for 

 PROGRESS. (Hart, 1990:  361) 

 

ñTo exist socially,ò in other words, as Wess tells us in Rhetoric, Subjectivity, 

Postmodernism, ñis to be rhetorically aligned (1996: 197, 203).ò  Burke describes 

modern society as ñBabel after the fall,ò where the human being surrounds itself with 

properties and symbols that ñname his [sic] number or establish [sic] his 

identity...[But] in relation to other entities that are likewise forming their identity in 

terms of property can lead to turmoil and discord. Here is par excellence a topic to be 

considered in a rhetoric having ñidentificationò as its key term (Wess, 1996: 188).ò In 

a synthesis of the Burkean and psychoanalytic versions of identification, Diane Davis 

tells us that Freud deeply influenced Burke on the concept of identification and that  

 

 Burke agreed with Freud that humans are motivated by desire at least as much 

 as by reason, but he ditched the Oedipal narrative, arguing that the most 

 fundamental human desire is social rather than sexual, and that  identification 

 is a response to that desire (2008). 

 

Burke saw the human experience as a paradox of substance; one human is not 

identical to another, yet when their interests are joined, or are persuaded or believe as 

such, they are identified with each other, ñyet at the same time he [sic] remains 

unique, an individual locus of motives. Thus he [sic] is both joined and separate, at 

once a distinct substance and consubstantial with another (1962: 20-22).ò  It is this 

ambiguity of substance, according to Davis, where rhetoric lies: ñrhetorical 
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identification, [is] a "mediatory ground" that establishes their [or our] 

consubstantiality without accomplishing their [or our] complete unity (Davis, 2008).ò 

Holland, in an effort to synthesize Burkeôs writing, defines rhetoric as ñthe study or 

use of language symbols which persuade through the strategy of identification (1959: 

38).ò As Burke states: 

 

 In pure identification there would be no strife.  Likewise, there would be no 

 strife in absolute separateness, [é] but put identification and division 

 ambiguously together, so that you cannot know for certain just where one ends 

 and the other begins, and you have the characteristic invitation to rhetoric. 

 [é] Identification is affirmed with earnestness precisely because there is 

 division. Identification is compensatory to division.  If men [sic] were not 

 apart  from one another, there would be no need for the rhetorician to 

 proclaim their  unity. If men were wholly and truly of one substance, absolute 

 communication would be of manôs very essence (1962: 545-546). 

 

Identification, then, is the process through which ñyouò and ñIò discursively become 

ñwe.ò This consubstantiation, Burke tells us, is largely through the rhetorician 

yielding to the symbols, values and beliefs of an audience. Burke surveys the 

traditional principles of rhetoric in Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, and Augustine and 

finds among them the common thread of identification bonding each conception and 

definition of rhetoric together (ibid: 586). ñTrue,ò Burke states, ñthe rhetorician may 

have to change an audienceôs opinion in one respect; but he [sic] can succeed only 

insofar as he yields to that audienceôs opinions in other respects. [é] The rhetorician, 

as such, need operate only on this principle.  If, in the opinion of a given audience, a 

certain kind of conduct is admirable, then a speaker might persuade the audience by 

using ideas and images that identify his cause with that kind of conduct (1962: 579-

580; Schlesinger, 1991: 141; McGee and Martin, 1983: 52; Allen, 1994: 4-7; 

Woodward, 2003: 6).ò Wess, expanding on Burkean identification, tell us that the 

ñspeaker defers to his [sic] audience to persuade it to defer to him, each in effect 

taking turns stepping down and stepping up in a game of hierarchical chairs (1996: 

212).ò This came off the back of a Burkean passage on rhetoric and courtship: ñthe 

artist/entertainer is the servant of the very despot audience he seeks to fascinate (as 

the spellbinder can tyrannize over his audience only by letting the audience tyrannize 

over him, in rigidly circumscribing the range and nature of his remarks (1962: 286).ò 

Crassus, a character in Ciceroôs De Oratore, sums it up well: 
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 For you may bring me someone as learned, as sharp-witted and intelligent, and 

 as ready in delivery as you like; if, for all that, he is a stranger to the customs 

 of his community, its precedents and models, its traditions, and the character 

 and inclinations of his fellow citizens, then those [persuasive] commonplaces, 

 from which arguments are produced, will not be of much benefit to him (May 

 Wisse, 2001). 

 

D. Identification as Purpose, Political Campaign as Subject 

In the essay ñPhotography and Electoral Appealò in Mythologies, Roland Barthes tells 

us what is at stake in the candidate photograph that accompanies campaign leaflets: 

 

 It is obvious that what most of our candidates offer us through their likeness is 

 a type of social setting, the spectacular comfort of family, legal and religious 

 norms, the suggestion of innately owning such items of bourgeois property as 

 Sunday Mass, xenophobia, steak and chips, cuckold jokes, in short, what we 

 call an ideology. Needless to say the use of electoral photography 

 presupposes a kind of complicity: a photograph is a mirror, what we are asked 

 to read is the familiar, the known; it offers to the voter his own likeness, but 

 clarified, exalted, superbly elevated into a type.  This glorification is in fact 

 the very definition of photogenic: the voter is at once expressed and heroized, 

 he is invited to elect himself, to weigh the mandate which he is about to give 

 with a veritable physical transference: he is delegating his óraceô (1972: 91-

 92).ò 

 

Here, Barthes observes visually of what Burke describes verbally: rhetorical 

identification through the suturing of identity that may come, in part from the 

rhetoricianôs yielding to the values and ideologies of an audience. A variant may also 

be found in many post-2004 prescriptive how-to manuals that implored American 

Democrats and Progressives to talk about values, American values, before talking 

about policy (Westen, 2007; Lakoff, 2005; Carville & Begala, 2006: xxxi, 5, 11-13; 

Sanders, 2009: 93, 150-151).  While Westen focuses primarily on metanarratives and 

political storytelling, he finds the starting point of successful political identification in 

the brainôs network of associations, which are ñbundles of thoughts, feelings, images, 

and ideas that have been connected over time (ibid, 2007: 3; Carville and Begala, 

2006: 12-13; Nye, 2004).ò Political campaign success, he tells us, comes because of a 

candidateôs ability to identify with those networks (ibid: 13; 146; 150; 165). With 

identification, division, and values in mind, it is not surprising, as Carville and Begala 

state, that ñ[one] of the most powerful indictments in American politics is ñHeôs [sic] 

not one of us.ò If a candidate is seen as someone who does not live your life, does not 

share your values, and is not someone youôd like to have a beer with, chances are that 
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candidate is never going to be president (2006: 17).ò Of course, the communal act of 

ñsharing a beerò serves as an apt metaphor for the need of campaign communication 

to be concerned with making connections between constructions of the candidate and 

constructions of the audience.  Rhetoricians since Cicero have written about the need 

ñfor the orator to be favorably regarded by the audienceò and that winning ñthe 

goodwill of the audience must flow throughout the speech (May and Wisse, 2001: 

170, 208).ò 

 

Craig Allen Smith in his book Presidential Campaign Communication tells us that the 

challenge of campaign communication is ñto learn, or to adapt to, other peoplesô 

languages, logics, beliefs and preferencesò and that, as such, ñthe political persuaderôs 

task is to align or realign conceptions of Us, Them and [the] Silent Majorityò and that 

 

 The candidate speaks to [the audience] in a shared language to provide 

 coordination of symbolic meaning, reasons with them in a shared logic to help 

 make sense of their world, values and prefers with them in a shared ideology 

 to help them coordinate and prioritize their beliefs, and negotiates and applies 

 rules with them to guide the fulfillment of their every needs within a set of 

 shared rules (2010: 10, 17). 

 

In short, Smith tells us that the purpose of the political campaign is to solve the 

rhetorical challenges that arise during the campaign by ñmanaging symbols, identities, 

relationships and audiences in an ongoing struggle to win the electors and the 

American presidencyò and goes as far to explicitly tie Kenneth Burkeôs theory of 

identification to presidential campaign communication during what Smith calls the 

crucial surfacing and nomination stages of the American presidential campaign (2010: 

226-228). While Hobsbawm and Ranger (1992) would no doubt categorize the 

quadrennial American presidential election as an invented tradition, Alexander, not 

explicitly influenced by Burkeôs theory of identification, pits national identification 

against the backdrop of a struggle for power in a fragmented society: 

 

 To struggle for power in a democratic society one must become a collective 

 representation -- a symbolic vessel filled with what citizens hold most dear. 

 More than simply a smart, experienced, and competent politician, one needs 

 to become a broad expression of the moods and meanings of the nation's 

 democratic life. [...] Struggles for power project meanings and styles to citizen 

 audiences that are layered from close by to far away, and which are 

 fragmented in all the familiar  demographic ways. Winning power depends on 
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 creating performances that successfully breach some of these great divides 

 (2010: 18). 

 

Llewellyn indicates that the presidential stump speech is the lynchpin of the 

campaign, it is repetitious, it is ómessage-centric,ô it is energizing, and in his analysis 

of Bill Clintonôs stump oratory, it is a powerful vehicle for national identification 

(1994: 52-58; Alexander, 2009: 68; Smith, 2010: 93). Indeed, Abramson, Aldrich and 

Rohde note that stump speeches are ñmodified from day to day...to reflect the 

concerns and interests of the particular audience (2007).ò Similarly, Vanessa Beasley 

in her book You, the People, asks the question: in its diverse democracy, ñHow can 

America possibly attend pluribus and unum? (2004: 25; Miller, 1993: 80; Stuckey, 

2004: 4-6, 14).ò  In surveying the literature, it is remarkable just how often 

identification between the national myths and powerful symbols of an audience and 

the political candidate, from Ronald Reagan to Hillary Clinton to Bill Clinton, is 

referenced (Hall-Jameson, 1988: 118, 137-143, 151; Parry-Giles, 2002: 66-69; Ritter, 

1980: 165-166; Cos and Snee, 2001: 2015). 

 

E. Barack Obama and Identification 

While volumes of political commentary and editorial content have been written about 

Barack Obama, the scholarly literature is small but expanding rapidly  (Frank, 2009; 

Plouffe, 2009; Peacock, 2009; Mazama, 2007; Clayton, 2007; Alexander, 2009; 

Alexander 2010; Utley and Heyse, 2009, Terril, 2009; Kloppenberg, 2010; Hammer, 

2009; Jenkins and Cos, 2010; Hart and Lind, 2010; Jessee, 2010; Brown, 2010; 

Young, 2009; Kephart and Rafferty, 2010; Kenski and Jameson, 2010; Kenski, Hardy 

and Jameson, 2010; Sweet and McCue-Enser, 2010). While some literature 

surrounding Obama can be found in each speech analysis chapter, it is worth 

exploring literature which addresses Obama that contains direct implications for 

Burkeôs theory of identification. James T. Kloppenberg, for example, has recently 

written an exhaustive work detailing the intellectual foundations of Barack Obama by 

conducting interviews and analyses of the early writings of Obama. Kloppenberg 

finds Obama to exhibit antifoundationalist, particularist and philosophically pragmatic 

beliefs in his writings. ñBy antifoundationalism and particularism,ò Kloppenberg tells 

us,  
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 ñI mean the denial of universal principles. According to this way of thinking, 

 human cultures are human constructions; different people exhibit different 

 forms or behaviour because they cherish different values. By perspectivalism I 

 mean the belief that everything we see is conditioned by where we stand. 

 There is no privileged, objective vantage point free from perspective of 

 particular cultural values (2010).ò 

 

As such, through the ñinteraction with others, and with the world, we can test our 

beliefs. Even if the results of those tests must remain provisional, open to further 

scrutiny and further testing, they provide sufficient stability to enable us to move 

forward, as members of communities located in history, aware of our traditions and 

self-consciously attempting to realize the ideals we choose to keep alive as our guides 

(ibid).ò Kloppenbergôs reading of Obamaôs 1987 article ñWhy Organize?ò notes that 

Obama identified a major challenge in contemporary American society: 

 

 Americans were losing contact with each other and with the public sphere. Not 

 only were they dropping out of community organizations such as parent-

 teacher associations, all major indices of civic engagement showed shrinking 

 participation. Rather than joining leagues, Americans were ñbowling alone.ò 

 As Tocqueville and later progressive reformers understood, the success of 

 American democracy had depended on citizensô involvement (ibid). 

 

Perhaps this is why, according to Kloppenberg, Obama expressed a desire in ñWhy 

Organizeò to ñôknit together the diverse interestsô of peopleôs ólocal institutions. This 

means bringing together churches, block clubs, parent groups and other institutions in 

a given communityô (ibid).ò This suturing ñenables people to break out of their 

crippling isolation from each other, to reshape their mutual values and expectations 

and rediscover the possibilities of acting collaboratively ï the successful prerequisites 

of any successful self-help initiative (ibid).ò In Chicago, Kloppenberg argues, Obama 

ñwanted to connect with the people he was trying to organize, and soon after he 

arrived [as a community organizer in Chicago] he began to show a knack for doing 

just that.ò He ñshowed the flair for understanding and connecting with different 

peopleðpeople with diverse backgrounds, values, and aspirationsðthat led [fellow 

organizers] Kruglik to admire him and Galuzzzo to call him gifted (ibid).ò 

Kloppenberg further argues that when he ñleft Chicago for Cambridge, Obama had 

already demonstrated a penchant for drawing on different traditions, a talent for 

blending apparently incompatible ideas, and a strong preference for flexibility over 

dogmatism.ò As a law student and editor of the Harvard Law Review, Obamaôs 
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ñadversaries as well as his allies respected his efforts to find common ground, 

whether they were discussing issues of law, issues of politics, or issues having to do 

with the journal they produced (ibid).ò Alexander cites two separate New York Times 

articles indicating Obamaôs faculty of identification. The first was an interview with a 

former colleague of Obamaôs, which recollected Obamaôs ñenergizing capacity to 

connect with the people in these [Chicago] neighborhoods (Alexander, 2009: 69; 

emphasis added).ò  The second has heightened implications for the objective of 

identification we would assign Obamaôs stump speeches:  

 

 ñTimes reporter Michael Powell explains [Obamaôs] effectiveness in terms of 

 identification, a quality demanded for successful performance: Obama óhas the 

 gift of making people see themselves in him.ô Powell then supplies an 

 empirical description of how this trick is turned. Obama produces 

 psychological  identification by virtue of his narrativeôs textual qualities 

 (Alexander, 2009).ò 

 

In other words, his story becomes one by which we are asked to see the ñAmericanò 

features in his own story but goaded to reaffirm views of an admirable ñAmericanò 

life in participating with his story. There are a number of studies that have analyzed 

Barack Obamaôs campaign speeches that also note Obamaôs use of strategic 

identification. Stefanie Hammer, in her comparative rhetorical analysis of  the 

speeches given by Barack Obama and Jesse Jackson, notes that Obama ñpresents his 

vision of an America united as a nation based on commonly held political principles 

referred to as the American Creedò and that this came partially through telling his 

own story, an effective choice because the Democratic Party ñbelieved his story to be 

an authentic expression of his own biography, but also a reflection of their own 

experiences (2009: 270, 285).ò Jenkins and Cos make a similar argument in their 

reading of Obamaôs speeches, noting that ñObama, through the tenor of his language, 

connected with his audience through his personal stories,ò he ñwas effective in 

connecting with audiences and building community by sharing his storyò and this 

consisted in part of ñ[praising] Americans ï great and small ï for their courage of the 

past and emphasized their commonality in the present, reminding them, ówe cannot 

walk aloneô (2010: 195-197, 205).ò Rowland and Jones rhetorically analyze Obamaôs 

standout speech during the 2004 presidential election and remark at his ability to 

position the Democratic Party as a balancer of individual and societal American 

values. By speaking of progress, limitless opportunity, and ideational similarity 
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among the citizenry, Barack Obama laid the groundwork for greater identification 

between himself, committed Democrats, and undecided voters. Furthermore, Rowland 

and Jones illuminate the enactment of identification through the representations of the 

self: ñObama clearly viewed his personal story as a microcosm of a larger story, the 

American Dream (2007: 430-434).ò  Continuing the theme of making a connection 

between the candidate and voters and echoing Kenneth Burkeôs paper ñRevolutionary 

Symbolism in America,ò Rowland would later write that ñ[although] the policy 

prescriptions he proposed largely represented standard liberal doxa, he cloaked them 

in the values, characters, and themes associated with the most important political 

myth, the American Dream (2010: 205).ò David A. Frank notes that ñ[in] both 

political and theological matters, Obama articulates a universalism of consilience; 

namely, that different political and theological perspectives can ñjump togetherò 

toward shared principles, while retaining their particular and specific values (2009: 

176).ò Walters cites a National Public Radio interview with Obama in which he stated 

that ñthere has always been some tension between speaking in universal terms and 

speaking in very race-specific terms about the plight of the African American 

community. By virtue of my background, I am more likely to speak in universal terms 

(2007: 13-14).ò 

 

Both Obamaôs Dreams from My Father and The Audacity of Hope are peppered with 

discourses of rhetorical consubstantiality. In the Audacity of Hope, Obama tells us 

that ñ[not] so far beneath the surface [...] we are becoming more, not less alikeò and 

that ñacross America, a constant cross-pollination is occurring, a not entirely orderly 

but generally peaceful collision among people and cultures. Identities are scrambling, 

and then cohering in new ways (2006: 51).ò In his experience traveling across a 

synecdochal Illinois, ñin the faces of all the men and women Iôd met, I had recognized 

pieces of myself. [...] All of it felt familiar (2006: 51; Dieter, 2010: 7).ò Dieter cites 

an interview between Obama and George Stephanopoulos on Meet the Press in May 

2007 who asked Obama what ñspecial qualitiesò he possessed. Obama responded: ñI 

think that I have the capacity to get people to recognize themselves in each other 

(Dieter, 2010: 1).ò Certainly, not every attempt at identification, no matter how subtle, 

implicit, or even conscious is successful.  Debra Hawhee saw this in Barack Obamaôs 

failed bowling outing during the 2008 primaries (2008).  While the message may have 

been intended to be ñIôm like you,ò the incident was widely perceived by the public as 
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disingenuous, as ñIôm trying to be like you (ibid).ò What emerges is that 

identification, as a rhetorical strategy, was very much a part of Obamaôs rhetorical 

faculty. Moreover, a careful reading of Obamaôs speeches can move away from the 

biographical studies of Obama that point towards his faculty of identification to 

understand how that faculty is grounded in concrete rhetorical transactions. 

 

F. Methodology Revisited: Towards a Meta-language of Teleological Analysis 

A teleological reading of Obamaôs speeches with identification as an organizing 

principle will ask the following kinds of questions: Who does ñBarack Obamaò say he 

is? What symbols and properties does he surround himself with? What symbols and 

properties does ñBarack Obamaò assign to his ñaudience,ò and what common ground 

does he find between his fragmented audiences? What is his ñaudienceò not? What is 

the communicative relationship between the construction of ñBarack Obamaò as a 

candidate and his construction of his ñaudienceò? In what ways does he identify 

ñBarack Obamaò and the ñthe audienceò in question? How does Obama praise his 

audience and ingratiate himself with his audience? On the other hand, this surely 

cannot be the end of rhetorical theory; there will invariably be a richness of Obamaôs 

oratorical performances that these questions cannot capture. Keeping a degree of 

sensitivity to the text, the following questions (equally as important) are asked: how 

do these constructions interact with other features of the text as a series of 

interlocking parts unfolding in real time? What examples, enthymemes, maxims, 

tropes, terministic screens and stylistic devices do Obama and his campaign use to 

create identification between ñObamaò and his ñaudienceò?  Finally, while each 

speech represents a unique rhetorical situation, each speech analysis chapter is here 

structurally addressed in similar terms by addressing: the immediate campaign 

context; public, academic and/or press reception of the speech; teleological features of 

the context; teleological features of the text and the textôs internal structure are all 

included along side the previously mentioned questions of the text itself. As such, the 

rhetorical analysis this thesis carried out is not methodologically driven per se, but is, 

as Jasinski argues, abductively driven which is ña back and forth tacking movement 

between text and the concept or concepts that are being investigated simultaneously. 

[...] Conceptually oriented criticism proceeds through constant interaction of careful 

reading and rigorous conceptual reflection (2001: 257).ò By creating a conversation 
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between Kenneth Burkeôs theory of identification and the internal dynamics Obamaôs 

speeches, we are able to establish a more profound understanding of both men.  

 

G. Conclusion 

This chapter offers a working vocabulary and demarcation for this thesis, and more 

specifically, a rounded statement for a teleological reading of Obamaôs campaign 

speeches. We first moved from identity to a more ñliquidò state of identification: there 

we found no essential or fixed identity and, from there, we dove headfirst into 

Kenneth Burkeôs philosophy of identification and division as a theory of human 

relations. We then sought to make a more rounded statement of identification in 

American political campaign discourse. Here, we grounded Burkeôs philosophy of 

identification in the genre of American political campaign communication. Then, we 

moved several scholarly studies about Obama that pointed to a faculty of 

identification and consubstantiation. Finally, these theoretical and contextual 

considerations were marshaled towards the creation of a comprehensive meta-

language to closely read the text. 

 

Thus concludes an exploration of purpose in American presidential campaign 

discourse. Something, however, seems amiss. Burke, in analyzing Aristotleôs treatise 

on rhetoric, states 

 

 ñIt is not hard,ò says Aristotle, in his Rhetoric, quoting Socrates, ñto praise 

 Athenians among Athenians.ò He begins cataloguing those traits which an 

 audience generally considers the components of virtue.  [é] Also, he says, we 

 should consider the audience before whom we are thus passing judgment: for 

 itôs hard to praise Athenians when you are talking to Lacedaemonians (Burke, 

 1961). 

 

In a globally mediated environment with unprecedented global access to the Internet 

and news, it is impossible for an American presidential candidate to identify 

themselves with their American audience in a vacuum. Neither can the global 

audience in American presidential elections, because of the implications of public 

diplomacy and international relations (or for that matter, communication scholarship), 

be relegated to an insignificant secondary question. When the American presidential 

candidate attempts to identify with the American people he or she will draw upon the 

commonly held, socially constructed beliefs and values, in this case the doxa of the 
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American people, to align her or himself with particular voter segments. By 

implication, the rhetorician offers a vision of who he or she thinks the American 

people are, all this in the context of a global conversation about American national 

identity. But the question must be asked: do issues of polysemy and polyvalence arise 

when the ñweò (Americans) constructed through the ñOtherò (global audience) 

becomes the ñOtherò in the reception of campaign communication? A close reading 

and interpretation of Obamaôs speeches with identification as objective in mind can 

illuminate the intentional, intrinsic rhetorical features of the text. Nevertheless, there 

are significant polysemic, extensional, extrinsic features to be considered with regard 

not only to the American audience but with regard to the global audience at large.  

While a presidential candidate identifies with American voters during an election, 

larger global audiences, seemingly extra-rhetorical, in their exposure to this rich use 

of symbolic meaning, will interact with and respond to the use of these symbols and 

could identify, or divide from, the appeal. It is this that is the beginning premise of the 

next chapter. 
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V. Rhetoric, Reception, Effect: Doxology, Identification, Ideology 

A. Overview 

In this chapter, I explore the theoretical considerations surrounding the reception, 

interpretation, and decoding of messages by audiences.  First, it should be said that 

Barack Obamaôs stump speeches should be placed among a myriad of messages while 

exploring doxic reception such as oppositional speeches, television ads and 

journalistic content.  Even by analyzing stump speeches as one of many factors of 

messages encoded for public consumption, there remains a substantive body of 

literature found in cultural studies that emphasizes the active audience member. In the 

previous chapter, a close reading of Barack Obamaôs campaign stump speeches 

proposed to look for the ways Barack Obama identified with his audience. In this 

chapter, I conduct a detailed survey of active audience theory ranging from Stuart 

Hallôs encoding/decoding model, Morleyôs classic Nationwide study, paradigm cases 

originating from research done in the Glasgow Media Group as well as the call by 

those in the rhetorical discipline to buttress textual analysis with audience reception 

studies. Here, rhetoric and reception studies are synthesized through the term 

Doxology, the study of the attitudes, opinions, and beliefs of an audience. The outline 

of this chapter is as follows: first, the dependence of identification and rhetoric on an 

audience (and its corresponding doxa) is explored. Second, the active audience 

paradigm, as it exists in the rhetorical discipline and British cultural and media studies 

are laid out on a theoretical level. It is noted that just as we found rhetoricôs treatment 

of audiences as crucial but largely unattended, so too is the function of Burkean 

identification found to be lurking in audience reception studies. Third, Stuart Hallôs 

classic encoding/decoding model is evaluated and synthesized with the rhetorical 

discipline. Finally, Doxologyôs full implications are reviewed here. 

 

B. Rhetoric and Identification: Audiences and Doxa 

It has been argued in the previous chapter that rhetoric is instrumental and 

constitutive; the power of strategic communication has the power not only to affect 

exigencies but also can affect how we see ourselves, each other, and make sense of 

the world around us. Rhetoric depends on an understanding of audiences. Aristotleôs 

Rhetoric contains several sections on how different audiences (young and old, for 

example) respond to different rhetorical appeals (1991: 172-176).ò Kenneth Burkeôs 

reading of the Rhetoric points to Aristotleôs treatment of audiences as a fundamental 
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concept, always seeking to uncover ñthe purposes, acts, things, conditions, states of 

mind, personal characteristics, and the like, which people consider promising or 

formidable, good or evil, useful or dangerous, admirable or loathsome, and so on 

(Burke, 1961: 580; Farrell, 1978).ò How are we to call this host of swirling and 

circulating beliefs, opinions and values? How can ñitò possibly be described?   

 

These ideas about the functionally powerful cultural beliefs take root in the ancient 

Greek concept of doxa, a concept that is rooted both in the rhetorical tradition as well 

as cultural studies. According to Eggs, ñthe Greek word doxa covers the entire 

semantic field from opinion to belief to expectationò (2002: 396-397). And while 

Aristotle also distinguished between episteme and doxa when speaking of knowledge 

in general, he also began to catalogue ñvarious beliefs with a high degree of 

probability--such as revenge being sweet, or rare objects as more valuable than those 

that exist in abundanceð[and in doing so] he also identified specific cultural, social 

(or what we call ideological) assumptions based on which the premise of an argument 

can be seen as plausible and be agreed upon by the members of a particular 

community (Deciu Ritivoi, 2006)." While Aristotle, along with Isocrates, continued to 

be concerned with ñcultural knowledgeò as it is rhetorically constructed, the eventual 

ñtriumph of Cartesian philosophy, according to which Truth was to replace 

probability and verisimilitudeò put an end to most inquiries into doxa until relatively 

recently (Amossy, 2002a: 373, Amossy, 2002b: 467-482; Poulakos, 2007: 21, 

Edwards, 2007: 41, Reinhardt, 2007: 368-369; Allen, 1994: 9; Woodward, 2003: 579; 

Westen, 2007: 150, 165; Burke, 1962). Indeed, Burke tells us ñ[the] kind of opinion 

with which rhetoric deals, in its role of inducement to action, is not opinion as 

contrasted with truth. There is the invitation to look at the matter thus antithetically, 

once we have put the two terms (opinion and truth) together as a dialectical pair. But 

actually, many of the ñopinionsò upon which persuasion relies fall outside the test of 

truth in the strictly scientific, T-F, yes-or-no sense. Thus, if a given audience has a 

strong opinion that a certain kind of conduct is admirable, the orator can commend a 

person by using signs that identify him with such conduct (1969: 54).ò  These 

symbolic and malleable ñcultural truthsò put us on a very Nietzschean path towards 

truth: a ñmovable host of metaphorsò culminating in a ñsum of human relations which 

have been poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred, and embellished.ò 
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Culturally constructed truths are ñillusions which we have forgotten are illusions 

(Pearson, 2006).ò  

 

Today, Doxology is found in the dictionary as ña liturgical formula of praise to God,ò 

as the etymology of doxa is meant to be ñappearance [or] gloryò (Oxford American 

Dictionary, 2005). Might Doxology be re-appropriated? Covering all of our eternal 

bases, we need not take glory away from God while wresting Doxology away from 

the church and placing it towards productive ends in the humanities. In the rhetorical 

tradition, Doxology would be an action. It would be assigned to the service of the 

rhetorical faculty and would occupy the space of any formal or informal investigation 

into the various attitudes and beliefs of an audience as resources of identification and 

persuasion. Whatever doxa an audience holds in a rhetorical situations is there, 

socially constructed and constructing, to be drawn upon by the rhetorician to create 

common understanding and common enemies, and if successful, can indeed create 

new constitutive metaphorical ñtruths.ò  If not in name, Doxology has certainly 

existed in classical rhetoric such as the Dissoi Logoi and Ciceroôs De Oratore (Bizzell 

and Herzberg, 2001: 50; May and Wisse, 2001). Cicero said the ideal orator would 

ñtrack down the thoughts, the feelings, the opinions, and the hopes of his fellow 

citizens and those people whom he wants to persuade with his oratoryò and would 

ñhave his finger on the pulse of every class, every age group, every social  rank, and 

get a taste of the feelings and thoughts of those before whom he is now, or in the 

future, going to plead some issue (May and Wisse, 2001: 112, 132, 144, 157, 165).ò  

And while Aristotle discussed the development of a rhetorical faculty, the following 

passage could just as easily be applied to Doxology. In fact, it is a clear representation 

of the doxological faculty: 

 

It makes no difference whether the subject is the Athenians or the Spartans, a 

man or a god,  about following this same course. If indeed one was advising 

Achilles, or praising or criticizing him, or prosecuting or defending him, we 

have to grasp his real or apparent properties, so that we can speak from them, 

praising or blaming if he has anything noble or shameful to his account. [é] 

For the more properties that one grasps, the more easy it is to demonstrate, and 

the more relevant they are, the more particular and less general is their effect. 

By common aspects I mean praising Achilles because he is a man and because 

he is one of the demi-gods and because he went on the expedition to Troy. For 

these properties he also shared with many others so that such a speech would 

be no more a praise of Achilles than of Diomedes. (1991: 196-197). 
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We may question how the author came to such a conclusion, that is, we may judge the 

quality of this doxological act as, for example, statistically invalid. Though Aristotle 

gives no clear indication of the methods by which he reaches these conclusions, his 

treatise can be seen as an attempt to offer up prefabricated audience doxologies: how 

different citizens might react to different appeals just as todayôs advertising and public 

relations executives spend millions on market research, feedback and product testing. 

In the rhetorical tradition, then, Doxology would be the grasping and naming of the 

attitudes, cultures and beliefs of the audience he or she is to address; Burkean 

identification would occupy the space of the various conscious and subconscious 

strategies employed to align with or divide from the various signs as products of 

doxological enquiry, and finally rhetoric would be the various argumentative threads, 

verbal and non-verbal stylistic devices, terministic screens, tropes, examples and 

maxims that solve the immediate exigency.  

 

For the researcher seeking to reverse engineer texts in order to capture the strategies 

behind this process, the challenge is that textual readings by the academic researcher 

of the rhetoricianôs attempt to draw upon this common knowledge may not fit with an 

audienceôs actual interpretations of the message. Strommer-Galley and Schiappa label 

assumptions made by textual critics about universal meanings or particular effects that 

radiate from texts as ñaudience conjectures.ò  They maintain that even just one 

scenario of two people differing in their interpretation of a text negates any sort of 

ñuniversalò meaning or effect hypothesis in textual criticism (1998: 30-31). This 

premise is echoed by Justin Lewis in his book Ideological Octopus: ñThe question 

that should be put to textual analysis that purports to tell us how a cultural product 

óworksô in contemporary culture is almost embarrassingly simple: Whereôs the 

evidence? Without evidence, everything is pure speculation (Lewis, 1991; Paul, 

Charney, and Kendall 2001).ò  For example, Condit applies this critique of 

conjectures towards Leffôs close reading of Lincolnôs Second Inaugural Address; the 

interpretation made by Leff was ñaccurate only for those socialized to the dominant 

culture (which was northern and White) (Condit, 1990: 336; Strommer-Galley and 

Shiappa, 1998: 54).ò Just as Doxology serves as the faculty developed by the 

rhetorician to grasp at the apparent properties of an audience in order to identify with 

them, the academic researcher becomes doxologist by investigating the audiences 

addressed by the rhetorician, the sources and processes of interpretation of the 
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rhetorical transaction and the transactionôs ñeffectò upon audiences. Thus Doxology, 

like rhetoric is both faculty and study. 

 

Benoit has implored those within the rhetorical discipline to begin to study audiences 

and what they do with the rhetorical messages they receive (2003). The interpretation 

of a message, says Benoit, depends on the interest, attention, values, and motivation 

of the auditor to decode the message in question.  McGee, in his article ñText, 

Context, and the Fragmentation of American Culture,ò takes a Burkean position on 

every day life: we are all critics, says McGee, and we make ñsnap judgmentsò every 

day in response to discourse, we can dismiss it, resist it, or forget it. It can affect our 

attitudes, our beliefs both in terms of intensity and substance, all of which can 

culminate in discourse affecting our action. ñAt the most,ò McGee tells us ñwe 

intervene in the world, physically interposing ourselves upon a problematic condition 

in an attempt to make the world conform to our will (McGee, 1990).ò  Put another 

way, a rhetorical feature found within a text  amounts to little without measuring the 

audience interpretation of that rhetorical feature within the context of the entire 

oratorical performance (Benoit, 2003). Andrews, Leff and Terrill, whose book is 

designed to sharpen the studentôs rhetorical faculty in the interpretation of oratorical 

performances, certainly leave open the possibility of a reception study within the field 

of rhetoric by noting the audienceôs important, indeed central, role to any rhetorical 

transaction but offer little insight into how or at what point in the critical process the 

researcher should systematically engage in the interpretation of symbols meant to 

induce cooperation in audiences, a problem James Arent Aune and John Luis Lucaites 

echo in Leff and Kauffeldôs influential edited book on the close reading of oratorical 

performances (1989: 28, 43; Aurent, 1989: 47; Lucaites, 1989: 89; Gaonkar, 1989: 

270-272; Leff, 2001). Condit too notes that, to rhetoricôs detriment, Leff and McGee, 

two leading scholars in the field of rhetorical criticism, moved in opposite respective 

directions towards studying the intrinsic features of the text and extrinsic, contextual 

concerns in response to audience studies (Condit, 1989: 333-342). She tells us that 

ñ[the] costs of reading texts without adequate accounts of the auditors to which one is 

attending therefore includes both the ideological grounded silencing of non-dominant 

groups and incompleteness in interpretation (ibid).ò As Lucaites notes: 
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 Rather than to work to develop our understanding of the range of effects 

 which rhetoric can produce, our tendency has been either to ignore the 

 question of rhetorical effect altogether, as if immediate and intentional effects 

 were the only kinds worthy of being studied, or to treat the issue of effect with 

 a tired  nod as we turn our vision ever inward to the text itself and to 

 increasingly formalistic analyses. And in the end, we seem only to distance 

 ourselves from our disciplinary heritage, for rhetoric has always been the 

 discourse of power and effect ï it was its power and effect that led the likes of 

 Aristotle and  Isocrates to embrace it, and it was the same power and effect 

 that led the likes of Plato to excoriate it (1989: 89). 

 

C. Merging Identification, Rhetoric and the Active Audience Paradigm 

In the previous section, doxa was seen as a socially constructed set of beliefs to be 

drawn upon for the rhetorician to identify with his or her audience. In this sense, doxa 

serves as the essential rhetorical resource and Doxology an integral part of the 

rhetorical process for the rhetorician and the research design for the academic 

studying rhetorical transactions. In this section, the ñactive audience paradigm,ò as it 

has come to be known in cultural studies, is synthesized with doxa. While the term 

doxa is rarely used within this paradigm, its function is clearly present. As Amossy 

persuasively argues, doxa falls under a variety of headings: ñsocial discourse, 

intertextuality and interdiscourse, topoi, endoxa and commonplaces; clichés, 

stereotypes and idées reçues; verisimilitude and plausibility; common knowledge, 

encyclopedic competence and public opinion (Amossy, 2002: 372, 390).ò Within the 

active audience paradigm, the function of doxa is treated in one of two ways: either 

dubiously, as ñthe mask of dominant ideology, that is, as the alibi of power (ibid: 

375)ò or as something a message must pass through, as with Hallôs 

encoding/decoding model and the larger body of research concerned with how 

receivers negotiate or resist the intended meaning of messages. As will be shown, 

there is also overlap between these two. Just as doxa exists in form but not in name, 

the same can be said of the function of identification and rhetoric in cultural studies. 

By putting the rhetorical tradition and Burkeôs theory of identification in conversation 

with the active audience paradigm what emerges, Doxology, is argued to be larger 

than the sum of its parts. 

 

The social sciences, and media studies in particular, have made great strides in 

quantitatively and qualitatively analyzing the responses of audiences to various 

stimuli from literature to advertisements to television programming (Morley, 1980; 
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Morley, 1985; Davis, 2006; Liebes and Katz, 1993; Hall, 1980; Kitzinger, 1999; 

Philo, 1999). While some have found that audiences can negotiate or resist the 

meanings of preferred messages and do put them to use in a variety of ways through 

extrinsic considerations to the text itself, others have made persuasive cases for 

message effects  (Morley, 1985: 104-106). Davis offers a succinct history of audience 

reception studies in the tradition of UK media and cultural studies.  In response to the 

stimuli/response model, sometimes known as the hypodermic needle model of the 

effects of communication, empirical studies emphasized the active consumption of 

texts: 

 

 Audiences do not simply react to media, but reason about and choose to be 

 stimulated by its contents. By the same token, audiences are not homogenous 

 masses but, rather, collections of individuals. Individuals may choose 

 between texts that are polysemic and emanate from many competing sources.  

 Patterns of media consumptions are thus extremely varied, subjection to wide 

 demographic variations and immersed in processes of social interaction (2006: 

 604-605). 

 

David Morley et al. analyzed the text of the Nationwide program by synthesizing his 

nuanced reading of the Nationwide text with audience interpretations to observe 

whether or not audiences ñshowed levels of meaningò beyond their analysis (1980).ò 

Moreover, they were concerned with whether audiences used the same vocabulary 

and salience that presenters used, whether they identified with the image presented of 

them in the program, or whether audiences resisted certain messages and why (ibid).  

While not specifically addressing rhetoric, Liebes and Katz have influenced this work 

in their study The Export of Meaning. They too acknowledge the complicated 

decoding process among different cultures, and call into question the imperialistic 

media thesis, that Western, and especially American, films and TV shows exported 

around the globe impress each culture they reach with a steady diet of hegemonic 

values.  Liebes and Katz designed focus groups in Japan, the United States, Morocco 

and Israel to follow an airing of the popular American soap opera Dallas in an attempt 

to answer  

 

 ñHow in the world is a program like Dallas so universally acceptable, or is it? 

 Is it understood in the same way in different places? Does it evoke different 

 kinds of involvement and response? It is equally plausible that a program so 

 essentially American as Dallas might not be understood at all, especially after 

 dubbing or subtitles (1993: 3)?ò 
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Within each of their six test groups they found that the focus groupôs interpretation of 

the program differed in a variety of ways, each drawing upon their own culture and 

doxa. These differing values were not limited to one ñessentialò identity and 

sometimes were in conflict (ibid: 22; Aristotle, 1991).ò As a term, identification can 

be spotted in many case studies of audience reception. While Sterilitz noted how 

members of different communities identified with different strands of American 

popular culture and helped them feel a part of a larger community, Jhally and Lewisô 

study of audience receptions of The Cosby Show also contains lengthy discussions 

about identification (Sterilitz, 2004: 633-635; Jhally and Lewis, 1992: 22-29; 39; 50-

53). In interview after interview, audience members in the United Kingdom remark 

how they identify with the situations and characters of the show; many saw The 

Cosby Show as ñrealistic,ò and ñtypical,ò either placing their lives in the show or the 

show in their everyday lives and interactions. Some respondents saw themselves in 

the characters, but for different reasons, such as the qualities of the characters (such as 

loyalty), similarities in ethnicity or in class and lifestyle (1992: 22-29; 39; 50-53). 

Each time, certain viewers identified with the program for various reasons.  Like a 

telephone, or a gas pump, or even the completely discredited hypodermic needle 

theory of the effects of communication, first there must be a mutual connection 

(identification) made before the content can be transmitted with ñrhetoricalò or 

ñideologicalò effect. The connection, then, is not the end, but the beginning of the 

transfer from encoder to decoder. 

 

D. Encoding/Decoding, Audiences and Identification 

Stuart Hallôs profoundly influential encoding/decoding model, the root of much 

scholarship on the active audience paradigm, is able to highlight the need for 

identification to be included in a rounded statement on the production and reception 

of texts.  In this classic model, there are factors that would affect the encoding and 

decoding process, namely the different frameworks of knowledge, relations of 

production, and technical infrastructure (Hall, 1980).  The encoding process, Hall tells 

us, will also be affected by ideology, institutional knowledge, definitions and 

assumptions, and assumptions about the audience (ibid: 129).  Hall tells that the 

message is dependent on a series of pivotal moments in the communication process 

and at one point, the auditor can decode a preferred, negotiated, or oppositional 



 

42 

reading to the encoded message (ibid).  The complex process of human relations, of 

Burkean identification and division, and of persuasion in general would occupy a tiny 

space in Hallôs model, in fact, it only occupies one word: ñestablished.ò Hall tells us 

that decoding depends on ñ[the] degrees of symmetry/asymmetry (relations of 

equivalence) established [emphasis added] between the positions of the 

ñpersonifications,ò encoder-producer and decoder-receiver. [é] What are called 

ñdistortionsò or ñmisunderstandingsò arise precisely from the lack of equivalence 

between the two sides in the communicative exchanges (ibid).ò  It is this process of 

establishment whereby the rhetorician (encoder) attempts to identify with the 

audience (decoder) to establish ñequivalency,ò ñsymmetry,ò ñconsubstantiationò or 

their opposites as acts of ñdivision,ò ñresistance,ò or ñasymmetryò through 

doxological inquiry. When identification happens, the decoderôs ability to resist the 

preferred meaning becomes weakened, but not impossible. What the 

encoding/decoding model glazes over is the very real possibility that politicians, 

corporations, or editorializing news outlets use their own resources of human, 

financial and intellectual capital to conduct doxological investigations, to ñmap outò 

the various cultural considerations that shape their potential decoders before crafting a 

message, or, alternatively, can ñtestò messages on target populations via dial testing, 

surveys, ethnographic research and focus groups before actually sending the message 

to a target audience. ñThe key to successful communication,ò Luntz tells us ñis to take 

the imaginative leap of stuffing yourself right into your listenerôs shoes to know what 

they are thinking and feeling in the deepest recesses of their mind and heart (2007: 

xiii).ò The right message is tested until it can ñaffirm and confirm an audienceôs 

context (ibid: 36)ò which can then narrow ñthe gap between what you intend to 

convey and what your audiences interpret (ibid: xvi).ò Through identification the 

decoding process becomes much more fluid and the auditorôs ability to provide an 

oppositional reading to the text is weakened. David Morley in his Nationwide study 

recognized such a process with television presenters and their viewing audiences: 

 

 It is precisely the aim of the [television] presenter to achieve this kind of 

 audience-identification. The point is that it is through these identification 

 mechanisms, I would suggest, in so far as they do gain the audienceôs 

 ócomplicityô, that the  preferred readings are ósuggestedô to the audience.  It is 

 when these identificatory mechanisms are attenuated or broken that the 

 message will be decided in a different framework of meaning from that in 

 which  it was encoded (1980: 10-11). 
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In terms of the instrumentality of rhetoric, in Message Received Philo notes that 

audience reception affects production insofar as messages are produced ñin the 

expectation of a particular audience responseò and in a similar vein, Condit 

persuasively argues that ñit is not even clear how frequently audiences exercise their 

creative [decoding] capacities,ò indeed, while it may be posited that all human beings 

decode texts, ñit is not the case that all human beings are equally skilled in responding 

to persuasive messages with counter messages. The masses may not be cultural dupes, 

but they are not necessarily skilled rhetors (Condit, 1989; Condit, 1990; Kitzinger, 

1999: xii-7).ò The corollary of identification can be added to Hallôs model that would 

feature a diagonal line connecting the encoder to the various discursive factors that 

affect the audience decoding process.  

 

E. Identification, Doxology, Ideology  

To acknowledge the power of the rhetorician to imagine communities or shared 

beliefs with audiences may seem to participate in the fantasy of the Aristotelian 

subject, autonomously engaging in what we are now calling an act of Doxology in 

order to identify with or persuade an audience. It does not exclude the encoder from 

the locus of material, institutional, or historical power; we need not disagree with 

anything Hall or the poststructuralists say categorically about messages being 

constructed and interpreted through a prism of factors wholly external to the subject. 

Oravec specifically addresses Burkean identification: ñ[to] say that identities are 

formed by language, through both its effect and use, reaffirms the existence of 

identity but views it as a product as well as a producer of material culture (1989: 

185).ò Oravec explores and evaluates Burkeôs philosophy of identification in relation 

to the Marxist, postmodern, and poststructural ñproblem with identityò (1989: 175).  

In that article, Oravec tells us that 

 

 Burkean rhetoric would occupy the space between the old rhetoric of pure will 

 and modernist and postmodernist aesthetic of antiwill: between a subject 

 apparently in full possession of itself, and in full intentional control of its 

 expression, and a subject whose relation to ñitsò expression is very 

 problematicéThe rhetorician is the not-always-knowing carrier of historical 

 and ideological forces, while at the same time he [sic] acts within and upon the 

 present and thereby becomes an agent of change (ibid).  
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Pithily put by Burke, ñthe driver drives the car but the traffic drives the driver (Billig, 

1991: 8; Burke, 1974: 311).ò Besides ideological constraints, there is also the issue of 

the conscious and unconscious: an individualôs act of identification is, in the Burkean 

rhetorical framework, ñconscious, as when we identify ourselves with our 

occupations; it is also elusively unconscious, and necessarily so under advanced 

capitalist norms of dispersion that encourage us to think of what we do as autonomous 

activity (Lentricchia, 1983: 148-149; Oravec, 1989: 180).ò As Amossy points out, 

many concerned with questions of ideology see doxa as ñthe mask of dominant 

ideology, that is, as the alibi of power (ibid: 375; Billig, 1991: 7).ò This is certainly 

true in the case of Roland Barthes (Amossy, 2002: 493; Herschberg-Pierrot, 2002; 

Barthes, 1988 [1970]: 22, 92; Barthes, 1994a; Barthes, 1994b: 1183; Barthes, 1995 

[1975]: 325; 1977 [1975]: 47; 122, 147, 153-154; 1975 [1973]: 29; 1974 [1970]: 100). 

For Amossy, Barthes takes the Socratic view of opinion (doxa) as a subordinate and 

degraded form of knowledge (2002: 493). For Herschberg-Pierrot, Barthes ñassociates 

doxa with the invasive power of mass discourse in modernityðwith opinion in the 

statistical meaning of the term (2002: 428).ò Barthes tells us doxa is  

 

 the highly contingent foundations of  the utterance [that becomes] Common 

 Sense, Good Law, the Norm, Standard Opinions, in a word, Endoxa 

 (originally a lay term) (Barthes, 1994b: 1183). 

 

He describes doxa as ñevident. Is it seen? Not even that: a gelatinous mass which 

sticks onto the retina,ò the ñsomewhat glutinous language of the Doxa, of the natural, 

of the obvious fact, of common sense, of the ñgoes without saying.ò (1995 [1975]: 

325; 1977 [1975]: 122).ò In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes explicitly links the 

concept of doxa to questions of power and ideology, doxa being ñspread with the 

blessing of Power,ò and ñthe ñpressure of capitalist languageò as ñan implacable 

stickiness, [é] a kind of unconscious: in short, the essence of ideology (Herschberg-

Pierrot, 2002; 1975 [1973]: 29; 1977 [1975]: 153-154).ò  Barthesô concept of doxa as 

it operates in society, according to Herscberg-Pierrot, is ñan enunciative force with an 

insidious power, insinuating itself into everyday speech, exerting the imperious 

strength of well-established accepted ideas, like a fantasy that one cannot shake off 

(2002).ò John B. Thompson in Ideology and Modern Culture uses the term latent 

ideology, a term with striking similarities Barthesô concept of doxa, to describe ña 

system of representations which serve to sustain existing relations of class domination 
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by orientating individuals towards the past rather than the future, or towards the 

images and ideals which conceal class relations and detract from the collective pursuit 

of social change.ò It is a ñpersistence of traditional symbols and values, of that ótrain 

of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinionsô at the heart of modern bourgeois 

society. These traditional symbols and values are not swept away once and for all by 

the constant revolutionizing of production; they live on, they modify and transform 

themselves, indeed they reappear as a potent reactionary force on the very eve of 

revolution itself (1990: 41).ò Unsurprisingly, Marx saw the proletariatôs use of latent 

ideology as a ñstory of defeat and disappointment (ibid: 40)ò and Thompson goes on 

to closely read The Eighteenth Brumaire to support this assertion. Enter Kenneth 

Burke. Burke tells us in "Revolutionary Symbolism in America" it is precisely this 

uncanny ability for propertied interests in modern society to perpetuate its power 

through the transformation and modification of the symbols and rituals that 

stakeholders hold dear that must be emulated by those seeking a genuine plan of 

social rectification. By focusing on the ñsweet speakingò Latin root of persuasion, 

suadere, the rhetorician may more efficiently and effectively work within the 

parameters of doxa, no matter its status as dubious or benign in origin. With this in 

mind, Burke recommended the American socialist movement of the 1930's move 

from discussing "the worker" to "the people" due to its functional importance in 

American doxa. Returning to The Eighteenth Brumaire, is it so far fetched to imagine 

a slightly altered scenario in The Eighteenth Brumaire where, on the eve of revolution 

in France a leader emerged with a plan of economic populism and radical social 

change but won support for his agenda only insofar as he too adorned the dress of 

Napoleon so long as it remained a functionally valuable symbol of those that would 

propel him to a position of power? 

 

 This is the very moment where the rhetorical tradition, reception studies and 

ideological analysis merge, through acts of identification and their mutual dependence 

on doxa. On the one hand, many reception studies focus on the beliefs and attitudes 

(doxa) of an audience and tie them to larger ideological concerns that perform 

normatively, ethically and morally in discourse that are not altogether innocent nor a 

unique product of an entire society. On the other hand, the rhetorical discipline seeks 

to understand how these ideas function in persuasion, often with disregard to origin. 

Doxology, owing so much to Kenneth Burke, seeks a third way: we are not concerned 
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here with tracing the origin of ideas expressed in the focus group audience 

interpretation of speeches, rather, Doxology acknowledges these ideas could function 

in altogether dubious ways, but, and this is crucial, it equally recognizes the potential 

for social change in utilizing the very naturalized attitudes, ideas and beliefs under 

scrutiny insofar as they serve as crucial stepping-stones in the persuasive process. 

Doxology thus seeks to move from pessimistic ñtop downò theories of power to an 

optimistic ñbottom upò theory of power that finds agency in the use of strategic 

communication that affects particular audiences in particular ways. 

 

F. Conclusion 

This synthesis can take into account the ways we identify, cajole and persuade one 

another. We began with an instrumentalist view of rhetoric and synthesized it, 

through identification as a key term, to include self-presentation and the constitution 

of subject positions in auditors. Identification is suavity, a courtship where a 

connection is made through the sharing of symbols, rhetorical alignment, 

consubstantiality and ingratiation of those addressed. We then moved toward the 

social sciences to acknowledge the heterogeneous audience and their use of decoding 

tactics in the reception of most rhetorical texts and the different meaning assigned to 

the very symbols the rhetorician would use to commune with the auditor. What we 

found were empirical studies and the powerful encoding/decoding model to 

emphasize polysemy and resistance, we even found identification as a key term 

expressed in the various ways the text ñspokeò to different audiences. What was 

lacking in the social sciences and media studies, however, was an explicit exploration 

of the instrumentality of identification and rhetoric, its implications, and the encoderôs 

ability to utilize this term, intentionally, subconsciously, maliciously or benignly, to 

weaken resistance and minimize the available decoding strategies by subsuming the 

very resources available to the decoder as ñourò own. The two traditions of rhetoric 

and reception merge under the heading of doxa and Doxology, a label that can 

recognize the rhetorical function present in reception studies as well as the 

productive-but-limited textual interpretation of rhetorical transactions. What emerges, 

then, is the idea that just as identification precedes persuasion, so too does Doxology 

precede identification. That is, in order to identify with something, there must first be 

the identification of something, the naming of something. Social scientific scholars 

have made important headway in insisting that audiences are not, as Morley says, ñan 
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atomized mass of individuals,ò but are ñcomposed of a number of sub cultural 

formations of groupings whose members will share a cultural orientation towards 

decoding messages in particular ways (1985: 108).ò While true, this tends to obscure 

the encoders ability to observe the cultural and historical factors shaping the decoding 

process and then attempt to transcend the sub cultural divide through identification 

using the ladder of hierarchal terms, as in Burkeôs poem of the Presbyterian. 

Moreover, as has been shown, constitutive rhetoric is sometimes able to ñuniteò these 

various sub cultural formations; to take Morleyôs assertion at face value is to damn 

men and women to perpetual separateness and is to name society as essentially sub 

cultural. While these sub cultural transformations do remain separate, the many 

ñcontradictory weôs,ò as Burke calls them, still exist. The rhetorician can ñpull to the 

topò the ñweò that might activate the ñlogic,ò (in Althusserôs words, ñinterpellateò) or 

in Westenôs terms, activate the cognitive network of associations with that particular 

identification.  To acknowledge the ability to resist is to also acknowledge the ability 

to be coerced, manipulated, invited, or (self) persuaded into a preferred decoding 

(Burke, 1937; Westen, 2007; Morley, 1980: 24-25). If the ability to resist holds true, 

then so too does its opposite, the ability to capitulate and be persuaded. 
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VI. Methodology: Qualitative Audience Methodology: Audience Response 

Technology and Focus Groups 

A. Overview 

In the chapter on identification and audience reception studies, various theories and 

empirical studies of the active audience were assessed as a way of merging the 

instrumentalist view of rhetoric with audience effect, that eloquence and finely tuned 

rhetorical texts can affect audiences, but that also audiences bring with them to those 

texts a wide range of cultural resources to resist or negotiate the preferred meaning 

(Strommer-Galley and Schiappa, 1998: 30-31; Condit, 1989, 1990: 336; Lewis, 1991; 

Morley, 1980; Liebes and Katz, 1993: 3; Miller, 2000). It was argued that just as 

audiences can actively resist texts, so too can the producer of texts actively work to 

maximize the impact of a text by developing a doxological faculty to understand the 

same cultural resources diverse audiences bring to a text. This process, of the 

rhetorician consciously or unconsciously analyzing how audiences respond to a 

message so that they might identify their message with an audienceôs cultural 

attitudes, opinions and beliefs was theoretically grounded in Doxology both as a 

rhetorical means of persuasion and something an encoded message must pass through 

to establish meaning. While the theoretical reasons for studying audiences were 

outlined in the previous two chapters, Doxology can be methodologically grounded in 

a variety of audience-centered designs. Virginia Nightingale and Karen Ross offer a 

concise history of the various ways audiences have been approached over the course 

of the Twentieth and Twenty First Century. With the increasing use of radio through 

the 1940ôs, researchers were interested in the effect that propaganda and persuasion 

had on mass audiences, with marketing professionals, interested in maximizing 

corporate profits, close behind. With the surge in television use during the 1950ôs, 

academics began to grow concerned with the consequences of the amount of time 

people spent consuming media, and other ñsocial consequences ï for human health, 

psychological well-being and public safety of television viewing in general and 

heaving viewing in particular (2003: 4-5).ò By the 1970ôs, the passivity of the 

audience was put into question as a range of ethnographic and qualitative methods 

emerged as ways to complement the quantitative methods that could statistically 

measure the composition of audiences with the interpretation and uses of content 

(ibid: 4-9). This chapter focuses on two strands of methodologies designed for 

audience research that have fallen in and out of use during the Twentieth and Twenty 

First Centuries: focus groups and moment-to-moment audience response technology. 
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The chapter is as follows:  first, there is a survey of the history and advantages of 

audience response technology (ART) and focus groups; second, an outline is 

presented of previous uses of focus groups and ART; third, research specific variables 

are presented which include the number of focus groups and participants, group 

composition, sampling and recruitment as well as method of data analysis. Finally, 

there is a detailed account of how the design unfolded and any field adjustments that 

were made. What emerges is a triangulated attempt to analyze the rhetorical features 

of the text, to explore in qualitative detail points of identification and division 

between the text and selected audiences using audience response technology, and to 

investigate the attitudes, opinions, and beliefs that motivate these points of 

identification and division between Obama and British audiences.  

 

B. History and Advantages of Audience Response Technology 

The use of audience response technology is a relatively recent phenomenon. With the 

rise of mass media in the United States during the Twentieth Century, television and 

radio station executives along with marketing practitioners sought to understand how 

audiences in certain geographical areas, demographics, or income groups responded 

to content. One solution was the use of hand held audience response devices that are 

capable of measuring audience response to stimuli (Millard, 1992; Peterman, 1940; 

Levy, 1982). William J. Millard has described audience response technology as a 

ñcognitive x-ray,ò mapping the process of stimulus, cognition, and response on an 

electronic graph with a user-controlled input device. Put differently, Tedesco 

describes such a device as a ñfeelings thermometer (2002).ò Millard offers an 

illuminating history of these devices in the United States. Apparently, one of the 

earliest technological attempts to capture audience response using hand held devices 

was called the Program Analyzer, developed by Paul Lazarsfeld and Frank Stanton, 

and used by the Central Broadcasting Station beginning in 1940. The Program 

Analyzer was simple: users watched or listened to a commercial program and pushed 

a green button if they liked the stimulus and a red button if they disliked the stimulus. 

From this early attempt, Millard traces the sophistication of audience response 

systems through the next several decades. ñLikeò and ñDislikeò transformed into a 

moment-to-moment five-point Likert scale such as ñVery Much Like,ò ñSomewhat 

Like,ò ñNeutral,ò ñSomewhat Dislike,ò and ñVery Much Dislike.ò Dials and slides 

were fitted to devices to offer users more flexibility in their responses. Some 
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practitioners could individually remove those input devices that stopped responding, 

others fitted light bulbs to the device that turned on when dials and slides stopped 

moving (ibid). Today, there are a number of variants of audience response 

technology, but most include the use of handsets with either buttons, slides or dials 

that revolve around a Likert scale that participants manipulate according to their 

reaction to stimuli which is then wirelessly recorded into some kind of receiver 

plugged into a computer which transforms audience input into lines on a graph.  

 

C. Audience Response Technology: Advantages, Limitations, Previous Academic 

and Professional Use 

The use of audience response technology has proliferated and moved beyond its 

original use to test content in commercial broadcasting and has become notably 

present in the field of political communication.  Frank Luntz is one of the most 

prolific and well-known pollsters that uses dial technology in the United States. ñThe 

key to dial technology,ò Luntz told PBS in 2004, ñis that it's immediate, it's specific, 

and it's anonymous.ò Because dial shifts are between the respondent and the remote, 

audience response technology can be a way of decreasing groupthink and allows 

individual participants to express themselves more freely. Luntz maintains that dial 

technology is particularly effective because it, like politics, is about gut reactions and 

Luntz asserts that dial technology can measure the intensity of these gut reactions by 

observing peaks and troughs in graphic representations of user input (PBS, 2004: np). 

A number of political uses for audience response technology have been utilized in 

both the United States and in Europe (Democracy Corps, 2009; Reinemann and 

Maurer, 2006; Tedesco, 2002; Jarman, 2005). 

 

Despite the advantages of ART, there are several limitations to hand-held audience 

response technology that must be taken into consideration when using it to ascertain 

how participants respond to content. For example, Fein, Goethais, and Kugler 

observed shifts in opinion based on the manipulation of whether respondents could 

hear applause in the original stimulus (2007: 181-183). In other words, peaks and 

troughs may be a reaction by respondents to how they think they should react. This 

leads into a much larger question about audience response technology: what is "it" 

that participants are reacting to? This question can be posed on the input side (each 

respondent has their own reasons for why they turned the dial), and on the side of 
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analysis. Laural Peacock raises this point in response to CNNôs use of Perception 

Analyzers during the 2008 presidential debates: polysemy seeps into evaluation and 

ña reading on the chart at any given time could mean many different things and could 

be explained in many different ways (2009).ò  To probe deeper into audience attitudes 

and beliefs and to resolve the vague meaning of graphical representations of audience 

reactions to stimuli, audience response sessions can be coupled with focus groups as a 

way to gain further doxological insight. 

 

D. Focus Groups: Purpose and History  

Gunter tells us that focus groups were first used extensively by the American military 

during the Second World War to ñdetermine the effectiveness of radio programmes 

designed to boost army morale (2000: 42).ò According to Bloor et al, the focus group 

was born out of the same experiments conducted by Lazarsfeld with audience 

response technology (2001). After exposure to the stimuli and responding to it using 

red and green buttons, the group came together and discussed their reactions.  This 

was because Merton, who came shortly after audience response technology came into 

use, became ñ[dissatisfied] with an approach which simply quantified positive and 

negative responses, [and] set about developing an interviewing procedure for the 

groups, which would help researchers to describe the subjective reactions of the group 

members to the programmes they heard (ibid: 2).ò  During the next few decades, 

focus groups were primarily run by market researchers, however, the method saw a 

dramatic rise in the frequency of its use in an academic setting in the 1980ôs, 1990ôs 

and into the Twenty First Century (Fern, 2001: 3; Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999: 1; 

Morrison, 1998). Focus groups have also seen an increase in the range of topics it is 

used for: propaganda films, HIV/AIDS campaign reception, public recall of industrial 

disputes, child abuse, the Royal Family, nuclear risk, interpretation of news 

programmes and political campaign content as well as market research (Billig, 1992; 

Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999; Green and Hart, 1999; Morley, 1980; Philo, 1990).  

 

The focus group has also become a staple of the modern political campaign.  Dick 

Morris in his memoirs as a political pollster recalls a meeting with then Arkansas 

Attorney General Bill Clinton and his fascination with Morrisô idea that focus group 

techniques used in the film industry could be used in politics: 
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ñAnd you just apply these techniques to politics?ò Clinton asked.  I explained 

how it could be done. ñWhy not do the same thing with political ads? Or 

speeches? Or  arguments about the issues? And after each statement, ask them 

again whom theyôre going to vote for. Then you can see which arguments 

move how many voters and which voters they move (Gladwell, 2005: 64-65).ò 

 

Frank Luntz used dial-testing and focus groups for the Republican National Party to 

coin the ñContract with America,ò a Republican message partially credited with 

helping sweep Republicans into controlling Congress during the mid-term elections in 

1994. As a user of dial testing and focus groups, Luntz is hired by corporations and 

candidates to find out what people are thinking and what messages they respond to, in 

other words, their values, attitudes, and opinions about issues, brands, and stimuli 

(Luntz, 2007; 2009). Focus groups played a major role in the 2008 election as well. 

Balz and Johnson cite several examples that are indicative of the Obama campaignôs 

utilization of polling data and focus groups to craft effective messages and anticipate 

audience reactions  (Balz and Johnson, 2008: 313, 321; Plouffe, 2009).   

 

But why use focus groups? Lewis persuasively argues the usefulness of focus groups 

and audience reception studies because ñthe conversation is the most obvious routeò 

into the conscious, linguistic world we construct around us (1991: 81). This 

construction of meaning is by no means solely an individual enterprise; the 

construction of meaning is a complex social process of negotiation (Schroder, 

Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003: 124-125; Gunter, 2000: 42; Deacon et al, 1999: 55; 

Philo, 1990: 7; Stewart et al, 2006: 11). The recognition that focus groups can 

uncover cultural values, norms, and collectively constructed knowledge is made by 

some of the most prolific and influential academic researchers in the social sciences 

(Kitzinger, 1995; Gunter, 2000: 47; Liebes and Katz, 1993: 29; Bloor et al. 2001: 17; 

Lewis, 1991: 91; Philo, 1990: 7; Morley, 1980). Gunter tells us that ña focus group is 

used to simulate some of the processes of public opinion formationò while Bloor et al 

stress in the opening pages of their book on focus group theory that they are ideal for 

uncovering cultural commonplaces about particular issues: 

 

[Focus groups] can provide the occasion and the stimulus for collectivity 

members to articulate those normally unarticulated normative assumptions. 

The group is a socially legitimated occasion for participants to engage in 

óretrospective introspectionô, to attempt collectively to tease out previously 

taken for granted assumptions. This teasing out may only be partial (with 
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many areas of ambiguity or opacity remaining) and it may be disputatious (as 

limits are encountered to shared meanings), but it may yield up as much rich 

data on group norms as long periods of ethnographic fieldwork (2001: 64-65).  

 

Kitzinger and Barbour outline some similar advantages of the focus group: 

 

 Focus groups are ideal for exploring peopleôs experiences, opinions, wishes 

 and concerns. [é] Focus groups also enable researchers to examine peopleôs 

 different perspectives as they operate within a social network. [é] [Focus] 

 groups are invaluable for examining how knowledge, ideas, story-telling, self-

 presentation and linguistic exchanges operate within a given cultural context 

 (1999: 5; Stewart et al, 2006: 11). 

 

What Lewis calls the focus groupôs ability to uncover ñcultural capital,ò but can as 

easily be called doxa, is a body of interpretations made by the audience through which 

the researcher can explore meaning assigned to stimuli:  

 

 [At] the heart of this project is the desire to discover those resources of 

 meaning a TV viewer draws from his or her cultural environment, in order to 

 interpret what  he or she sees or hears. How, in other words, do the television 

 program and the viewer's ideological repertoire merge to create meaning? [...] 

 A transcript from a probing interview is not a straightforward articulation of 

 the cultural and ideological resources used by respondents to inform their 

 interpretations of television. It is, nonetheless, littered with evidence thereof 

 (Lewis, 1991: 117, Moriarty, 1997; Bourdieu, 1995: 164-169). 

 

A focus group, then, is a purpose driven discussion. The focus group, in Burkeôs 

terminology, is an observation of the Parliamentary Wrangle that exists in the give 

and take of opinions, story-telling and linguistic exchanges. What focus group 

members like or dislike about a politician, and why; or what qualities participants 

consider as admirable, or what messages participants generally consider persuasive 

and why is the stuff identification is made of. The focus group offers then an 

opportunity for the researcher to observe, albeit in a clinical setting, values, norms, 

knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes socially and rhetorically constructed as the stories, 

anecdotes, jokes, aspirations and scapegoats all come from cultural, gendered, racial, 

ethnic and national identifications. In short, the focus group is a tool of the doxologist.  

 

E. Research Variables: Sampling and Recruitment Method 

Purposive sampling, as opposed to a statistically representative sample, is used here 

as a means of finding and recruiting focus group participants. This is justified for 

several reasons. First, using any group of people in the United Kingdom is in itself 
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inescapably purposive; "Britain" being a purposively selected population subset of the 

total "global" audience exposed to Obama's speeches and key campaign messages.  

Second, there are no claims being made here for focus group data being statistically 

representative of the United Kingdom in its demographic entirety, and no need when 

the goal is to demonstrate a variety of decoding positions and a range of preferred and 

oppositional textual interpretations, a point echoed by many academics using focus 

groups (Frey et al, 1991: 135; Schroder, Drotner, Kline, and Murray, 2003: page; 

Deacon et al, 1999: 56; Lewis, 1991: 108, 113; Liebes and Katz, 1993: 23; Philo, 

1990: 23; Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999: 7). Even with a statistically representative 

sample of those living in the United Kingdom, a researcher could not procure a "real" 

or definitive interpretation of Obama's speeches, articulation of national identity, or a 

final doxological reading. Like Liebes and Katz' study of Dallas, this research is "less 

interested in random selections of a sample of each community than we were in 

clusters of community members who are in close contactò (Liebes and Katz, 1993: 

23)." While the nature of the sample as purposive is primarily a theoretical concern, 

the logistics of recruiting the sample would fall under the term of a "snowball" 

sample, that is, members of a particular community of interest are asked to nominate 

fellow members of their community that fit the research criteria of being a legal 

citizen of the United Kingdom or having lived in the United Kingdom for an extended 

period of time or someone with the intent of living in the United Kingdom for an 

extended period of time.  

 

F. Overview of the Normative Focus Group and Dial Session 

Ideally, each focus group lasts approximately two hours. The following is a 

breakdown of each session: 

 

 12:00-Participants arrive, small talk and introductions 

 12:15-Last participants arrive, broad overview of research topic, focus group 

 12:25-Instructions on use of audience response technology, Q&A on use of 

 audience response technology 

 12:30-Pre-test questionnaire using dials, introductory questions: What comes 

 to mind when you think about the election in 2008? What did you think about 

 Barack Obama then versus now? Could Obama be elected in the UK? If so, 

 what party would he belong to? 

 12: 40-Stimuli presented, audience response data recorded 

 13:20-Group discussion of speech, collective interpretation of significant 

 points of audience response data 
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 14:00-Wind down discussion, discuss unaddressed issues, disperse financial 

 incentive. 

 

G. A Methodological Retrospective: Group Numbers, Composition, Location 

and Field Adjustments 

In total, twelve groups focus groups were convened between September and 

December 2010 and were randomly and equally divided by each of the three Obama 

campaign speeches, resulting in four focus groups responding to each speech. Groups 

were recruited from a variety of sources, but each of the twelve groups except one 

(Americans studying at Cardiff University) had pre-existing relations or belonged to 

the same group or society through which they were contacted, usually by a group 

administrator or society chairperson. In total, sixty-nine participants were recruited; 

two groups tied for the largest number of participants at eight; the smallest group had 

three participants. The average was between five and six participants. The location of 

the convened group also varied; often it was convened in seminar rooms at Cardiff 

University but focus groups were also conducted in the greater Cardiff area, 

Aberystwyth, Portsmouth and London. Participants were offered a flat participation 

fee of £5 and, if the participants were asked to travel to the focus group location, an 

additional £5 was offered to cover any travel expenses incurred. Two focus groups of 

practicing journalists studying in the United Kingdom were organized as a ñresearch 

in actionò block during a research away day on the MA International Journalism 

course, so no reimbursement was required.  

 

Participants were asked to attend a focus group session for approximately two hours. 

Three factors complicated the duration: inclement weather, the nature of the group as 

one with pre-existing social relations and the dial-testing software. First, several focus 

groups were scheduled during a period of severe snow and ice at night in Cardiff 

which not only suppressed turnout but delayed those that did attend. Second, many 

participants arrived together, and for the focus group this meant that often at the 

scheduled start time of the focus group there were insufficient numbers to begin a 

focus group. One focus group, for example, consisted of one participant waiting by 

herself for nearly half an hour before two other participants arrived and the focus 

group could commence. Third, if participants arrived late, the moderator would have 

to create a dial-testing software profile for the participant to use before the focus 

group would commence. These delays often meant that focus groups were anywhere 
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from one and a half to over two hours in duration, resulting in a necessarily modified 

and curtailed focus group question route. Besides the total length of each focus group, 

the length of the speech stimulus affected the moderatorôs question route. Obamaôs 

Democratic National Convention speech, for example, is over twenty minutes longer 

than Obamaôs speech in Berlin. In fact, throughout the focus group process there was 

a constant balance between maintaining a consistent question route between groups 

and maintaining sensitivity to group composition and group interpretation of Obama 

and his speeches. Generally, the moderator began the focus group with small talk and 

an offering of refreshments as participants arrived. As the focus group began, 

participants were asked fourteen pre-test demographic questions on a large screen 

using the dial-testers as their input device. The moderator then asked participants to 

think back to 2008 and to recall their memories of the 2008 election, often in just one 

word to open up the dialogue. Each group was also asked to describe their attitudes, 

beliefs and opinions towards Barack Obama during the campaign and how (and if) 

that had changed to today. The purpose here was to record a verbal account of the 

groupôs decoding equipment that might inform the soon-to-come audience 

interpretation of Obamaôs speeches. From here, a range of tailored questions were 

asked based on group characteristics that came up during the discussion or in the pre-

test questionnaire. Examples include what factors led to the selection of one national 

identity over another, what qualities led participants to become active in a particular 

political party and to describe their definition of the ñfrequentò amount of media 

coverage Obama received in the UK. Finally, participants were asked whether Obama 

could be elected as Prime Minister in the UK and which political party they thought 

he might belong to. This question resulted in particularly contradictory answers but 

did indeed force many participants to reveal their perceptions concerning Obamaôs 

ideology and how that fits with perceptions of a ñBritishò ideology. Next, participants 

were given instructions on how to use the dial-testers for the duration of the speech. 

The number ñ100ò represented the most positive they could feel towards the speech 

and ñ0ò represented the most negative. Participants were asked to turn their dial as 

their feelings towards the speech changed. Participants were asked not to change the 

dial frivolously, but to change the dial reading as their feelings changed for the 

duration of the speech. Even with instruction, however, participants chose to interact 

with the dial-testers in different ways. Some participants only occasionally moved 

their dial, a few seldom if at all. Others turned their dials in volatile shifts between 
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feeling very positive and very negative. Participants also varied in how they 

approached the stimulus: a few pretended they were hearing the speech for the first 

time and responded as to whether they felt positive or negative ñin principle,ò while 

most seemed to respond as they currently felt towards Barack Obama in the current 

political climate.  

 

After the speech, participants typically took a refreshment break. Participants were 

then asked their general impressions of the speech. This was typically the area of 

greatest sensitivity for the moderator to be attuned to the decoding equipment and 

interpretations the participants brought to the text.  Next, participants were asked to 

describe the factors that led them to turn the dial up or down. Alternatively, the 

moderator followed up answers given by participants with questions regarding their 

answer in relation to the dial-tester: did they turn it up at that point of the speech, or 

down, or the same? During the speech, the moderator could observe the graphical 

moment-to-moment data as it was recorded in real time. As it did, the moderator 

recorded peaks, troughs, rapid fluctuations as well as acute and divergent positive and 

negative responses to the speech. After giving general impressions, participants were 

asked about several of these key moments in the speech to explain whether they 

turned their dial up or down and what factors led to this decision. As the focus group 

came to a close, the moderator offered participants an opportunity to bring up any 

issues that neither the moderator nor other participants had addressed, allowing them 

to speak on their own terms. Following this, the moderator ended the focus group and 

disbursed reimbursement forms. One last challenge during the focus group process 

was the dial-testing software. Due to technical faults at the time of executing the 

research design, only sixty-four of the sixty-nine participants were recorded using the 

dial-testing technology. In total, over ten hours of talk were recorded resulting in over 

83,000 words of qualitative focus group data. No note was taken of voice inflection or 

nonverbal communication, but the partial transcription included the recorded content 

of the moderator and each participant providing the transcriber could understand what 

the participant said from the recording. If it was unclear, an ñ[inaudible]ò symbol was 

placed in place of the unclear text. Focus group conversations and statements were 

divided into pre-test data, which largely addressed contextual and general discussions 

about Obama, and post-test conversations which included contextual data as well as 

stimulus-specific data. While not every utterance made during the focus group 
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sessions could be analyzed in depth, the pre-test data were incorporated into the 

following contextual chapter surrounding Obama, the United States and the United 

Kingdom, while the stimulus-specific data were carefully interwoven with the 

rhetorical analysis of the text and triangulated with the moment-to-moment audience 

response data. The moment-to-moment data resulted in a total of 137,181 points of 

measurement from the 65 participants over three speeches.  Appendix 1 offers a key 

to reading the PNAR charts as they are presented throughout the rest of the thesis. 

The pre-test questionnaire built into the dial testing software resulted in the possibility 

of cross-tabulating the dial testing results with gender, favorability towards Obama, 

religious activity, education level and income range. While certainly the source of 

future scholarship, here the Positive/Negative Aggregate Score (PNAR) is the object 

of analysis due to the length constraints of the thesis. Before the findings of this 

qualitative study are outlined, first a contextualizing chapter is provided that details 

the political, economic and cultural background in which these focus groups too 

place. 
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VII. America and the UK: Contextual Convergence and Divergence  

A. Overview 

In the previous chapter, the method by which audiences were studied in the United 

Kingdom were outlined as well as a retrospective of how the research unfolded. But, 

before detailing the content of the findings of how British audiences responded to 

Obamaôs speeches, it is useful to provide a context of the dominant political, 

economic and cultural themes that exist in relations between the United States and the 

United Kingdom as well as prevailing attitudes towards Barack Obama. The purpose 

of this chapter is to accomplish three objectives. First, this chapter places Kenneth 

Burkeôs theory of identification at a global level between the United States, the 

United Kingdom, and the European Union through the construction of convergent and 

divergent political, cultural and economic interests. Second, this chapter seeks to 

justify why the United Kingdom provides an illuminating case study of Obamaôs 

transnational appeal. Several justifying factors are expanded upon to achieve this, 

including: unprecedented coverage of the 2008 American Presidential Election in the 

United Kingdom; a fascination with Barack Obama and the 2008 US election in the 

United Kingdom; an overwhelming exposure to American culture in the United 

Kingdom; a dramatic shift in pre and post-election polling data of views of the United 

States in the United Kingdom; and unique national, historical, and economic factors 

that have the potential for multiple identifications within the United Kingdom and 

between the United Kingdom, the European Union, and the United States. Third, this 

chapter seeks to contextualize these justifying factors in the run up to the 2008 

American election.  

 

B. Obama and the United Kingdom: Doxology and Identification  

In terms of Doxology, this chapter provides a range of political, economic, cultural 

and institutional sources of beliefs and attitudes towards the United States. Britain 

provides an excellent example of the myriad of national, sub national, economic, 

linguistic, cultural, sub cultural, and historical identifications within the nation-state 

and between the United States and the European Union. Just as Burke and Aristotle 

spoke of the difficulty of ñpraising Athenians among Athenians,ò especially when 

youôre ñamong Lacedemonians,ò those living in the United Kingdom were exposed to 

Obamaôs attempts to ground himself in the values and beliefs of his American 

audience. This chapter justifies why this exposure to an at once national and global 



 

60 

rhetorical discourse, and the tension that arises between identification and division, is 

worthy of study. But why study Great Britain? These concepts, "Britain" and 

"Britishness," are what make a nation-state under pressure such an interesting unit of 

analysis.  For "Britain" is primarily a political invention and has become acutely 

under pressure, internally and externally, over the course of the Twentieth and 

Twenty-First Century (Nairn, 1981: 13-14). 

 

C. Internal Pressures on ñBritishnessò: The Breakup of Britain 

Internally, "Englishness," the dominant and hegemonic mode of "Britishness" has 

been contested by a number of competing identifications (Morley and Robins, 2001: 

4). Paxman wrote an entire book on the traditional mode of "Britishness," that is, 

"Englishness" by asking: "[with] the end of empire, the cracks opening in the so-

called United Kingdom, the pressures for England to plunge into Europe, and the 

uncontrollability of international business ï set me wondering. What did it mean to be 

English (Paxman, 2000: vii-ix; Morley and Robinson, 2001)?"  As early as 1977, Tom 

Nairn was writing about this ñTwilight of the British State,ò and notes the 1970ôs 

ñprogressive nationalismsò found in Wales and Scotland as well as the supra-national 

considerations of the European Community have been factors threatening the 

established, dominant narrative of ñBritishnessò (Nairn, 1981: 13-14). Within the 

process of devolution and beyond it, there are also, according to Morley and 

Robinson, issues of "rural, (sub)urban, the traditional and the modern, the public and 

the private, nationality, regionality, statehood, race, ethnicity, religion, and external 

relations with the former Empire and Commonwealth, Europe, and the United States" 

that are at once creating new forms of multicultural modes of being "British" while 

contesting former narratives of "Britishness" (2001: 5-7).  

 

D. Stuck in the Middle: External Pressures on Britain 

Externally, the United Kingdom has over the past half-century been drawn into the 

gravitational pull of the so-called post-national constellation of the European Union. 

While the European project was supported to varying degrees under varying 

administrations by the United States during the Twentieth Century as a bulwark 

against the Soviet Union, many European elites also saw the project as a unique 

opportunity to create a distinct European identity in contrast to increasing American 

output of capital and culture on the continent after the Second World War (Stephan, 
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2006: 2-4; Gifford, 2008: 26; Peterson and Pollack, 2003: 3). With the fall of the 

Soviet Union and its withdrawal from Eastern Europe, the reunification of Germany, 

the creation of the euro zone and the subsequent enlargement of the European Union, 

the process of integration and increasing international self-confidence have created 

what McCormick calls a European superpower (2007).ò This is especially persuasive 

when surveying political and economic relations between the European Union and the 

United States, especially with the United Kingdom as a nation-state with shared 

political, economic and cultural values and interests with both governmental 

structures.  

 

E. Sources of Political Identification: America, United Kingdom, European 

Union 

Politically, the presence of the Soviet Union enabled Western Europe and the United 

States to transcend historical rivalries, at least provisionally, through shared interests 

against a perceived enemy. The end of the Cold War, however, has left ñthe Westò 

open to reinterpretation from the binary context under which it was given value, and 

this has most clearly been demonstrated in the US-led invasion of Afghanistan and 

Iraq. The military action against Afghanistan and Iraq has been documented in a 

variety of ways, but what is important here is the considerable amount of literature 

that points to the death of the so-called ñTransatlantic Allianceò (Cronin and 

Habermas, 2006: 37-48, 67-82; Kagan, 2003; McCormick, 2007; Peterson and 

Pollack, 2003: 2, 7, 10: 285; Gnesotto, 2002: 27; Howorth, 2003: 14, 22-23). There is 

also a considerable amount of literature noting the ñbridgeò Tony Blair and his 

government attempted to serve between the United States and Europe, evidently as a 

matter of long-standing Whitehall policy (Kagan, 2003: 75; Peterson and Pollack, 

2003: 7; Howorth, 2003: 15, 19, 20). Habermas persuasively argues that 15 February 

2003, the orchestrated day of mass-protest in parts of Europe to the US-led invasion 

of Iraq would be a day of infamy that ñbinds Europeans togetherò in a shared identity 

through opposition to the United States, not as an enemy, but as an alternative 

philosophy of international governance and diplomacy. For Habermas, ñthe 

constellation which allowed the lucky Western Europeans to develop such a mentality 

[of a desire for a secular, multi-lateral, and legally regulated international order based 

on a reformed United Nations] has collapsed since the events of 1989 and 1990. 

However, February 15
 
shows that the mentality itself has outlived the context which 
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gave rise to it (2006: 45).ò Habermas captures the complexity of attitudes in the 

United Kingdom as it seems to be caught somewhere between the competing projects 

of the European Union and the United States: as the events of Iraq unfolded Blair 

touted his unswerving support for Bush, but this was by no means universally 

supported. Moreover, those in the UK who identify with ñEuropeò through their 

opposition to the policies of the United States may not necessarily have the same 

ideas for what the EU should be when compared to their French or Belgian 

counterparts (ibid: 53). 

 

F. European Hegemon, British Euroscepticism? 

The metaphor of Britain being ñcaught betweenò competing international projects is 

especially apt when considering the economic feuds and interdependence of the 

United States, European Union, and the United Kingdom. For Peterson, the weight 

the EU has in global trade earns it the title of "economic hegemon.ò Indeed,  

ñ[outside] of the military domain,ò Khanna tells us, ñEuropeôs power potential is 

greater than that of America, for it is the worldôs largest market and the de facto 

standard setter for technology and regulation  (2007: xvii).ò Kagan argues that 

 

 ñEurope is turning away from power, or to put it a little differently, it is 

 moving beyond power into a self-contained world of laws and rules and 

 transnational negotiation and cooperation. It is entering a post-historical 

 paradise of peace and relative prosperity, the realization of Immanuel Kantôs 

 ñperpetual peace (Kagan, 2003).ò 

 

McCormick posits that the post-modern global order based on trade and 

interdependency we currently live in makes a nurturing environment for an emerging 

European superpower. This is a world where ñthe means of production is more 

important than the means of destruction (2007: 14).ò  ñNothing generates so many 

searching questions about the old model of power,ò McCormick writes, ñas the 

remarkable failures of the US foreign policy since September 2001, a state of affairs 

which has led to a worldwide surge of anti-Americanism, has undermined Americaôs 

claims to global leadership, and has enlarged the ranks of those standing behind non-

military responses to international problems (ibid: 5).ò  For McCormick, the changing 

nature of the international system, the declining value of military power in the post-

modern system, Europeôs economic dominance as the worldôs biggest trading power, 

and Europeôs increasing cultural hegemonic competition with the United States all 

have emerged as reasons to support the thesis of a European superpower to 
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counterbalance the United States (ibid: 7-9).   

 

The gravitational pull of the EU has had profound implications for the United 

Kingdom on issues of trade, law, and immigration. Ten months after Obamaôs 

inauguration, Gordon Brown, the then Prime Minister delivered a speech to CBI 

outlining Britainôs intertwined economic interests with Europe: sixty per cent of 

British trade relied on European countries, seven hundred thousand British companies 

have European ties, and over three million British jobs depended on Europe (CBI, 

2009). When the UK formally joined the European Community, over 43 new volumes 

of European legislation, including 2,900 regulations and 410 directives, became 

binding for British citizens (Pilkington, 2001: 79). According to Pilkington, Britain's 

signing of the Single European Act and the Maastricht and Amsterdam treaties means 

that the once sovereign British parliament cannot enact laws that conflict with 

Community laws nor can British courts not enforce decisions made by the European 

Court of Justice (ibid: 85, 147). Pilkington persuasively argues that, as a result of 

more progressive European law, British citizens have gained a great deal in terms of 

gender equality, environmental, immigration, civic, and consumer rights (ibid: 147, 

195-206). With an overwhelming share of European citizens living in former 

industrial centers, Britain has been a net-beneficiary for European regeneration 

projects, including billions for business support, infrastructure, training, community 

development, agriculture and fisheries that have been pumped into areas like Wales, 

Merseyside, and Cornwall (ibid: 140-141). Given what seems to be a great deal of 

benefits from membership in the EU, Britain lags behind other countries in terms of 

European enthusiasm, voter turnout for electing Members of European Parliament 

hovers between twenty and thirty per cent (ibid: 174-187). This long and well 

established tradition of Euroscepticism has found its most recent manifestation in the 

aftermath of the Second World War as Britain vacillated between Europe, its empire, 

and the United States. For Gifford, the transformation from imperial state to EU 

member from 1961 under the Macmillan government "has created and ignited crises 

of collective identity within British political institutions and civil society that finds 

express in the rise of contemporary Euroscepticism (2008: 1; Forster, 2002)." At 

various periods of time, both the Conservative and Labour parties have mobilized 

against European integration, and according to Gifford, that mobilization has 

historically been against "pragmatic party elites who maintained the centrality of 
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British membership of the EC to post-imperial and geo-political survival (Gifford, 

2008: 10).ò In late 2009 a question was posed in a BBC article as to whether the UK 

should remain in the EU, to which Sir Stephen Wall responded with a bleak 

expectation of reduced global influence should Britain withdraw from the EU: 

 

 "There is no alternative way of advancing the British national interest," he 

 says. In trade negotiations for example "the Americans play hard ballé you 

 have to have the strength to hit them hard where it hurts in response. On our 

 own, it's quite difficult for us to do that (Bowlby, 2009).ò 

 

Still, Eurosceptics (not being necessarily aligned with "American" interests) have 

constituted "the people" of Britain through a common European "other" as a "threat to 

Britainôs exceptional social and political development," a constitutive process that has 

shaped policies of "British exceptionalism" towards Europe since at least the 1950's 

during and in between waves of European integration (ibid: 6-10, 68).  

 

G. The United States and United Kingdom: Shared Economic, Political, and 

Cultural Substance  

In the post-war history of the Twentieth Century a seemingly stable narrative of 

interdependence and the mutual exertion of political, economic and cultural influence 

from the United Kingdom and the United States with occasional and sometimes 

profound disagreements. Economically, Gifford argues that  

 

 This interdependence of American and British economic interests both 

 necessitated and problematised Britainôs role as an intermediary between 

 America and the continent. Evidently, the formal breakdown of Bretton 

 Woods in 1973 and the end of the sterling area lessened the importance of the 

 pound as an international currency, so that it was no longer a significant 

 barrier to British membership. However, it did not necessarily alter the 

 underlying structural financial capital. Nowhere was this more evident than in 

 Britainôs position as a chronic international debtor nation particular dependent 

 for credit directly from the US, as well as the US dominated IMF (Gifford, 

 2008). 

 

After the War, as "American capital penetrated Britainôs imperial backyard," the 

British over-dependence on American credit was leveraged by the United States as a 

way of demanding economic reform within the British Commonwealth from imperial 

nepotism to free trade (ibid: 23). If the EU and the US represent the largest bilateral 

trading bloc, the United Kingdom takes the lion share of European trade with the US. 
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In 1997, ñ[the] UK and US are the largest single investors in each otherôs countries. 

UK/US trade is worth over 42 billion a year (up 12 per cent in 1996), and much more 

if you include invisibles (Priestly, 1997: 82).ò This is an indicative example of the 

explosion of mutual investment and conglomeration in the ñspecial relationshipò at 

the end of the Cold War: British firms investment in the US rose from forty-three 

billion in 1988 to one hundred and twenty-two billion in 1998, while the larger 

European Union rose from twenty-three billion in 1988 to ninety-nine billion in 1998 

(Gifford, 2008: 87). In 2008, the United States exported a total of $53.59 billion 

worth of goods and services to the United Kingdom, while the United Kingdom 

exported $58.58 billion to the United States. According to the British-American 

Business Council, $400 billion in direct investment flows from the United States to 

the United Kingdom, while is $410 billion flows from the United Kingdom to the 

United States per annum (BABC, 2009). 

 

Politically, Dumbrell notes that Britain and the United States were identified in shared 

interests through their common opposition to (division from) the Soviet Union that 

included between the US and UK at a governmental level, ñcultural sharing, personal 

friendships, [an] institutionalized exchange of information and [a] complex and sturdy 

networks of military and diplomatic cooperation (2006: 4).ò Indeed, a survey of the 

political history of Anglo-American relations reveals rhetorical constructions of 

convergent interests as well as conciliatory rhetoric and reaffirmations to the 

"enduring" and "special" relationship of cooperation. Perhaps because of the "muted 

relationship" of the 1970s, as Bartlett calls it, diplomatic relations were seen to have 

been revived in the 1980's, personified by the personal relationship between Thatcher 

and Reagan. Gifford argues that "the defining elements of Thatcherism as an Anglo-

American political project were fundamentally in contradiction to deeper processes of 

European integration. [...] The Thatcher governments signed up to this worldview and 

enthusiastically imported American policies on a range on issues including labor 

market deregulation, health reforms and taxations (2008: 81-86)." At times, 

Thatcher's selective view of history was particularly rose-tinted: 

 

 The North Atlantic Alliance, the IMF, the World Bank, splitting the atom, 

 victory in two world wars and in Korea and the Gulf, the defeat of fascism and 

 of communism and the triumph of freedom-these are the fruits of the Anglo-

 American alliance through this century. This is the story of that remarkable 
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 achievement of the enduring relationship between two great peoples (ibid). 

 

While this particular view is one narrative among many, other areas of interest have 

been articulated over the course of the Twentieth Century: the Atlantic Charter of 

1941 and Nazi Germany as a common enemy, cooperation in nuclear research, 

intelligence sharing, the mutually perceived "Soviet threat," similar policies to combat 

Soviet activities in Azerbaijan, policy designed to protect oil interests in the Middle 

East, the formation of NATO, America's assistance in rebuilding Britain's economy 

through the Marshall Plan as a way of geopolitically fighting the Soviets, the "Soviet 

buffer" created by the Baghdad Pact of 1955, cooperative conflict in Jordan and 

Lebanon, the Polaris missile system, the Trident missile system, the United States' 

supply of sidewinder air-to-air missiles, Shrike anti-radar missiles, mortar, and 

intelligence of Argentine military movements during the Falklands conflict, and 

British airspace and runways for American bombers to strike at perceived terrorist 

targets in Libya. More recently conflict in Afghanistan, Iraq, Iranian sanctions have 

brought varying levels of public dissent along side varying degrees of elite, 

government, and military cooperation. Finally, there is the Americanization of British 

politics from Thatcher and Reagan to Neil Kinnockôs infamous 1992 Sheffield rally to 

Norman Faircloughôs argument in New Labour, New Language? that the evolution of 

New Labourôs rhetoric emanated partially from Bill Clinton and the ñNew 

Democratôsò election in 1992 (2000: 68-72).  

 

Still, these scholarly works also reveal profound disagreements between the two 

nation states on issues such as war debts, naval parity, multilateral trade versus 

imperial preference, nuclear research, lend-lease agreements, decolonialization, the 

United States' bomber bases in East Anglia and their nuclear submarines stationed 

near Glasgow, the Suez Canal, America's disappointment with Britain not joining the 

European Community in 1957, British refusal to commit forces to Vietnam, the UK's 

post-Batista trade relations with Cuba, Israel and Palestine, Britain's attendance of the 

1980 Moscow Olympics despite America's objections, and Thatcher's disappointment 

in America's invasion of Grenada without the consultation of her government. More 

recently, Bill Clinton's invitation of Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams to the White 

House was a source of tension, Bosnia, Kosovo, the War on Terror, and the Iraqi 

conflict have seen public dissent, political disagreement, and vocal wonder at the 
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durability and the need for recalibration of the "special relationship."  Neither 

nostalgia nor invective are adequate frameworks for understanding the political 

history of the United States and the United Kingdom. The United States has 

historically encouraged the United Kingdom to participate in the European project yet 

the two nation-states have had a separate, on-going bi-lateral relationship that has 

seen moments of both convergence and divergence.  

 

H. The US and the UK: Cultural Consubstantiality? 

According to Wilford, while "the UK has tended to be the U.S.ôs most supportive ally 

in the realm of foreign policy, so the British have been relatively unresistant to 

American cultural influences, both highbrow and popular (2006). This process of 

"Americanization" represents the larger European and indeed global presence of 

American capital, culture and corporations ranging from, for example, "television, 

movie houses and music clubs, fast food, matters of lifestyle, popular literature and 

musicals, education, and the style of political campaigning (Stephan, 2006: 1)." 

 

There is an extended history of American cultural artifacts to be found in the United 

Kingdom: Hollywood, rock and roll, jazz, blues, Disney, McDonalds, ASDA, 

Vauxhall, American television and film, Starbucks, Ford, Coca-Cola, Microsoft, 

Apple, Facebook, Twitter, and IBM are just a few of the corporations and cultural 

artifacts often found under the heading "globalization" but can just as easily be seen 

as modes of ñAmericanization,ò ingrained so extensively in the global, and 

particularly British psyche that they have become a part of the dominant, and 

naturalized, cultural landscape (Gifford, 2008: 12). In their chapter on American 

influence on British culture, Storry and Childs indicate that "US television shows 

have brought their worlds into British living rooms to the extent that they are no 

longer thought of as óAmericanô and even sometimes as a part of something 

essentially óBritishô: this is illustrated in the ritualistic showing of Hollywood 

musicals such as The Wizard of Oz and The Sound of Music every Christmas in 

Britain.  If identity is defined by cultural activities, we in Britain are at least part-

American (1997: 317).ò Indeed, Dumbrell cites a figure that by ñ1990, around 90 per 

cent of all British cinema box office receipts were for American films. John Lennon 

once remarked that he had been óhalf Americanô ever since he heard his first Elvis 

Presley record,ò and the homogeneity of dominant British and American music genres 



 

68 

led some to speak of "Anglo-America" as a single form of musical culture (Wilford, 

2006: 33). Tens of thousands of students, including British elites, participate in 

official academic exchanges between the two countries, a tool the United States 

Department of State has found particularly effective in creating "mutual 

understanding" between two peoples (Wilford, 2006: 24-25; Scott-Smith, 2008; 

Snow, 2008). Given the ubiquity of American culture in the UK, it should be noted 

that, like economic and political considerations, cultural influence is two ways  and 

manifests itself in the United States with, for example, British news consumption and 

British celebrity (Times, 2010; Telegraph, 2010; Hansen, 2007; Montgomerie, 2007;  

Kiss, 2008).  Moreover, whether they come from the United States or Britain, these 

cultural phenomena are not indicative of any kind of causal positive influence and can 

take the form of negotiated and oppositional readings (Wilford, 2006: 34). Readings 

stem not from a homogenous ñBritain,ò but a vast range of demographic and 

doxological identifications. This is also precisely why the United Kingdom provides 

an excellent case study for identification: externally, the United Kingdom straddles 

shared interests with the United States and the European Union; identifying with one 

is sometimes, but not necessarily, to divide from the other. While these shared 

interests may indeed be hegemonic; they are certainly not homogenous, for within 

British culture are Eurosceptics, anti-Americans, diasporic communities, devolved 

identifications, and a range of age, class, gendered, ethnic, occupational, 

geographical, cultural and sub-cultural interests, and, to boot, these groups are by no 

means mutually exclusive. Britishness is complicated and contested as Britain 

remains "a multi-national post-imperial disorder that lacks any deep or unifying 

conceptions of ethnic or civic nationhood (Gifford, 2008: 9; McCrone and Kiely, 

2000; Storry and Childs, 1997: 3)." This is an essential caveat for what is to follow.  

 

I. British Attitudes Towards the United States 

Although highly complex and often contested, there seems to have been a statistical 

trend captured by polling companies with regard to attitudes in the United Kingdom 

towards the United States during the first decade of the Twenty First Century. Using 

predominantly quantitative methods, the Pew Global Attitudes project found a net 

drop of favorability of thirty points, from 83% favorability in 2000 to just 53% in 

2008 (Pew, 2009; Dumbrell, 2006: 3). The reasons for this significant drop in positive 

sentiment towards the US are easily placed: the conventional narrative places an 
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overwhelming sympathy with the United States after 9/11 and an erosion of that same 

sentiment before, during, and after the invasion of Iraq, Abu Ghraib, and negative 

perceptions of the Bush doctrine of preemptive military strike. A Sunday Times poll 

commissioned on 16 February 2003 found ñroughly equal numbers of respondents 

citing Bush and Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein as the ógreatest threat to world peace 

(Dumbrell, 2006: 1).ò A Guardian poll indicated that 51% of respondents agreed, 

ñAmerican culture threatens our own culture.ò  This interview of over 1,000 British 

citizens also yielded a 75% agreement with the statement ñthe US wields excessive 

influence on international affairs (Travis, 2004).ò In 2007, a BBC International 

Opinion Poll found that a majority (57%) of British respondents found the United 

Stateôs influence in the world as ñmainly negative (BBC, 2007).ò  In that same year 

Pew found only 24% of the British public had confidence in George W. Bushôs global 

leadership.  

 

The implications of these attitudinal shifts in the UK are clear. In his book The 

Second World, Khanna noted in 2007 that the ñseismic shift towards a non-American 

worldò would be difficult to reverse: 

 

 Neither democratic idealism nor hegemonic messianism holds much promise 

 for restoring trust in America, which has gone from the invisible hand 

 incarnate to merely one of several competing vendors or brands on the catwalk 

 of credibility (2007: 323). 

 

For Khanna, ñgeopolitics doesnôt play favorites (ibid).ò Like Burkean identification, 

the current geopolitical climate is a world of alignments, not alliances (Khanna, 2007: 

323-324). Nothing is fixed, interests change, and there can be new sources of 

identification and division between people and nations.  

 

J. Obamamania: Barack, the 2008 Presidential Election and British Reception 

A survey of six of the larger national newspaper yields some interesting results of the 

extensive coverage the 2008 US election received. Below are the circulation and 

demographic figures closest to the election for the Guardian, Times, Independent, 

Sun, Daily Mail and Daily Telegraph: 
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Table 7.1: National Broadsheet Circulation, Source: NRS; Date: April 2008-March 

20 

 

A Nexis search of election coverage in UK national newspapers, while not 

scientifically sampled or representative of any measure of journalistic prominence, 

shows just how extensive the coverage was from Obamaôs announcement on 10 

February 2007 through November 2008 in sheer frequency: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Newspaper Circulation 

(Millions)  

ABC1 C2DE 15-44 45+ Men Women 

The Sun 7.870 3.002 4.867 4.545 3.325 4.382 3.488 

Daily Mail 4.949 3.286 1.663 1.312 3.637 2.367 2.582 

Daily Telegraph 1.887 1.674 2.13 430 1.457 993 893 

The Times 1.770 1.558 212 745 1.025 1.028 742 

The Guardian 1.206 1.080 126 621 585 696 510 

The Independent 649 541 107 364 284 375 274 

TOTAL  18.331 11.141 7.188 8.017 10.313 9.841 8.490 
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Figure 7.1: UK Election Coverage of Barack Obama (Source: Nexis) 
 

 

This paints a partial picture of British national press coverage of the American 

presidential campaign cycle in 2007/2008. Using the terms ñObamaò and ñelection,ò 

the primary season that began in January 2008 was the start of an enormous amount 

of coverage of both Barack Obama and the 2008 presidential election. When the 

frequency of coverage given to Obama is compared to other significant journalistic 

news stories in Britain during 2008, the results are astounding: 
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Figure 7.2: Comparative Coverage of Barack Obama During 2008 Election, 

(Source: Nexis) 

 

As Figure 7.2 indicates, the ascendancy of Gordon Brown to the position of Prime 

Minister dominates the news agenda during 2007-2008 in these broadsheets. The 

search term ñAfghanistanò comes in second with 12,660 total news items. While 

David Cameron, then leader of the Opposition comes in third with over 10,000 news 

items, Barack Obama is not far behind with nearly 9,000 news items. In their annual 

ñZeitgeistò report, Google confirms Obamaôs prominence in UK Google searches as 

the seventh fastest rising Google search term and, among politicians in the United 

Kingdom, was even more prominent: 1) Gordon Brown; 2) David Cameron; 3) 

Barack Obama; 4) Tony Blair; 5) Sarah Palin; 6) John McCain; 7) George Osborne; 

8) Alistair Darling; 9) Boris Johnson; 10) Nicholas Sarcozy (Google, 2008). And, at 

the risk of arguing some sort of causation, it is nonetheless important to return to the 

polls that measure British attitudes towards America before and after Obamaôs 

election.  In 2007, 51% of the British public had a favorable view of the United 

States; in 2009, seven months after Barack Obamaôs inauguration, that percentage 

rose to 69%, almost at the same level prior to the invasion of Iraq (Pew, 2009).  

Approximately 16% of respondents in 2008 thought that ñBush will do the right thing 

in world affairs,ò in 2009 86% respondents thought Obama would do the right thing 

in world affairs. For Freedland, this represents nothing less than ñObamamaniaò 

(Freedland, 2008).  
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Throughout the campaign, The BBC program Panorama aired three episodes 

dedicated exclusively to Barack Obama: on 15 October 2007 they aired ñIs America 

Ready for a Black President?ò; on 10 October 2008 they aired ñObama and the Pit 

Bull: An American Taleò; finally, Panorama aired ñWhat now, Mr. President?ò 

several days before Obamaôs inauguration. BBC Online News alone contained nearly 

two thousand unique news items using the search term ñObamaò from his 

announcement through the month of November 2008. Indeed, Steve Herrmann, editor 

of the BBC News website notes on his blog that the highest ever level of traffic for 

the BBC News website was on 7 May 2010, peaking at over 10 million unique users 

for the 2010 British General Election. The previous record, however, was 5 

November 2008, one day after the Obama election at 9.2 million unique visits, a 65 

per cent increase on the average number of visits and a roughly 32 per cent increase 

on unique visits coming from the United Kingdom, the other half mainly coming from 

the US (Herrmann, 2009; ibid, 2010). More than seven million viewers visited the 

website on the day of Obamaôs inauguration, with two million unique page views for 

the Obama inauguration story. Of those, 1.5 million users accessed video or audio. 

Online streaming of the inauguration peaked at about 230,000 simultaneous views, 

which led to the video exceeding ñ100 gigabytes a second for the first timeò that 

caused the video provider to temporarily crash due to the large volume of traffic (ibid, 

2010).  BBC1ôs live television coverage of the Obama inauguration received roughly 

five million viewers with a 33% share in total television viewership between 4pm and 

6pm (Guardian, 2009). Obamaôs Dreams from My Father was number six on 

Amazon.co.ukôs 2008 best seller list while The Audacity of Hope ranked 31, just 

below Parky: My Autobiography (Amazon, 2008). Overall, the Guardian reported 

that these two books were number 53 and 68 on the UKôs bestseller list respectively, 

and were two of only a handful of non-fiction titles to make the cut, leading the 

Guardian to report it as one of Christmas 2008ôs ñmost wantedò gifts (Guardian, 

2008a; Flood, 2008).  

 

J. Conclusion 

Far from any hypodermic model of persuasion, the person living in Britain, upon 

hearing Barack Obamaôs speech, will draw upon a range of decoding resources of 

what is known about Obama, the election, American culture and the American people 
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before identifying with him, the American people, both, or neither. In this chapter, the 

potential links of identification and divisional factors existing between America, the 

American, Obama, and the person living in Britain were described. This includes 

geopolitical factors, cultural influences, multinational corporate presence, language, 

political values, ideological positioning and various preferences for presidential 

candidates based on these and other factors. Yet all these factors were also 

complicated: there is no binary ñus,ò ñthem,ò ñAmerica,ò ñBritain,ò ñObama,ò or 

ñuniform audience.ò There are sources of identification and division that are used by 

auditors to decode the rhetorical message in question. Statistical polls took us from 

speculating what sources of identification and division exist to people in Britain being 

moved from one opinion or attitude to another. The various polls certainly have their 

methodological limitations to be authoritative representations of British audiencesô 

views and attitudes towards America and Barack Obama. They do, however present 

enough interest and statistical thickness for the starting point of a rich, qualitative 

study of Obamaôs speeches, his views of the American experience, and a doxological 

investigation into the British audienceôs interpretation of those speeches. 
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VIII. Focus Group  Findings: Obama, his Candidacy and his Presidency 

A. Overview 

This chapter attempts to represent the views expressed by focus group participants 

about America, Obama and the 2008 General Election in the United States. This 

chapter begins this attempt with a survey of extrinsic concerns, that is, the views of 

focus group participants as they pertain to Barack Obama, America and the 2008 

election. It is largely indicative of the first portion of the focus group before the 

speech stimulus was shown to participants. This portion of the question route included 

questions such as ñWhat is the first thing that comes to mind when you think of the 

2008 presidential election in America?ò; ñHow did you feel about Barack Obama 

then? Has that changed to how you feel today? If so, how?ò; and ñDo you think, all 

things being equal, if Obama was running to be elected as Prime Minister in the UK 

he could be elected? To which political party would he belong?ò 

 

B. Remembering the Election 

The dominant themes among participants were first a familiarity with the 2008 

election spectacle and its principle actors. It was apparently well understood that 

Barack Obama was a Democrat running against John McCain. There also seemed to 

be a basic understanding among many participants of the foundations of each of the 

major American political parties and the differences between Republicans and 

Democrats. Many cited specific American public policies and some even cited 

American public opinion poll data. There was also an understanding that whoever 

won would be replacing George W. Bush, another name frequently mentioned. Bush, 

George W. Bush or ñthe Bush yearsò were mentioned by no less than nine 

participants, again often along with a negative connotation. As one worker with the 

Welsh Liberal Democrats stated, ñand the relationship between the British 

government and George Bush was one of the defining features of British policy, from 

our side of it, since the lead up to the war in Iraq, probably since 2001 and I think 

George Bush being in office had an impact on British politics, so we all presumably 

disagreeing with a course of action, would see the removal of George Bush and his 

replacement as having an impact on British politics more so than if France or 

Germany or Ireland or anyone else who is a significant trading partner or culturally 

[inaudible] nation (Welsh Lib Dems, 2010).ò While Joe Biden was seldom mentioned 

throughout the focus group sessions, Sarah Palin was mentioned, often in derogatory 
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terms and often solicited laughter just by the mention of her name. No less than 

twelve participants in seven different focus groups mentioned Sarah Palin when asked 

to recall the election. One exchange within the group that belonged to the Portsmouth 

Labour Party sums up those mentions of Sarah Palin well: 

 

 Moderator: Yeah, so thatôs what you remember? 

 Participant 4: Well, the leaders Iôd say. Oh and um, whatôs the womanôs 

 name? 

 Participant 5: Sarah Palin. 

 Participant 4: Sarah Palin, yeah [laughter] 

 Participant 2: Sarah Palin! Oh, yes! 

 Participant 4: [inaudible] very prominently.  

 Participant 6: Well, I mean...She had, you know, I thought that Bush made 

 Reagan look like an intellectual. And then when we heard Sarah Palin speak 

 when she said she learnt about foreign policy by looking across Alaska from 

 Russia, you know, it made my mind boggle (Portsmouth Labour, 2010). 

 

Another participant in the Humanist Group asserted that Sarah Palin stuck in his mind 

ñlike a tickò and represented the ñcelebration of stupidity in American politicsò while 

a male participant in the International Politics Society at Aberystwyth University 

thought that Sarah Palin was ñhorrible. She represents everything that is wrong with 

the US. You donôt shoot deer from a helicopter without being slightly unhinged 

(Aberystwyth Conservative Future, 2010).ò  

 

The emphasis on Obama manifested itself in four different ways: a recall of Obamaôs 

campaign slogan; an initial excitement and pleasure surrounding Obamaôs candidacy 

and election; quantity and quality of media coverage surrounding Barack Obama and 

the 2008 election and an emphasis on Obamaôs ethnicity. In terms of the first point of 

emphasis, one participant recalled: ñYeah I think of those t-shirts with the picture of 

óHopeô that everyone was wearing around...thatôs the first thing I thought of.ò One 

journalist from Italy who had come to the UK to study stated that he was ñable to 

easily see Italians wearing T-shirts with Barack Obama ñYes We Canò, uh, we donôt 

even have those for Italian candidates, so...ò Besides ñYes We Can,ò ñChangeò and 

ñHopeò were the other slogans referenced by participants. The emphasis on these 

forward thinking, empowering slogans tie in with the second common theme among 

focus group members: an initial excitement and pleasure surrounding Obamaôs 

candidacy and election. One journalist spoke of the ñhigh expectationsò for Obama 

and another ñhope in the futureò for ñpossible foreign policy changesò and an asylum 
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seeker noted Obamaôs election as ña transformation.ò  One Portsmouth Labour 

participant recalled being ñever so pleasedò at Obamaôs election and, as one Sudanese 

participant stated: 

 

 Participant 2: To win this election it was a challenge for Obama. And the 

 result was like a surprise and it gave happiness to all of us and hope that there 

 might be a kind of change (Portsmouth Labour, 2010). 

 

Another Welsh LibDem employee said it was ña good election in that it was an 

exciting election [...], the excitement, the sort of rock star-esque image of Obama and 

then I mean, I canôt remember an election in Britain thatôs been, possibly Blair in ô97 

and Clegg-mania or a part of the election in 2010 where thereôs been sort of an 

excitement about a politician (Welsh Lib Dems, 2010).ò This is not to say that every 

participant felt this way. As we shall see, while many participantôs views of Obama 

dissipated in their enthusiasm over the course of 2009-2010, some participants 

werenôt enthusiastic to begin with, particularly the Aberystwyth University 

Conservative Future society. As one student there commented, ñI just didnôt fall under 

his spell (Aberystwyth Conservative Future, 2010).ò  

 

The third common theme in the focus group data concerning the election was the 

quantity and quality of media coverage surrounding Barack Obama and the 2008 

election. This was often offered voluntarily by participants and then followed up by 

the moderator as a probing question to start a conversation about the discourses that 

existed in the UK at the time of the election. Discussions surrounding media coverage 

occurred in no less than six focus groups in the pre-stimulus discussion of Obama and 

the election. In a discussion with Cardiff Council employees, one female participant 

summed up the general sentiment well: 

 

 Participant 3: the media presence was huge, it was phenomenal over here, 

 certainly the most heavily media campaign that has been presented over here 

 that Iôve certainly seen in my lifetime (Cardiff Council, 2010). 

 

Other participants informed the moderator they either watched other speeches given 

by Obama, stayed up all night to watch the election returns or watched the 

inauguration. Consider also a conversation between the Welsh Liberal Democrats: 

 

 Participant 2: Itôs true to say that we were all exposed to a lot of coverage 

 Participant 3: Mmm-hmm. 
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 Participant 2: It was day-in, day-out. Not quite to the level of the UK general 

 election but it was in the papers and in the news everyday. 

 Participant 4: Yeah, the BBC covered it live from polls opening to the 

 declaration as they would do here, but they would never do that anywhere else 

 in the world. And I think the States more so than anywhere else in the world 

 we felt that sense of ñwe want that change tooò 

 Participant 6: Yeah... 

 Participant 4: And that will affect us. You know the change of the President in 

 France, no one really cares, itôs just a change in name, but for us it was like 

 ñwe really want George Bush gone and this guy looks like heôs got a really 

 good (Welsh Lib Dems, 2010).ò 

 

Care should be taken not to read too much into any sorts of effects between coverage 

and audience sentiment. Indeed, with one asylum seeker the sheer quantity of 

coverage grated on him: 

 

 Moderator: So [Participant 2], you said the coverage was just....everywhere. I 

 mean I wasnôt here during the election so maybe you could tell me a little 

 more about how intense it was. 

 Participant 2: It was everywhere [laughter]. Really. No but everybody can tell 

 you, in the newspapers, pages and pages and pages. 

 Participant 1: And of course on the TV, every channel... 

 Participant 2: Every channel, it was just obsessive. 

 Moderator: Did you get tired of it after awhile? 

 Participant 1: Oh, yeah 

 Participant 2: Well you do, at such a rate. 

 

In terms of the content of media coverage, members of the International Politics 

Society at Aberystwyth University agreed coverage was generally very favorable: 

 

 Moderator: OK...And do you remember him being covered in a particular way 

 or was it just all Obama or... 

 Participant 2: It was mostly Obama and then McCain was kind of a side note, 

 really. ñAnd thatôs what the other candidate has doneò two seconds, ñletôs 

 focus on Obama again.ò  

 Participant 3: Generally very favorable coverage 

 Moderator: Favorable coverage, you thought... 

 Participant 1: Barely any criticisms of Obama... 

 Moderator: Yeah... 

 Participant 1: Always his good points... 

 Moderator: OK... 

 Participant 2: Most of the stuff based around McCain was basically berating 

 his choice of Sarah Palin as a running mate [laughter] (Interpol, 2010). 

 

Two participants, one in the Asylum Seekers Group and another in the Humanist 

Group noted the emphasis on strategy and speculation: ñthe BBC covered it a lot, so 

itôd be, you know where they were on the campaign trail, how many weeks were left, 

you know it wasnôt so much about policies but personalities came through, ócause 
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everyone, it just, itôs just kind of what it boiled down to sometimes (Humanists, 

2010).ò One female participant in the American Group saw it differently, however: 

 

 Participant 2: Of the recent years. But still I mean if you look at, there were 

 some  in the primaries, there were much more liberal people than he was. 

 Um, I remember I read...I read the Guardian pretty much every day or every 

 other day and reading the sort of political explanation articles that would sort 

 of explain different issues in the American election for the British...Like there 

 was this really interesting one about affirmative action and how that played 

 out in terms of race in America, and just sort of how they chose to explain 

 stuff. And this was always sort of this ñand this is how the weird Americans 

 do itò uh thing. 

 Participant 4: Yeah... 

 Participant 2: But it was also a very interesting sort of objective perspective 

 on certain policies that you sort of grow up hearing talked about but you never 

 have seen them explained in a very just objective way, like ñthis is how the 

 US does itò um, so I found that in a way very educating, to sort of see a lot of 

 the American  political system either contrasted with how it works here... 

 Participant 4: Yeah... 

 Participant 2: Or just explained in sort of black and white terms (Americans, 

 2010). 

 

By far, however, the most dominant theme that emerged from this first portion of the 

focus group was an emphasis on Obamaôs ethnicity. Ironically, there are very few 

illustrative examples that can be used without becoming quickly redundant; treatment 

of Obamaôs race was superficial, perhaps necessarily due to time constraints. No less 

than ten focus groups contained at least one participant who brought up race within 

the first ten minutes. Responses include ñthe first black man in the White Houseò or 

ñthat he was young, he was black, first black candidate, first black presidentò. 

Additionally, several participants noted the historical nature of Obama, a black man, 

running against Hillary Clinton, a female candidate.  

 

C. Feelings towards Obama 

The second question sought to understand how participants felt specifically about 

Obama, both past and present. This was primarily to understand how participants 

would be approaching the upcoming speech stimulus. In these focus group sessions, 

any amount of excitement or positive sentiment that was felt initially for Obama 

during his candidacy was utterly overshadowed by disappointment towards Obama 

and the first two years of his presidential performance described by many participants. 

As a word, however, ñdisappointmentò is merely convenient shorthand for expressing 

a wide range of beliefs and feelings towards Obama for a variety of different reasons 
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held by focus group participants. The views of most participants are best seen on a 

sliding continuum with one side having a dislike for Obama during his presidency 

which has continued to the present and the other those that felt positive towards 

Obama during his candidacy and maintained this sentiment throughout his presidency. 

Most participants fell somewhere in between, such as participants who described 

Obama as ñoverly ambitiousò or thought he failed to live up to the promises he made 

during the campaign. This is where the phrase ñhigh expectationsò became prominent 

among participant responses, some describing the publicôs dubious view of Obama as 

ñmessianicò or that of a ñmiracle worker.ò 

 

 Fourth, a few participants either recognized and admired the legislative 

accomplishments Obama and the Democratic Congress had made over the past two 

years, or were willing to shift the blame on institutional or oppositional factors such 

as the nature of the Constitution or the Republican Party. One or two participants 

continued to feel positive about Obama throughout. These responses should also be 

tempered with the pre-test dial data, specifically the question that asked participants to 

rate their current view of Barack Obama. The results were overwhelmingly positive. 

This tension either complicates the sort of quantitative questionnaires that posit these 

types of questions with qualitative complications, or the qualitative findings must take 

into account the pragmatic approach that participants take to reading Obama: a list of 

disappointments and grievances there may be, but when asked to make a blunt and 

final judgment on Obama, participants responded in the positive. Either possibility 

unfortunately falls outside of this research. What can be said is that there has been a 

marked decline, for a variety of reasons, in positive sentiment towards Barack Obama 

over the past two years. 

 

D. Barack Obama, British Prime Minister? 

The third question posed to focus group participants concerned the hypothetical 

political viability of Barack Obama should he have run as an MP and Prime Minister 

of the UK in the last election. Participants predictably fell somewhere on a continuum 

between yes and no. That said, the overwhelming majority of participants who 

responded were doubtful as to whether he could be elected in the UK. Some 

participants reinforced their position with supporting arguments and others did not. 

While the majority of reasons might be loosely categorized under the heading 
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ñcultural differences between the US and the UK,ò a large number of responses can 

be further subdivided into racial, ideological and structural differences between the 

two nations that would prevent Obamaôs election.  

 

The follow up question to whether Obama could in fact be elected was which political 

party participants thought he might belong to. Fourteen participants responded that 

Obama would be Labour, with some specifically stating he would be ñOld Labour,ò 

or as some employees of the Welsh Liberal Democrats argued: 

 

 Participant 4: I could see him as New Labour 

 Participant 6: Yeah... 

 Participant 5: Yeah. 

 Participant 4: If I had to say anything, Iôd say heôs probably Labour, yeah. 

 Participant 6: Yeah... 

 Participant 4: Labour of the late-90ôs, not Labour... 

 Participant 2: Not the ñLabour Partyò because the Labour Party is made up of 

 so many strands of people, I mean Blairôs New Labour 

 Participant 3: Yeah, heôs center-left which either makes him New Labour... 

 Participant 2: Yeah (Welsh Lib Dems, 2010). 

 

Only three participants said Obama would have been a Liberal Democrat with five 

more stating that Obama would be somewhere between Liberal Democrat and/or the 

Labour Party and Conservative Party. Finally, while one male participant said Obama 

would be conservative because ñthereôs no óleftô in American politicsò another male 

participant in the Welsh Liberal Democrats seemed convinced that Obama was 

ñdefinitely not a Tory.ò The liveliest debate on this question occurred with the 

Aberystwyth Conservative Future society: 

 

 Moderator: OK. With...Based on the speech you just watched, based on his 

 version of race-relations in America. If you could press a button, and all things 

 being equal, Barack Obama was the new British Prime Minister, would you 

 press that button yes or no. Letôs go around the room... 

 Participant 2: No. 

 Participant 1: based on that? 

 Moderator: Based on that, based on everything... 

 Participant 1: Oh, no.  

 Participant 4: No. 

 Participant 3: Maybe yes, in a way. You know, he has got a lot of progressive 

 ideas that maybe might be accepted more in this country than in America... 

 Participant 1: But then again...Obamaôs spendingô money like Weimar 

 Germany and weôre tryingô to cut [laughter]...Youôre a conservative, donôt 

 forget [Participant 3]. [Laughter]. 

 Participant 4: Some of his progressive ideas are already, well have been 
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 British  for... 

 Participant 1: Heôd probably have a heart attack if he came over here heôd be 

 like ñbloody hell this is socialist, isnôt it?! I thought I was socialist!ò  

 Participant 4: Yeah a lot of Obamaôs progressive ideas...you know, health 

 care being the main one have been in Britain for years. 

 Participant 1: Yeah... 

 Participant 4: Well, decades...you know, so I donôt ...I think heôd be good in 

 Britain in nineteen forty-something 

 Participant 5: Yeah... 

 Participant 4: But, now heôs not, he wouldnôt be right at all. 

 Participant 2: No...heôd be irrelevant, sort of... 

 Participant 4: I think you could tie that to American politics a certain 

 amount... 

 Participant 1: Well you could imagine him being a Labour MP, couldnôt you? 

 Participant 2: No... 

 Participant 4: No... 

 Participant 1: No? 

 Participant 4: No...heôs far too...I couldnôt even imagine him being a 

 Conservative  MP 

 Participant 1: Aww no 

 Participant 5: [inaudible] 

 Participant 4: Even though heôs a left-wing American, heôs still far-right of 

 most British... 

 Participant 1: Noooo, no, no, no....Heôs very left. 

 Participant 3: I dunno... 

 Participant 4: He wouldnôt fit, I would, I.. 

 Participant 2: I couldnôt see him fittinô into any of our... 

 Participant 1: No? 

 Participant 4: I could see him... 

 Participant 2: Yeah... 

 Participant 1: You should see some of the lefties in the Labour Party... 

 Participant 5: [inaudible] 

 Participant 4: But thatôs a different left, thatôs, no thatôs... 

 Participant 2: Yeah... 

 Participant 4: The left of the Labour Party is... 

 Participant 1: Danny Skinner. You know Danny Skinner? [inaudible]

 Participant 4: No, [inaudible] socialism, and if you called Barack Obama a 

 socialist youôd get punched... 

 Participant 1: Oh yeah, oh yeah heôs a socialist... 

 Participant 5: But... 

 Participant 4: Heôs not socialist in the way that the Labour Party is socialist... 

 Participant 5: You could argue he was a socialist-democratic, so he could fit 

 in Labour or... 

 Participant 4: Yeah but a Democrat or a Republican in America, you know 

 the left-wing in America would be considered the right-wing in the UK...

 Participant 5: Yeah but the sister...the Labour Party is their sister party so 

 naturally  

 Participant 1: Yeah, yeah, yeah... 

 Participant 5: He would be with the Labour Party or the Liberal Democrats on 

 the left... 
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 Participant 4: Heôd probably be closer to Lib-Dem if anything but... 

 Participant 2: I still cant see him fittinô in... 

 Participant 4: I couldnôt see him fittinô anywhere in Britain at all... 

 Participant 5: He would not fit in, in the Conservative Party...I think, I think... 

 Participant 3: I dunno... 

 Participant 1: A lot of Conservatives wanted him to be president... 

 Participant 5: Yeah but now theyôre gettingô to see who he really is... 

 Participant 1: Yeah, exactly, yeah (Aberystwyth Conservative Future, 2010). 

 

E. Conclusion 

What does this data tell us? First, it tells us that the overwhelming number of 

participants felt positive, hopeful and had high expectations for change during and 

immediately after Obamaôs 2008 presidential campaign. This trend is only 

overshadowed by an equal, if not larger, number of participants who became 

disappointed and disillusioned with specific actions or perceived inaction during the 

Obama presidency. It comes to no surprise that participants who are from or who have 

been living in the same country read Barack Obama in a variety and often 

contradictory ways. What is more striking is that many who belong to the same 

professional group or political party will have very divergent views. This manifested 

itself in views about Obamaôs race, ideology and his overall fit in British politics; it 

isnôt simply a matter of squaring the circle. For Obama and Britain, itôs squaring the 

triangle, circle, hexagon and many other oddly shaped polygons. Second, it tells us 

that when participants are asked to make a blunt assessment about their feelings 

towards Obama the results may be positive, Obamaôs favorability as measured in the 

pre-test questionnaire must be tempered with a seemingly infinite number of 

qualifiers: ñvery positive, but...ò; ñsomewhat negative, but might I also add...ò and the 

like. With so many divergent and complicated views, how could any trend emerge of 

participants and the speech stimulus? There are, of course, numerous other examples 

to support these themes throughout the focus group data, however, the rest of the 

focus group data is to be interleafed with each individual rhetorical analysis. 
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IX. Speech Analysis: ñA More Perfect Unionò: Obamaôs Speech on Race 

A. Introduction  

In this chapter the intrinsic textual and extrinsic contextual features of Barack 

Obamaôs ñA More Perfect Unionò speech delivered on 18 March 2008 are outlined. It 

begins with a general survey of the significance of the Reverend Jeremiah Wright and 

the statements he made. Second, an account of the Obama for Americaôs responses to 

the controversy are detailed which outlines the various exegencies that gave rise to ñA 

More Perfect Union.ò Third, key focus group numbers from this research are detailed. 

Fourth, utilizing a teleological reading of Obamaôs speech with identification as an 

organizing theme is justified before conducting a close reading of the inner-workings 

of the speech. This teleological reading is interleafed with focus group data. 

 

B. Contextual Concerns: Reverend Jeremiah Wright 

As early as Barack Obamaôs announcement address in Springfield, Illinois on 10 

February 2007, Obamaôs campaign manager David Plouffe knew the Reverend 

Jeremiah Wright, Obamaôs long-term pastor and mentor, could be a liability for 

Obamaôs bid for the presidency (Plouffe, 2009). Wrightôs ñviews [about the American 

government] had been bubbling just below the surface for months [prior to March 

2008],ò Robert Terrill points out that the Wright controversy that broke in mid-March 

2008 was significantly larger than any other controversy to face the Obama campaign 

ñby several orders of magnitude (Terrill, 2009; Plouffe, 2009: 206).ò The story broke 

on 13 March 2008. Brian Ross on ABCôs Good Morning America reported over a 

video clip of Reverend Wright. The clips of the sermons by Reverend Jeremiah 

Wright came principally from two sources: Wrightôs The Day of Jersusalemôs Fall 

given 16 September 2001 and Confusing God and Government given on 13 April 

2003. Wrightôs soundbites included emphatic condemnations of the United States in 

the area of human rights, race relations, military interventions, state supported 

terrorism and the American war on drugs, calling the US the ñUS of KKKò and 

telling his congregation ñNot God Bless America, no, no, no, God damn America 

(ABC, 2008)ò When the campaign was over, Obama would recall that ñwhat you 

were seeing in Reverend Wright and those statements were not only offensive to 

everybody in many ways, but it also showed an anger and bitterness that may be more 

acceptable in some circles in the African-American community but is never 

acceptable in mainstream America. And so you had that sudden, really volatile 
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potential clash of visions (Ballz and Johnson, 2009).ò David Plouffe, Obamaôs 

Campaign Manager, wrote that ñ[within] hours, these tapes were running on all the 

other cables and the networks and flooding the Internet. They were inescapable. It felt 

like being in a mad house (2009).ò  

 

C. Public Reaction to Wright 

On Monday, 17 March 2008 the polling firm Rasmussen released the results of a 

national telephone survey that indicated only 8% of respondents held a favorable view 

of Wright with 57% holding an unfavorable view. Approximately 73% of respondents 

felt Wrightôs views were ñracially divisive,ò a view held by 77% of white voters and 

58% of African-American voters. Perhaps more importantly, 56% of respondents 

indicated they were less likely to vote for Obama because of the Wright controversy, 

with only 11% indicating they were more likely to vote for Obama because of Wright. 

Nationally, Obamaôs favorability rating dropped five percentage points from 52% to 

47% during the Wright controversy (Rasmussen, 2008). Finally, this survey indicated 

that 66% of voters had ñread, seen, or heard news stories about Wrightôs comments 

(ibid).ò CBS asked a similar question and found that, when asked how much they had 

heard about Wrightôs comments, 25% responded ñA Lot,ò 33% responded ñSome,ò 

and 42% responded ñNote much/noneò (CBS, 2008). Each survey indicates that a 

large portion of voters heard at least something about Wrightôs comments and in each 

survey a significant number of voters held a less, albeit to varying degrees, favorable 

view of Obama because of Wright. With anywhere from a third to half of voters 

indicating a less favorable view of Obama on top of recent primary losses in Ohio and 

Texas ten days earlier in a highly contested battle with Hillary Clinton a fitting 

response was needed. Obama would admit to Ballz and Johnson after the campaign 

that ñ[if] we had not handled the Reverend Wright episode properly,ô he said, óI think 

we could have lostô (2009: 200-201).ò  

 

D. Initial  Responses 

The day after the story broke on most media outlets, a response to the controversy 

was posted on The Huffington Post along with a corresponding YouTube video: 

 

 I vehemently disagree and strongly condemn the statements that have been 

 the subject of this controversy. I categorically denounce any statement that 

 disparages our great country or serves to divide us from our allies. I also 
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 believe that words that degrade individuals have no place in our public 

 dialogue, whether itôs on the campaign stump or in the pulpit. In sum, I 

 reject outright the statements by Rev. Wright that are at issue (Terrill, 

 2009: 366). 

 

Plouffe remembers this statement and the ñpro-forma responsesò that were ñformulaic 

and consistent with what we had said when asked about Wright previouslyò were 

ñwoefully inadequate (2009: 208).ò He went on: ñAnd of course rumors were flying 

that tapes would emerge any minute showing Obama nodding, applauding, and 

generally whooping it up to Wrightôs inflammatory statements. [é] We decided 

Obama had to take questions about this head-on on Friday, in a series of lengthy 

national cable interviews (ibid: 209).ò ñPeople are looking at Reverend Wright,ò Ballz 

and Johnson report Obama as saying,  ñ[they] need to see me too (2009).ò Plouffe 

recalled that ñ[After the newspaper interviews] Obama went on to do a terrific job in 

the Wright interviews on CNN, Fox, and MSNBC. But as we watched from the 

office, [David Axelrod] and I knew that while Obamaôs assurances might staunch the 

flow, we would continue to bleed (ibid: 210).ò That night, Plouffe and Obama mulled 

over how the day went: 

 

 ñI thought the interviews went well,ò he said. ñWhat do you think?ò I 

 concurred. We both let out a breath. ñSo we survived,ò he went on. ñBut it 

 feels really unsatisfyingðto me and Iôm sure to voters. Wright will consume 

 our campaign if I canôt put it into broader context. This is a moment where 

 conventional politics needs to take a backseat. I think I need to give a speech 

 on race and how Wright fits into that. Whether people will accept it or not, 

 I donôt know. But I donôt think we can move forward until I try (Plouffe, 

 2009: 211).ò 

 

David Plouffe recalled that the controversy ñthreatened to undermine the profile we 

had spent fifteen months building: Obama was someone who sought to and would 

bridge divides (2009: 208).ò Obama gained national prominence at the Democratic 

National Convention in 2004 with a speech that included the memorable soundbite 

that ñ[there] is not a black America and a white America. There's the United States of 

America,ò and this theme of transcendence would continue in Obamaôs campaign 

rhetoric. Michael Cohen of the New York Times reported months after the controversy 

that ñ[even] when launching his campaign for the White House in the proverbial 

shadow of Lincoln in Springfield, Ill., he chose an unusual quote from Americaôs 

sixteenth president: ñ[of] strange, discordant, and even hostile elements, we gathered 
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from the four winds, and formed and fought to battle through.ò These words suggest a 

politician who is most focused on organizing disparate groups toward a larger goal 

(2008).ò Ballz and Johnson in their account of the run up to the speech insist that: 

 

 Race, the topic Obama had sought to transcend, now dominated the discussion 

 about him. [éObamaôs] most urgent goal was to explain his relationship to a 

 minister whose words were so at odds with the tone and message of his own 

 campaign. But he also wanted to speak frankly about the grievances and 

 resentments that continued to divide black and white America. (2009, 200-

 201). 

 

Indeed, Clayton recognized that Obamaôs early successes were because of his ability 

to ñ[appeal] to voters across racial and party lines. The heart of his campaign is a 

message of hope that transcends race and attempts to bring a divided country together 

(2007: 51-54).ò Mazama admits that ñObamaôs appeal among White Americans, it 

seems, rests on his perceived ability to transcend raceðthat is, not to be a Black 

candidate but simply an American one. Certainly, Obamaôs rhetoric about national 

unity based on shared interests and values, as well as his own interracial background 

and law degree from Harvard University (2007: 3).ò The first and foremost exigency 

was to directly respond to the increasingly toxic discourse surrounding Wright. 

Second, Obama needed to bring himself as a candidate running for President of the 

United States back into favor with those who had shifted away from him as a result of 

this controversy. These exigencies continued to exist through Obamaôs key figure 

interviews and written letters of condemnation and the Obama campaign decided 

something more powerful was needed to solve the controversy.  

 

E. Something More: ñA More Perfect Unionò 

Michael S. Boyd notes in his study that ñ[the] non-partisan Pew Research think tank 

labeled the speech as ñarguably the biggest event of the campaignò estimating that 

some 85% of Americans had heard ñat least something about the speech,ò and that 

ñ[the] influence of [the internet] is confirmed by the 10% of Americans who viewed 

the speech online (2009: 78; Plouffe, 2009: 214).ò Obama had wanted to give a 

speech on race during the campaign for some time but the moment had not yet 

presented itself. When asked what the speech would consist of in the days after the 

Wright story broke, Obama responded: ñI already know what I want to say in this 

speech. Iôve been thinking about it for almost thirty years (Plouffe, 2009: 212).ò The 
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speech was set for Philadelphia, a fitting location, as Pennsylvania was the next big 

primary contest. The immediate audience was small and carefully selected. Plouffe 

suggested the Constitution Center, especially if Obama would be putting Wright in an 

historical context (Plouffe, 2009). At 2am the morning of the speech, Obama ñe-

mailed [the speech] to his advisers atò (ibid). 

 

F. Focus Group and Audience Response: Key Numbers and Scores 

A total of 20 participants were involved in three focus groups in Portsmouth, 

Aberystwyth and Cardiff in the United Kingdom. The groups that were convened 

were the Aberystwyth Conservative Future Group, the Portsmouth Labour Party 

Group, a group of Sudanese immigrants to the United Kingdom and a group of 

Cardiff Council employees. Due to hardware failure, the dial-testing technology 

recorded a total of 16 participants during the speech stimulus portion of the focus 

group. There was a range of age groups present in each focus group. Participants 

comprised of 13 males and 3 females. Most participants indicated they were not 

particularly religious, with a sizeable minority showing some degree of religious 

practice. The groups were overwhelmingly white and born in the United Kingdom, 

with the exception of the Sudanese and Cardiff Council Group. Most participants had 

achieved some level of postgraduate education, while all participants in the 

Aberystwyth Conservative Future Group were pursuing their BA degrees. Most 

participants felt mostly favorable towards Barack Obama and frequently heard about 

him during the election. Figures 12.1, 12.2, 12.3 and 12.4 show the overall PNAR of 

each focus group for this speech: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

89 

Figure 9.1: Cardiff Council Group 

 

 

Figure 9.2: Portsmouth Labour Group 
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Figure 9.3: Aberystwyth Conservative Future Group 

 

 

 

Figure 9.4: Sudanese Group 

 

 

As these figures demonstrate, focus group participants felt a wide array of positive 

and negative feelings towards Obamaôs speech. The rest of this chapter is dedicated to 
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unpacking some of the graph movements shown above as they relate to specific 

moments in Obamaôs speech. 

 

G. A Teleological Reading: Textual Justifications 

In ñA More Perfect Union,ò Obama constructs and identifies his campaign with the 

values of the Founderôs ideals and the purpose of the Constitution; he creates a fluid, 

consubstantial relationship between the first and second persona by establishing his 

ethos in direct correlation with a constituted ñAmericanò people. He finds complexity 

in Wrightôs identity, and in doing so, is able to find him identified to the ambiguity 

and paradoxical substance of the ñAmericanò vocabulary. In so doing, he would 

neutralize many of the perceived negative qualities heaped onto Wright, and through 

association, himself. Formally, he uses a parallel structure when addressing both the 

black and white community which strengthens the stylistic similes that lead back to 

the consubstantiality Obama sees in each community. Ultimately, Obama shifts from 

the differences of ñracialò substance towards each community being identified 

through the ñdirectionalò substance of needing to address the nationôs challenges 

under a new ñultimateò vocabulary of ñAmerican-ness,ò one that, with Obama, 

transcends racial differences towards a shared socioeconomic struggle for equality. 

 

A brief survey of the speech text reveals twenty-three separate metaphors, making 

identification and division a stable and consistent concept throughout ñA More 

Perfect Union.ò For example, Obama constitutes his American auditor as one that 

ñwants unity,ò he tells us ñout of many, we are truly one.ò He sees American 

challenges as race neutral and declares his belief that ñwe may not look the same and 

we may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the same 

direction.ò He chose to run for office because he believes ñdeeplyò that ñwe cannot 

solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them together ï unless we perfect our 

union by understanding that we may have different stories, but we hold common 

hopes.ò He constructs his own identity as ñblackò and ñmore than black,ò and invites 

his auditor to see their struggles as both ñuniqueò and ñuniversal,ò to ñfind that 

common stake we have in one another.ò 

 

On the other side, Obama invokes various metaphors that signify division. He notes 

that as early as the founding of the country the Founders were ñdividedò on the issue 
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of race, stuck in a ñstalemate,ò a ñstalemateò that we are in to this day. He speaks of 

the ñchasm of misunderstanding that exists between the races.ò Anger within the 

African-American community, Obama tells us, ñprevents the African-American 

community from forging the alliances it needs to bring about real change.ò Obama 

condemns Wrightôs statements as ñdivisive, divisive at a time when we need unity.ò 

The surprise at Wrightôs sermons ñsimply reminds us of the old truism that the most 

segregated hour in American life occurs on Sunday morning.ò Towards the end of the 

speech, Obama offers his auditors a choice, his brand of political unity or ña politics 

that breeds division, and conflict, and cynicism.ò Obama warns against this choice of 

ñretreating into our separate cornersò and notes that this starts by viewing his 

candidacy through a ñpurely racial lens.ò A single election canôt get ñbeyond our 

racial divisionsò but is certainly a good place to start. Clearly, what emerges from 

scholarly and journalistic texts, from the extrapolation of Obamaôs most immediate 

exigencies, from polling data, key-figure interviews and a survey of the intrinsic 

features of the text show signs that a close Burkean reading can illuminate and merge 

the text with these various factors. Starting at the beginning of the speech, a 

teleological reading can reveal how the metaphors, examples, enthymemes, tropes, 

sources of argument and stylistic devices work towards creating consubstantiality 

between the first and second persona, towards ingratiation, towards overcoming 

division through identification and transcendence. 

 

H. The Text: Internal Movement of ñA More Perfect Unionò 

i. Connecting the ñCampaignò to ñAmericaò 

Obama begins his speech with the first proposition of the preamble of the 

Constitution: ñWe the people.ò Obama guides the rest of his speech as it unfolds by 

building on the connections he makes between his campaign and the Founders. Such 

an opening is an immediate constitution of his ñAmericanò audience and the content 

to come gains traction for those that believe in the importance of the Constitution or 

adhere to the principles and values contained within the document (Charland, 1987). 

Above all, it is a common reference point; in the United States the dominant narrative 

of the American Revolution and the signing of the Constitution are the nationôs 

mystical beginnings; these stories are taught early and well known. One participant 

from the Aberystwyth Conservative Future focus group noted that, while he opposed 
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the specific policy proposals offered by Obama later in the speech, he enjoyed the 

beginning moments: 

 

 Participant 1: Well at the beginning when he was talking about, you know, the 

 union, you know, the Founding Fathers who gathered you know here in 

 Philadelphia, I sort of like that, like I say "tradition," you know, that's just how 

 we started off, we started off together, but then when he starts talkin' about 

 um, health care and reform and change that's when I start to turn it down... 

 Moderator: So that's when you start to crank it down... 

 Participant 1: Yeah..but then I go back up again when he says good stuff and 

 come back down again (Aberystwyth Conservative Future, 2010). 

 

As the first two arrows show in Figure 9.5, Obamaôs historical account of Americaôs 

founding enjoyed an increase in PNAR of 19 points, from 34 to 53: 

 

Figure 9.5: Aberystwyth Conservative Future 

 

 

Another participant from the Portsmouth Labour group summarized the opening 

sequence as follows: 

 

 Participant 1: Well I was pretty positive about him all the way through as 

 well. I  think in general he was my man, definitely. Briefly I think that uh he 

 was, I got the feeling he was saying ñlook, we started out with a really good 

 start when the Declaration of Independence was spelled out where we should 

 be going which was great, it was good, followed on from that to the civil war, 

 a step forward  again with the slavery problem, uh, not quite resolved, step 
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 forward, and I think heôll carry that forward even more, and that, hopefully, he 

 will have enough um power and um persuasion to bring America even more 

 towards that, that dream of where it all started from in ô76, I think itôll happen 

 (Portsmouth Labour, 2010). 

 

At least one focus group participant, a civil servant at the Cardiff Council, expressed 

an oppositional reading to Obamaôs opening sequence: 

 

 Participant 3: What I find interesting is that in this country we had a woman 

 before we had a black leader and over there theyôve had a black leader before 

 theyôve had a woman. Now thatôs really interesting because it was actually 

 more likely that a black person was going to win than a woman which, you 

 know, women have been around as long as men, I think, yet it was a black 

 person who would get that title before a woman could. And you look at the 

 American Constitution and it talks about the Founding Fathers, well, where 

 were the Founding Mothers? You know? Um so there are slight imbalances 

 there (Cardiff  Council, 2010). 

 

Despite this objection, like Aberystwyth Conservative Future the Cardiff Council 

Group PNAR saw an increase of 30 points from 50 to 80, as demonstrated in Figure 

9.6: 

 

Figure 9.6 Cardiff Council Group 

 

 

Rhetorically, Obamaôs recollection of the signing of the Constitution is no history 

lesson; he is laying the groundwork to identify his interests and his campaign with the 
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values and interests of the Founders. First, Obama recalls the different backgrounds, 

ñFarmers and scholars; statesmen and patriots,ò who overcame differences to achieve 

something monumental. The Founders, Obama tells us, ñcame togetherò in response 

to tyranny and persecution to sign the Declaration of Independence, a point that saw 

the Portsmouth Labour group increase their PNAR by 10 points from 52 to 62 in 

Figure 9.7: 

 

Figure 9.7: Portsmouth Labour Group 

 

 

Rhetorically, this ñcoming togetherò marked Americaôs ñimprobable experiment with 

Democracy,ò the word ñexperimentò signifying an ongoing and perhaps imperfect 

process; it provides rhetorical room later in the speech for Obama to hinge his 

campaign to the purpose of the mythical founding. Overcoming difference to address 

challenges is the crucial link between the founding of the country and Obamaôs bid 

for the presidency. Even in terms of location, the campaign was busy creating 

geographic parallels between the campaign and the Founders before the speech even 

began. The founding along with this landmark speech both occurred in the same city 

and, indeed, on the very same street at the Constitution Center in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. 

 

ñThe document they produced was eventually signed but ultimately unfinished,ò 

Obama tells us, as he moves from a description of events to his analysis of the 
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document. The Constitution was ñstained by this nation's original sin of slavery, a 

question that divided the colonies and brought the convention to a stalemate,ò any 

resolution would be left ñup to future generations.ò One participant turned the dial 

down when Obama discussed slavery, not because of how Obama addressed the issue 

throughout the speech, but because they were ñvery negative subjects (Portsmouth 

Labour, 2010).ò The Abserystwyth Conservative Future group PNAR decreased 

slightly from 49 to 35 during Obamaôs initial discussion of slaveryôs role in American 

history, as shown in Figure 9.8: 

 

Figure 9.8 Aberystwyth Conservative Future 

 

 

The Portsmouth Labour group too saw a decrease in PNAR as Obama recollects that 

the slave trade ñwas allowed to continue for twenty more yearsò as shown in Figure 

9.9, while the moment Obama utters ñresolution left to future generationsò saw a 

momentary increase from the Aberystwyth Conservative Future Group, illustrated in 

Figure 9.10: 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

97 

Figure 9.9: Portsmouth Labour Group 

 

 

Figure 9.10: Aberystwyth Conservative Future Group 

 

 

Textually, Obama uses the words word ñdivideò and ñstalemateò and are the first part 

of a series of antithetical propositions that continue through Obamaôs speech as was 

referenced in the justification for reading the speech through a Burkean lens. Of 

course the word ñdividedò indicates we are firmly in the realm of identification and 

division, but even the word ñstalemateò also signifies different positions at an 

impasse, a situation unable to produce an outcome and unable (or unwilling) to come 
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together. Looking at the speech, Obama could hardly be assuaging those voters who 

had lost favor with his candidacy because of Wrightôs remarks by insulting the 

Constitution as a document ñstained by this nationôs original sin of slavery,ò which 

could vicariously be seen as an insult to the Founders themselves, the demigods of 

Americaôs civil religion and a powerful standard of cultural doxa in America that 

must not be violated when working within its parameters. But, continuing the theme 

of ingratiation Obama tells us that the document the Founders wrote "had at its very 

core the ideal of equal citizenship under the law; a Constitution that promised its 

people liberty, and justice, and a union that could be and should be perfected over 

time.ò  This sentence outlining the normative values enshrined in the Constitution saw 

large PNAR increases from the Aberystwyth Conservative Future group (+13 from 45 

to 58), the Portsmouth Labour group (+18 from 46 to 64) and the Sudanese group 

(+24 from 47 to 71) as shown in Figure 9.11, Figure 9.12 and Figure 9.13: 

 

Figure 9.11: Aberystwyth Conservative Future Group 
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Figure 9.12: Portsmouth Labour Group: 

 

 

Figure 9.13: Sudanese Group 

 

 

Textually, Obama creates a clear dichotomy between the nationôs ideals and the 

reality of the Founderôs time, necessitating action to ñnarrow the gap.ò Here, he 

associates slaves seeking to be free from bondage along with ñmen and women of 

every color and creedò seeking to achieve ñtheir full rights and obligations as citizens 

of the United States.ò This foreshadows his appeal to black and white audiences later 

in the speech, and begins to ground what will be his appeal to transcendence in 
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American historical precedent of binding the particular to the universal. At the 

founding of the nation, slaves lost out on the dichotomy between ideals and reality but 

there were other losers, "men and women of every color and creed," and together 

"we" have common interests to perfect the union in which "we" live. This act of 

perfection, in Obamaôs historical narrative, has manifested itself ñthrough protests and 

struggle, on the streets and in the courts, through a civil war and civil disobedience 

and always at great risk - to narrow that gap between the promise of our ideals and the 

reality of their time.ò  

 

After laying the common reference point of the Constitution in a way that allows 

room for his campaign to be associated, Obama is explicit in his association of 

continuity:  

 

 This was one of the tasks we set forth at the beginning of this campaign - to 

 continue the long march of those who came before us, a march for a more just, 

 more equal, more free, more caring and more prosperous America. 

 

This sentence saw a PNAR increase with both the Portsmouth Labour group (+22 

from 66 to 88) and the Sudanese group (+55 from 55 to 80) as shown in Figure 9.14 

and Figure 9.15: 

 

Figure 9.14: Portsmouth Labour Group 
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Figure 9.15: Sudanese Group 

 

 

Rhetorically, the status of the Constitution as unfinished is the open and crucial link to 

which Obama ties his campaign. If one cannot accept this identification through 

association then it is hard to see how Obama is continuing the unfinished work of the 

Founders and is thus left open to charges of being unpatriotic, unfamiliar or outside 

ñtraditionalò American values. In the Portsmouth Labour Group, one participant 

initially found the reference to the Constitution and social change as a positive point: 

 

 Participant 7: Iôm into the sort of reforms sort of things, you know, about, you 

 know, bringing in social change um within American society. Um, how he has 

 used, I mean, because America does have its constitution, heôs actually, what 

 heôs done is brought in the American Constitution and the foundation on 

 which the country was built on, you know, this country works itself from, as a 

 state. And obviously how he said that thatôs still important today and 

 [inaudible] for the future, so I think the reform side of things, thatôs what I 

 found most positive (Portsmouth Labour, 2010). 

 

Later in the focus group session, however, the same participant seemed to feel the 

Constitution was restrictive rather than progressive: 

 

 Participant 7: I mean Iôm a big fan of Barack Obama, it was what he 

 represents, change, at the end of the day. Unfortunately he is in a country that 

 can be resistant to change because of the Constitution and thatôs the big barrier 
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 he has. And obviously the economic set-up as well that causes a lot of 

 disparities on his side as well, itôs like heôs fighting a battle that is very hard to 

 win. And um, idealism I agree, but when someoneôs got ideals and tries to  

 implement a series of change, but when youôre hit with that all the time, it 

 tends to bring you down as a person and as an individual, and maybe thatôs 

 why with the mid-term elections people said he wasnôt out there trying to get 

 votes or campaign, because thereôs only so much one person can do sort of 

 thing, when youôve got that wall in front of you (Portsmouth Labour, 2010). 

 

Another participant in the same group felt that alluding to the founding of America 

was an overall positive beginning to the speech. He wondered aloud, however, as did 

other focus group participants, whether Obamaôs desire to ñperfect our Unionò was 

overly idealistic: 

 

 Participant 8: He started with his union message and he stressed the word 

 ñunionò about half a dozen times, implicitly implying there should be a union 

 within the country, it should be one country. He made, I think, an error when 

 he said, uh, when he revealed that of course the union did not abandon slavery, 

 the union kept  with slavery from ô76 until all the way through until about 

 1863, um, when the civil war took slavery by the scruff of the neck and 

 threw it out. He explained that, I thought, very lucidly and well, and I took that 

 as a positive thing. But, he has a vision of America which, um, if I could be so 

 rude as to liken it to Thomas Moore and Utopia, this wonderful land, we had 

 the same vision when we sing ñJerusalemò, this ñgreen and pleasant landò. 

 Um, the unfortunate thing is that idealism like this is very, very difficult to 

 deliver in a pragmatic and political world that we live in today (Portsmouth 

 Labour, 2010). 

 

While another participant in this group flatly disagreed with this statement, noting his 

favorite parts of the speech were the ñidealistic bitsò because ñI think youôve got to 

have some idealism,ò a participant in the Cardiff Council group felt this idealism 

manifested itself specifically in the concept of a ñperfect unionò: 

 

 Participant 3: For me, if Obama had made that speech about a perfect union, 

 people in this country would be inclined to be ñwell what does perfect mean? 

 Whatôs he on about this óperfect unionô? Whatôs this Founding Fathers thing?ò 

 You know, America has a very idealistic constitution. Over here, maybe if 

 heôd said, ña unionò it might have worked. As soon as he throws in perfect, 

 and this is maybe where he connected with the kids more because you know 

 itôs well known that young people tend to be more idealistic and as they grow 

 older they become more realistic. If you look at Winston Churchill, one of the 

 you know greatest leaders some say weôve ever had, he started out very 

 idealistic and over time became very conservative. And I think this is where 

 British politics is much more in the center because there is that kind of pull 
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 towards idealism but still that kind of base of pragmatism whereas we want to 

 have ideas but we want comfort somewhere in the middle [...] (Cardiff 

 Council, 2010). 

 

Another participant in the Portsmouth Labour group agreed, stating that ñyouôre never 

going to get a perfectedness but I know what [Obama] meant (Portsmouth Labour, 

2010).ò Textually, Obama attempts to ground this idealism in the Foundersô ability to 

overcome differences to write the Constitution and just as successive generations of 

ñmen and women of every creed and colorò continued what Martin Luther King Jr. 

called ñthe long march towards justice,ò Obama adds to his ethos by asserting a 

personal belief:  

 

 ñthat we cannot solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them together 

 ï unless we perfect our union by understanding that we may have different 

 stories, but we hold common hopes; that we may not look the same and we 

 may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the same 

 direction - towards a better future for our children and our grandchildren.ò 

 

Obama restates the same point in two slightly different ways. The corporate ñweò is 

divided insofar as "we" have different stories and separate backgrounds but are 

consubstantial insofar as "we" have common hopes for the future. Framed as a 

personal belief, the first persona begins to merge with the constituted second persona 

through a mutual belief. This appeal occurred simultaneously with a 14 point PNAR 

increase from the Sudanese group from 69 to 86, shown in Figure 9.16: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

104 

Figure 9.16: Sudanese Group 

 

 

Obama subdivides the source of this belief. First, it comes from an ñunyielding faith 

in the decency and generosity of the American people,ò a potential source of 

ingratiation of the American auditor. Second, this belief stems from his ñown 

American story.ò The Cardiff Council group, however, saw a PNAR decrease of 17 

from 90 to 73, shown in Figure 9.17: 

 

Figure 9.17: Cardiff Council Group 
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Much of the literature and commentary on the speech note that Obama comes to 

embody the complexity of race in America, and this subdivided premise seems to be 

the starting point. The description Obama has given of America and his own complex 

story creates a synecdoche between his own story and the story of America. ñI am the 

son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas,ò Obama tell us, as 

the alliteration makes his storyôs complexity more memorable. The Aberystwyth 

Conservative Future group decreased PNAR abruptly 21 points from 61 to 40 during 

this portion of the speech: 

 

Figure 9.18: Aberystwyth Conservative Future 

 

 

 Obama elaborates on his upbringing and his time with his grandparents, a grandfather 

ñwho survived a Depression to serve in Patton's Army during World War II and a 

white grandmother who worked on a bomber assembly line at Fort Leavenworth 

while he was overseas.ò Here Obama can be seen in what Burke calls ñcorporateò or 

ñvicarious boasting,ò highlighting the admirable qualities of ñserviceò and ñhard 

workò of those he would associate with that lend weight to Obamaôs first persona for 

those that would admire these qualities. He continues: 

 

 I have brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins, of every race and 

 every hue, scattered across three continents, and for as long as I live, I will 

 never forget that in no other country on Earth is my story even possible. 
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Rhetorically, Obamaôs story embodies Americaôs very definition. Such a statement 

perpetuates the ingratiating notion of American exceptionalism, the nation-state is 

defined through what it is not; America has something the world does not. Focus 

group participants had a mixed reaction to Obamaôs constructed personal narrative. 

The discussion of this portion of the speech also sparked a discussion with the 

Aberystwyth Conservative Future of how politics is different in the United States. 

Upon one participant stating that ñhe kept going on about how heôs black and those 

problems and it just got, it got quite boring,ò another participant replied: 

 

 Participant 4: Yeah...youôve [Obama] made your point 

 Participant 1: When he started talking about, uh, you know ñIôm from 

 Kenya...ò 

 Participant 2: Awww... 

 Participant: I DONôT CARE... 

 Participant 2: Who cares! 

 Participant 1: You know I donôt care if a woman is running, a black man is 

 running or youôve got an old man running, I just care about your policies... 

 Participant 2: Yeah...thatôs all that 

 Participant 1: If youôre up to the job, what do I care? 

 Participant 2: Yeah itôs not like completely irrelevant, I suppose...youôve got 

 to have some sort of...where youôre from, your background and sort of stuff 

 influences you as a person. But thatôs irelleven- thatôs different to what youôre 

 going to do. What you going to do is the main thing that people...people are 

 going to listen to you for what youôre going to tell them youôre going to 

 change, not where you came from. 

 Participant 1: No, you think so but sometimes itôs not like that, is it? 

 Participant 3: America...because itôs always been different and because 

 theyôve always had like middle-aged men as, as the President, whereas we 

 have had Margaret Thatch-, we have had a woman  

 Participant 2: Yeah... 

 Participant 3: Weôve had different kind of people, so I suppose he had to 

 justify...so he...you know... 

 Moderator: So we can separate...on the one hand, you didnôt like it, but you 

 could see why he did it... 

 Participant 3: Yeah... 

 Participant 4: Well there is still a very British view because British and 

 American politics are very, very different in the way that they focus... 

 Participant 2: Mmm... 

 Participant 4: And in Britain we...you donôt, politicians just donôt do that. In 

 America it is done. So I donôt like it, but I can understand why heôs doing it. 

 Itôs the American style of doing it. No, I donôt like it (Aberystwyth 

 Conservative Future, 2010). 
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Surprisingly, this rejection of Obamaôs attempts to construct and use his personal 

narrative in the speech were glazed over, at least in form, when discussion moved 

from Obama to David Cameron and the stories of British politicians: 

 

 Participant 4: It's things like, uh, Sarah Palin spent a lot of time goin' on about 

 her family and her differences and Obama does it as well, but you look at 

 Cameron who has had a lot more ups and downs with his family life, [he] 

 doesn't mention it, at all. Very, very rarely does he mention it. Unless it's very, 

 very related to... 

 Moderator: And you like that? 

 Participant 4: Yeah, because you know he's got a lot more to say about his 

 family  life... 

 Participant 2: A lot more seems to have happened... 

 Participant 4: Yeah. 

 Participant 2: ...then Sarah Palin's daughter gettin' pregnant.  

 Participant 4: Yeah especially because it all happened to him while he was in 

 office... 

 Participant 2: [Inaudible] 

 Participant 4: 'Cause his father 's died while he was in office, his son died... 

 Participant 1: A couple of years ago... 

 Participant 2: Yeah 

 Participant 4: Couple of years ago, before he was running. And it doesn't get 

 mentioned, it's not... 

 Participant 2: It's sort of lots more serious. 

 Participant 1: He does relate to it in speeches 

 Participant 4: He doesn't make a thing of it 

 Participant 2: It can't not affect you, but it... 

 Participant 4: In America they seem to make a big thing about their family 

 lives anything, any little thing that happens is analyzed.  

 Participant 2: Yeah... 

 Participant 4: And in Britain it doesn't happen and then... 

 Participant 2: They're trying to show they're human... 

 Participant 5: And then here, then here Ed Milliband and his girlfriend and 

 whether they should actually get married before the next election... 

 Participant 1: They've got another kid, another kid...[inaudible]...Ed Milliband 

 Participant 5: But he's not married, is he? 

 Participant 3, 2: [Inaudible] 

 Participant 5: We're not going to vote for him 'cause he's not married... 

 Participant 1: Well, well, we voted for Ted Heath and he was gay,   

 so...(Aberystwyth Conservative Future, 2010). 

 

Obamaôs narration of his personal journey was interpreted by another member of the 

Aberystwyth Conservative Future later on in the focus group as demanding special 

consideration due to his race: 

 

 Participant 5: Iôm not American, but the next election it wouldnôt bother me if 

 a Republican wins, I wouldnôt...I wouldnôt give a damn really. Because heôs 
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 black he shouldnôt win, he shouldnôt have privileges compared to us, we all 

 should be equal. And because he thinks heôs black heôs on a pedestal he thinks 

 he can be immune from certain things but he canôt. Iôm not trying to be a racist 

 or religious but I feel that...[inaudible]...the Republicans were slaughtered if 

 they mentioned anything about him, you know, that is discrimination, that is 

 racist and youôre going to get done and you know I just thought well Obama is 

 a nice guy but I just feel that sometimes he thinks he can stand on a pedestal 

 and heôs got a halo on his head. But heôs not that, I admire him for his 

 idealism but he thinks that as heôs black...Iôm not saying it should be used 

 against him but sometimes I think he thinks heôs got a halo on him and he 

 thinks he can do what he wants (Aberystwyth Conservative Future, 2010) 

 

At least one participant in this group disagreed about the role of personal narratives in 

politics, however, was not vocal about it until later in the session: 

 

 Participant 3: ...I thought, you know, he's related it to himself, he wasn't just a 

 robot, he mentioned his own emotions, and so... 

 Moderator: And you like that? 

 Participant 3: Yeah, I like that. 

 Moderator: Do you like it when politicians do that in the UK? 

 Participant 3: Yeah... 

 Participant 1: We don't do it enough, I don't think. We don't put enough 

 emotion into our speeches. 

 Participant 2: I donôt know, sometimes it can come off as quite false and sort 

 of "I've only got a wife and kids 'cause it looks good" 

 Moderator: And what did you think in this case? 

 Participant 2: I donôt know... 

 Participant 3: [inaudible] 

 Participant 3: Yeah, it did seem more sort of, "yeah, I've got a family and 

 stuff, so it makes me think like this" but it's not, he didn't seem to play on it. It 

 was just sort of an aside, really (Aberystwyth Conservative Future, 2010). 

 

However it is interpreted, Obama textually continues to establish a ñcommunicative 

relationshipò by merging his own identity with the second persona, in this case his 

ñAmericanò audience:   

 

 It's a story that hasn't made me the most conventional candidate. But it is a 

 story that has seared into my genetic makeup the idea that this nation is more 

 than the sum of its parts - that out of many, we are truly one. 

 

The moment-to-moment data with the Sudanese group, for example, decreased when 

Obama referenced that he ñlived in one of the worldôs poorest nationsò by 19 from 83 

to 64: 
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Figure 9.19: Sudanese Group 

 

 

But, in the sentences discussing his family, preceding the claim that ñin no other 

country is my story even possible,ò the Sudanese group saw a PNAR increase by 22 

from 64 to 86, while the Aberystwyth Conservative Future group decreased by 6 

points, as shown by the first arrow in Figure 9.21: 

 

Figure 9.20: Sudanese Group 

 

 

 


