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The Impact of Public Memory on Presidential Crisis Rhetoric
Abstract: Current scholarship regarding presidential crisis rhetoric is rooted in the examination and comparisons of various traumatic and tragic international and national events for which the president chooses to speak. Theorists have examined this material hoping to develop a rhetorical framework to which presidents have adhered. Until recently theorists have neglected to consider the impact public memory has had on any proposed framework. Using presidential speeches given at the Tomb of the Unknowns on either Memorial and/or Veterans Day, I explore, initially how presidential speeches fall between either commentary discourse (reasoning for no action) or justificatory rhetoric (justification for action). Secondly, I explore how the impact of public memory with regards to context (moment in time, during times of conflict or proximity before or after times of conflict) and the public memory as it relates to where the president is speaking. By thoroughly examining the dynamics of public memory and how it affects presidential crisis rhetoric, this paper makes a significant contribution to the literature on presidential communication.
Introduction

In 1984, Lyn Ragsdale published a study in which she argued that presidential speeches could be classified into two different types: obligatory speeches and discretionary speeches (Ragsdale, 973). Obligatory speeches are those that are required by either the Constitution and/or by tradition. These speeches include the annual State of the Union address, as well as inaugural and farewell addresses.  All other speeches are discretionary, meaning that the speech is given at the discretion of the president. 

Since the presidency was established, those who have held the position have been seen as the figureheads, the leaders of the country. The president is the person to whom the American people turn in times of crisis. Hence, it has become tradition that when tragic, unforeseen events occur the people turn to the president for answers, clarification, and resolve. This genre of speeches, which Bonnie J. Dow tentatively labeled, “crisis rhetoric,” has become in a sense obligatory because of the demand from the American people. 

Based on the above premiums, this study, through a message-centered critical examination, examines several speeches by five different presidents in an attempt to uncover how the impact of public memory affects presidential crisis rhetoric, if at all. While there is almost an unlimited number of presidential crisis speeches that could be analyzed and examined, I have choose to analyze speeches given at the Tomb of the Unknowns during either Memorial or Veteran’s Day by Presidents in office from Harding to Truman. There are several reasons for the selection of these speeches. First, there have been countless scholars who have contributed to either the study of presidential rhetoric and/or crisis rhetoric (which I define later).  Within the current scholarship of this area of study a vast majority of research has compared and contrasted various presidential speeches. However, none have linked the speech to a place, which according to Edward Casey (1986), is critical to understanding public memory. I discuss this notion in greater detail later. Second, just as wide of a variety of presidential crisis speeches that could be examined; the topic matter for which those speeches were given varies by the same amount. Each crisis has its own nuances associated with it.  By selecting this particular group of speeches, I attempt to control the nuances and thus, be able to provide a better understand of the impact of public memory.  Third, by choosing to examine this particular genre of speeches it has provided a considerable sample size.  Most scholars strive to find the largest sample as possible that is relevant to their scope and applicable. Because every president since 1921 has given at least one speech at the Tomb of the Unknowns on Memorial and/or Veteran’s Day, my sample size allows for a more comprehensive examination. 
The format of this paper is as follows: First, I provide a brief overview of the Tomb of the Unknowns as well as a historical explanation of the holidays and their importance within the American culture. Next I discuss the genera of political crisis rhetoric and define public memory. The following section begins an analysis of the speeches in the given time period.  The final section concludes my analysis and provides suggestions for future research. 

Remembering the Fallen

A constant thread that connects all human civilizations throughout the ages is the willingness for humans to engage in conflict. From a skirmish between neighboring tribes to massive world wars that affect millions, conflict is everywhere in our history, in our present, and in our future. As constant as conflict is, there are two historical reactions: the first is honoring the fallen; the second is turning to the societal leader(s) for understanding.   Numerous societies have developed a multitude of ways to honor their fallen warriors.  Various artifacts have been found throughout the world symbolizing and recognizing those who gave their lives for their community. Poems, songs, epic stories of heroes and countless monuments have all been constructed in every civilization across the world. The United States of America is no exception to this practice.  


Throughout the United States, countless artifacts pay homage to those who have given their lives in conflicts.  In and around the nation’s capital, there are tremendous monuments that command remembrance for those brave men and women who were lost in the great theaters of conflict. Of these monuments, one stands out: The Tomb of the Unknown Soldiers at Arlington National Cemetery in the commonwealth of Virginia. This monument is a tribute to American service members whose remains have not been identified. Because of the nature of war, many soldiers die who cannot be identified. The monument pays tribute to the individuals who gave their lives in order to secure a good future for other citizens. The monument also functions as a way to give family members and their loved ones a sense of pride and, at the very least, the ability to start to heal from their loss.  The desire to have a place to pay tribute to those anonymous individuals who have made the ultimate sacrifice is what inspired the creation of the tomb.
Various ceremonies are performed at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldiers to remember those who were lost.  The largest ceremonies are held on Memorial Day and Veteran’s Day. At these ceremonies, presidents have historically attended, placed a wreath at the tomb, and given an oration commemorating the fallen.
Days of Remembrances and the Tomb  

The notion of honoring the unknown dead in the United States can be seen in the poems of Walt Whitman when he wrote:

Unnamed, unknown, remain and still remain the bravest soldiers. Our manliest, our boys, our hardy darlings: no picture gives them. Likely, the typical one of them (standing, no doubt, for hundreds, thousands) crawls aside to some bush-clump or ferny tuft on receiving his death-shot; there, sheltering a little while, soaking roots, grass, and soil with red blood; the battle advances, retreats, flits from the scene, sweeps by; and there happily with pain and suffering…the last lethargy winds like a serpent round him; the eyes glaze in death; …and there, at last the Bravest Soldier, crumbles in Mother Earth, unburied and unknown (p. 614). 
Whitman was writing about his experiences during the Civil War where he was witness to countless gravesites filled with unknown soldiers (Princeton, Tomb of the Unknown, 2013). After WWI, the United States wanted to honor their fallen unknown, most of whom were buried in unmarked, mass graves in Europe. On December 21, 1920, Congressman Hamilton Fish, Jr., of New York introduced a resolution that called for the return of a body of an unknown American soldier killed in WWI (The Last Salute, 3).  Under this resolution, a tomb was to be constructed at the Memorial Amphitheater in Arlington National Cemetery. Upon the Unknown Soldier’s return to the United States he would be given an appropriate burial ceremony that would symbolize the remembrance of all unidentified fallen soldiers. 

In October 1921, four unknown American soldiers who fought in WWI were exhumed from cemeteries in France. U.S. Army Sgt. Edward F. Younger selected the Unknown Soldier from four identical caskets at the city hall in Chalons-sur-Marne, France, Oct. 24, 1921 (The Last Salute, 5). Sgt. Younger placed a spray of white roses on casket to signal the soldier he chose:

 The Unknown Soldier who was chosen was then transported to the United States aboard the USS Olympia. Those remaining were laid to rest in Meuse Argonne Cemetery, France (The last Salute, 7). Once the Unknown Soldier arrived in the United States, he was placed at the United States Capitol Rotunda, where he laid until Armistice Day, 1921. On Nov. 11, 1921, the first official ceremony took place at the Memorial Amphitheater at Arlington National Cemetery (The last Salute, 8). 
The Tomb was rebuilt in 1931; the remains of American unknown soldiers from: WWI, WWII, and the Korean Conflict were buried within it. The tomb symbolizes that no American who dies in battle is forgotten. The marble for the Tomb is white marble quarried from the Yule Marble Quarry in Colorado (http://www.arlingtoncemetery.net/). It is the same marble that was used for the Lincoln Memorial as well as several other famous buildings (Daughters of the American Revolution, 2013). 
The Tomb weighs nearly 80 tons and consists of seven pieces of rectangular marble (Daughters of the American Revolution, 2013). Carved on the east side of the Tomb are three figures, commemorating the spirit of the Allies of World War I. In the center of the panel stands Victory (female); on the right, a male figure symbolizes Valor; on the left stands Peace, extending her palm branch to reward the devotion, sacrifice, and courage which made the cause triumphant (http://www.arlingtoncemetery.net/).  The north and south sides are divided into three panels by Doric pilasters. In each panel is an inverted wreath. On the west, or rear, panel an inscription reads: “HERE RESTS IN HONORED GLORY AN AMERICAN SOLDIER KNOWN BUT TO GOD” (Daughters of the American Revolution, 2013). Since 1948, The Tomb has been guarded by the Army’s 3rd Infantry Regiment’s “The Old Guard,” 24 hours a day, 7 days a week in rain, snow and even during hurricane Sandy in 2012 (https://tombguard.org/).
The largest ceremonies to honor our fallen soldiers are held on Memorial Day and Veteran’s Day each year. Memorial Day, is a national holiday for remembering all military service members who have lost their lives in the line of duty, is observed on the last Monday in May. Memorial Day developed out of what was called Decoration Day, due to the fact that originally, women in the south during and after the Civil War would decorate the graves of Civil War soldiers on that day. The woman decorated the graves of both Union and Confederate soldiers alike (Whitefield, 595, 1975). In 1866, The Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), a veterans’ organization that was established after the Civil War, organized the first official Decoration Day nationwide using local chapters. The celebrations consisted of military type parades to local cemeteries where ceremonies were held, music was played and in most cases a reading of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address was read aloud (Whitefield, 595, 1975). The preferred name for the holiday gradually changed from "Decoration Day" to "Memorial Day", which was first used in 1882 and was declared the official name by Federal law under the Uniform Holiday Bill, which passed Congress in April, 1968 (Schwartz, 87, 2008). 

Veteran’s Day is held on November 11th of each year.  It is a national holiday honoring all service members both living and deceased. Veteran’s Day was originally called Armistice Day, proclaimed by President Woodrow Wilson to commemorate the official day World War I ended, as well as pay tribute to all of the soldiers that had served in the conflict (US Department of Veteran’s Affairs, 2013). However, after a series of consecutive major conflicts (World War II and the conflict in Korea) in 1954, the name was changed from Armistice Day to Veteran’s Day. The Tomb of the Unknowns, as well as both of these holidays, have had tremendous impacts on the collective memory of the citizens of this country with regards to conflict. What they provide is a vessel that connects individuals within society to the unimaginable cost of conflict. These symbols reinforce the beliefs, emotions, and judgments of the past as well as provide disturbing evidence regarding the possibility of future decisions and their consequences. 

During both of these holidays, Presidents have historically attended ceremonies at the Tomb of the Unknowns. They have participated in the ceremony of placing a wreath at the tomb and given a speech commemorating the fallen. This ritual has been conducted since 1921, when President Harding gave the first speech commemorating the first soldier buried at the tomb (The Tomb of the Unknowns, 2013).

The Genre of Presidential Crisis Rhetoric


Throughout history, leaders have been called upon to pay tribute to the fallen through the use of epideictic rhetoric. It is the role of the leader to justify the loss and provide rationale for how the gain outweighs that which was sacrificed without disregarding those who made the ultimate sacrifice.  Historians and scholars have recorded and analyzed these ovations.  There is no better historical example of a leader giving an oration to his people and a historian recording the event than in the writings of Thucydides. Thucydides provides an in-depth account of Pericles’ funeral oration for those that were first lost during the Peloponnesian War (Thucydides, 1972).   In his speech Pericles honors the dead, but more importantly he speaks as to why Athens must continue to fight.  Pericles provides evidence of what makes Athens so special, “…Our system of government does not copy the institutions of our neighbors.  It is more the case of our being a model to others …our constitution is called a democracy because power is in the hands not of a minority but the whole people” (Thucydides, 145). Pericles is justifying the war; he is telling every citizen and soldier in the audience why they most fight and defend their city.  

Taking a leap into the modern era, in his work Rhetorical Criticism (1978), Edward Black argues that there are limitations to the neo-Aristotelian approach to criticism, which at the time was the traditional approach.  In which critics would examine the “effects of a specific message, by a specific speaker, directed at a specific audience” (Sillars and Gronbeck, 2001).   Black suggests that rhetor’s are limited by both situations in which to speak and ways in which they can respond (1978, 133). He advocates for scholars to use these historical responses and constructs a generic approach that could be matched to other similar circumstances (ibid.).  

In the same year (1978), Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson argued that presidents during time of war use rhetoric that exhibits five fundamental characteristics: 

(1) every element in it proclaims that the momentous decision to resort to force is deliberate, the product of thoughtful consideration; (2) forceful intervention is justified through a chronicle or narrative from which argumentative claims are drawn; (3) the audience is exhorted to unanimity of purpose and total commitment; (4) the rhetoric not only justifies the use of but also seeks to legitimize presidential assumptions of the extraordinary powers of the commander in chief; and as a function of these other characteristics, (5) strategic misrepresentations play an unusually significant role in its appeals (p.105).

Campbell and Jamieson argue that the war rhetoric they examined, “…illustrates both rhetorical continuity and adaptation to altered circumstances” (104) by the speaker.  The study of crisis genre according to Campbell and Jamieson, “would produce a critical history exploring the ways in which rhetorical acts influence each other” (1978 26).  They elaborate, “because rhetoric is of the public life, because rhetorical acts are concerned with ideas and processes rooted in the here and now of social and political life, rhetoric develops in time and through time” (1978, 26).  One can conclude by the writings of Campbell, Jamieson and Black that, those who use a generic approach to analyze crisis rhetoric will be able to understand the origins of how this genre has come to be. 

In 1989, Bonnie J. Dow published a study in which she examined several speeches President Reagan delivered following several tragic events (295). Dow, like many scholars who have attempted to study rhetoric built on the ideas introduced by Edward Black, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson. Dow concluded that the speeches she examined had certain strategic and coincidental elements.  She labeled this genre of speeches presidential “crisis rhetoric.” Dow professed that based on the small sampling of texts that were examined within her study scholars should explore a wide birth of speeches to test her conclusion.   

Ragsdale (1997) suggests that presidents engage in ceremonial events that allow them to demonstrate their symbolic connection with the people (154) and when they speak at these events they rely on the genre of epideictic rhetoric that, “contain distinctive elements of praise and blame” (Condit, 285).  However, because of the collective memory that surrounds holidays honoring our veterans and soldiers as well monuments that honor our fallen, presidents craft their speeches carefully to convey a message similar to that of Pericles. As Kathleen Hall Jamieson argues, “Genres are shaped in response to a rhetor’s perception of the expectations of the audience and the demands of the situation” (Jamieson, 163).  Presidential speeches during these ceremonies’ can best be classified as being between justificatory rhetoric and consummatory discourse as described by Cherwitz & Zagacki (1986). 

Cherwitz & Zagacki theorized that during times of crisis presidents will respond with rhetoric that is either justificatory or consummatory in style. They define Justificatory Rhetoric as, presidential remarks that explain and rationalize military retaliation. “Presidents tell us how we were attacked and explicate the rationale for military countermoves” (Cherwitz & Zagacki, 309). Whereas, Consummatory discourse is a message that shows the American people as well as the rest of the world that the United States chooses not to respond in kind to hostile and unprovoked aggression (Cherwitz & Zagacki, 309). Stated another way, Justificatory Rhetoric provides reasons why actions were taken and Consummatory Discourse explains why aggressive actions should not be used. By using a method of a message-centered critical examination of several speeches’ given by presidents at the Tomb of the Unknowns during these two holidays. I will demonstrate that the presidential ovations fall between justificatory rhetoric and consummatory discourse due in large part because of public memory of audience which is linked to the place where the president is speaking at.
Public Memory

In 1932, Frederic C. Bartlett’s classic book Remembering argued that memory was a type of constructive activity, the enunciation of claims about the past trough shared frames for understanding (Zelizer, 1996, 215).  Scholars have been attempting to understand how memory works and how it is distorted by events, time and interactions. David Lowenthal suggests that we “select, distil, distort, and transform the past, accommodating things remembered to the needs of the present” (As quoted by Blair, Dickson & Ott, DATE, 7).  Edward Casey, in his essay Public Memory in Place and Time, argues that there are four types of memory: “four major forms of human memory—beyond certain basic distinctions such as short-versus long-term memory, which apply to all forms of remembering. These are individual memory, social memory, collective memory, and public memory” (Casey, date, 20).  Each form of human memory is predicated upon the previous form. For this study, I mainly focus on collective memory and public memory, which I define below. 

In 1996, Barbie Zelizer argued that because there is “a lack of definition as to what collective memory is, beyond admitting that it is not individualized? They do we not yet know when remembering is being used to affect a slew of other activities? (Zelizer, 1996, 235). She argues, “The study of collective memory, then is much more than the in dimensional study of the past. It represents a graphing of the past as it is used for present aims, a vision in bold relief of the past as it is woven into the present and future. It is no surprise that collective memory has been touted for acting as “a general category of knowledge” (Schwartz, 1990, 81) as quoted by (Zelizer, 1996, 217).  Edward Casey defines collective memory as “circumstance in which different persons, not necessarily known to each other at all, nevertheless recall the same event…each in their own way” (Casey, 23).  Whereas public memory first and foremost is,  “Public” [which] signifies out in the open”  (Casey, 24). He continues that public memory “is constituted within a particular historical circumstance, usually a crisis of some sort. Then is arises in the form of an inner horizon, that is, as closely surrounding a particular thing or event that forms a “hearth” for the emerging memory” (Casey, 23).  Casey is arguing that public memory is connected to a place, a geographic physical place to which all three other forms of human memory are connected. “The truth is that place subtends every kind of time, thus every kind of memory --- individual and social, cultural and public. It underlies each of these memorial modes differently --- too differently to encompass in a single formula” (Casey, 41). Dickinson, Blair and Ott also echo this notion in their work, Places of Public Memory, in which they address the significance of place as: 
The place – is itself an object of attention and desire. It is an object of attention because of its status as a place, recognizable and set apart from undifferentiated space. But it is an object of special attention because of its self-nomination as a site of significant memory of and for a collective. This signifier commands attention, because it announces itself as a marker of collective identity. It is an object of desire because of its claim to represent, inspire, instruct, remind, admonish, exemplify, and/or offer the opportunity for affiliation and public identification (p. 26). 

Dickinson, Blair and Ott, are arguing that place cements collective memory and for this study that place is the Tomb of the Unknowns. Casey addresses this scared sight as well as one of the holidays within his work:  

The place, in other words, lends itself to the remembering and facilitates it as the very least, but also in certain cases embodies the memory itself (as when people engage in conjoint remembrance in the presence of certain memorials, ranging from the Tomb of the Unknown Solider to the Vietnam Memorial to ordinary grave markers). It is not accidental that Memorial Day parades in the United States characteristically end up in cemeteries, where speeches are made and (sometimes) memories of the departed exchanged. This is more than a matter of setting; it is a question of an active material inducement by the place—its power of drawing out the appropriate memories in that location (p. 32).   

Casey, Dickinson, Blair, Ott and Zelizer have all contributed to knowledge base surrounding the topic of Public Memory.  We now turn to examining the presidential speeches in order to better understand the effect of public memory on this form of crisis rhetoric.  

Tomb Ovations Presidents Harding to Truman

World War I (WWI) was to be the war to end all wars. However, there was a great discontent throughout the American people over the cost of war. Public opinion polls did not start until the mid- 1930’s, so no polls showing public support during WWI exist (Moore, 2001,1). Finally in 1937, Gallup conducted a poll in which 70 percent of the respondents answer in the affirmative when asked, “Do you think it was a mistake for the Untied States to enter the World War?” (Holsti, 2007, 17).  The Presidential election of 1920 has been seen as a rejection of the policies of that led to the United State’s involvement in WWI. The result of the election was a landslide victory for the Republican candidate Warren G. Harding who was a strongly against the US involvement in the League of Nations essentially ending the foreign policies of his predecessor (Holsti, 2007, 11).  Harding was the first president to speak at the Tomb of the Unknowns.  
The first speech given at the Tomb of the Unknowns was by President Warren G. Harding on Armistice Day November 11, 1921. The First World War had just ended two years prior. One can tell from reading this speech that the president was aware that the scars on the nation were still fresh.  Harding paid tribute to the fallen soldier; in his speech, he mostly spoke about the individual, stating: 

This American soldier went forth to battle with no hatred for any people in the world, but hating war and hating the purpose of every war for conquest. He cherished our national rights, and abhorred the threat of armed domination…Our part is to atone for the losses of the heroic dead by making a better Republic for the living (p. 4).   

Harding pleads that the country should do whatever it takes to avert ever going back to the battlefield. He continues: 

Surely no one in authority, with human attributes and a full appraisal of patriotic loyalty of his countrymen, could ask the manhood of kingdom, empire, or republic to make such sacrifice until all reason had failed, until appeal to justice through understanding had been denied, until every effort of love and consideration for fellow men had been exhausted, until freedom itself and inviolate honor had been brutally threatened…it is fitting to say that his [speaking about the soldier burred in the tomb] and that of the millions dead, shall not be in vain. There must be, there shall be, the commanding voice of a conscious civilization against armed warfare (p. 5-6).
The words chosen by Harding are a reflection of the American citizenry who had just begun to recover from the suffering of a horrible war in which the new mechanisms of destruction which inflicted untold destruction on American lives, a symbol of which they were laying to rest.  Stated another way, the rhetoric by Harding is a strong appeal for the avoidance of war at all costs. This appeal is based on fresh collective memory of the tragic events during WWI. Harding is advocating that the best way to honor those souls, which paid the ultimate price for their country, was to ensure that everything is done to avoid anyone from having to face a similar bill.   Harding sets a precedent with his avocation for avoidance when it comes to external conflict, a precedent subsequent presidents choose follow.


 In front of the Tomb of the Unknowns on May 30, 1924, President Calvin Coolidge continues an avocation for abstention from conflict though consummatory discourse. Coolidge proclaims:

 American citizenship is a high estate. He who holds it is the peer if kings. It has been secured only by untold toil and effort…No matter what others may say, no matter what others may do, this is the stand that those must maintain who are worthy to be called Americans…It must be remembered that our Republic was organized to avoid and discourage war, and to promote and establish peace. It is the leading characteristic of our national holidays that they are days of peace. The ways of our people are the ways of peace (Coolidge 1924). 

Coolidge’s rhetorical strategy was to demonstrate that the American people have a culture that has always preferred peaceful options over war. He continues this strategy in his 1927 speech at the Tomb of the Unknowns where he states: 

When this Nation has been compelled to resort to war, it has always been for a justifiable cause. The pages of its history are not stained with the blood of unprovoked conflict. No treachery has ever exposed our sister nations to unwarranted attacks. No lust or conquest, no craving for power, no greed or territory, no desire for revenge has ever caused us to violate the covenants of international peace and tranquility. We have not robbed no people of their independence, we have laid on no country the hand of oppression (Coolidge 1924).
He continues to develop the idea that because of the horrors of war and conflict, Americans must seek a path that sets an example to the world to avoid conflict at all cost. He states that the tomb at which he speaks should serve as a reminder of the price that has been paid for conflict and that if conflict is again courted it will require the same payment. He proclaims, “Reverence for the dead should not be divorced from respect for the living” (Coolidge, 1927). The devotion and memory of those who have been lost should serve those who are still living that if, when, and where we choose to fight we take pride in the fact that it will be absolutely just. Coolidge continues, “While pride in our country ought to be the American attitude, it should not include any sprit of arrogance or contempt toward other nations…Our own greatness will be measured by the justice and forbearance with which we manifest toward others” (Coolidge, 1927).  Coolidge closes his speech pleading to the American people that the nations actions will be judged and those actions should always be headed away from war.


In 1929, President Hoover gave a speech at the Tomb of the Unknowns on Memorial Day. Like those who spoke before him, his oration gives homage to those who fell in combat to secure the nation’s freedoms. However, based on the content as well as the tone of the speech, it is clear that Hoover is keenly aware that the country is still healing from the events of WWI. Hoover attempts to educate the audience on international developments that he proposes will prevent the need for armed conflict.  Hoover briefly discusses the worldwide continuation of the development of new instruments and new systems of war that could cause massive amounts of destruction and loss of life (Hoover, 1929). However, most of Hoover’s speech is heavily weighted towards consummatory discourse as he praises the efforts by the United States to get various nations to sign a declaration that condemns the use of war to resolve conflicts.  “It implies [the international declaration] that we shall endeavor to develop those instrumentalities of peaceful adjustment that will enable us to remove disputes from the field of emotion to the field of calm and judicial consideration” (Hoover, 1929).   Hoover ends his speech referring back to the fallen remembered on that day, “They died that peace should be established. Our obligation is to see it maintained. Nothing less than our resolve to give ourselves with equal courage to the ideal of our day will serve to manifest our gratitude for their sacrifices.” (Hoover 1929). These words are echoes of his predecessors.  Once again a president proclaims that the best way to honor those who gave their lives is to insure that everything is being done to prevent this type of sacrifice. 


In 1935, conflict was once again beginning in Europe and Asia.  On Armistice Day, President Franklin D. Roosevelt addressed an audience that was well aware of the current events overseas as well as the prior events of WWI. Roosevelt starts his speech acknowledging the fallen and elaborating on the price that was paid.  Roosevelt’s speech starts with a consummatory tone stating, “The primary purpose of the United States of America is to avoid being drawn into war. We seek also, in every practicable way, to promote peace and to discourage war….the overwhelming mass of American citizens are in hearty accord with these basic policies of our Government” (Roosevelt 1935).  Roosevelt explains how the nation must be ready to defend itself, “Defense against aggression by others—adequate defense on land, on sea and in air—is our accepted policy; and the measure of that defense is and will be solely the amount necessary to safeguard the armaments of others” (Roosevelt, 1935). 

This was not the first time a president advocated for maintaining a strong military that was ready to defend America; Harding, Coolidge and Hoover all spoke of this policy within their respective speeches. However, the difference is the context in which Roosevelt spoke; during this time, the American people witnessed acts of aggression in Europe as well as in Asia. Based on the external events, his speech can be seen more through the lens of a justificatory rhetoric for the speech describes actions that might lead to conflict no matter how passive America wants to be, based on a perceived threat that is brewing in the world.

By 1941, as the war in Europe intensified Gallup conducted a survey, in which they asked 23 times in 1940 and 1941 if the “US should help England?” (Berinsky, 2011, 519). The rate of support for helping England over staying out of war steadily rose from around 30% to just fewer than 70% (Berinsky, 2011, 519).  When President Roosevelt spoke at the Tomb of the Unknowns on Armistice Day the rhetoric he used had dramatically shifted from a consummatory tone to a justificatory rhetoric that built a case for action.   Roosevelt starts by using the soldiers of WWI to demonstrate and to justify the importance for why they fought:

If our armies of 1917 and 1918 had lost there would not have been a man or woman in America who would have wondered why the war was fought. The reason would have faced us everywhere. We would have known why liberty is worth defending as those alone whose liberty is lost can know it. We would know why tyranny is worth defeating as only those whom tyrants rule can know....We know that it was, in literal truth, to make the world safe for democracy that we took up arms in 1917. It was, in simple truth and in literal fact, to make the world habitable for decent and self-respecting men that those whom we now remember gave their lives (Roosevelt 1941). 

With an almost oracle-like clairvoyance, it appears that he was attempting to prepare the nation for war. If one remembers he spoke only 26 days before the attack on Pearl Harbor by Japan, which resulted in America entering WWII.   Within his speech, Roosevelt educates the audience as to why America must be committed and willing to take up arms once again:

They [the soldiers of WWI] died to prevent then the very thing that now, a quarter century later, has happened from one end of Europe to the other… They did not die to make the world safe for decency and self-respect for five years or ten or maybe twenty. They died to make it safe. And if, by some fault of ours who lived beyond the war, its safety has again been threatened then the obligation and the duty are ours… (Roosevelt 1941).

Roosevelt concludes his speech by reiterating that it was the duty of current generations of Americans to fight for what their forefathers had died for. Roosevelt uses the words of one of those forefathers who fought in WWI, “Sergeant York spoke thus of the cynics and doubters: “The thing they forget is that liberty and freedom and democracy are so very precious that you do not fight to win them once and stop. Liberty and freedom and democracy are prizes awarded only to those peoples who fight to win them and then keep fighting eternally to hold them”” (Roosevelt 1941).  Roosevelt uses the testimony of Sergeant York to invoke the America citizenry’s collective memory in two ways. First, in regard to how the men that the Tomb of the Unknowns stands for paid the highest price for the gifts of liberty, freedom and democracy.  Secondly, the only way to honor their sacrifice was to insure that it is protected and defended at all costs.  

The dramatic difference between this speech when compared to his previous speech as well as to the previous presidents is blatant and drastic.  Previous orations stressed in a consummatory discourse tone that it was the duty of the government as well as all citizens to find a way not to get involved unless it was absolutely necessary without other options. Within this speech, Roosevelt is making rhetorical plea for Americans to be ready for war.  Roosevelt bases his change to a more justificatory rhetoric style on the perceived threat to the country and its interests. This shift also represents a change in the American people’s consciences and collective memory of not only war but also America’s role within the world. This is a very important aspect that continues to develop throughout the following years. 

Seven years later President Truman delivered a Memorial Day speech, which brought the presidential rhetoric to a point in the middle of consummatory discourse and justificatory rhetoric. First, he starts out by praising those who sacrificed their lives to defend what America stands for: liberty, freedom and justice (Truman 1948). Next, Truman states that America’s ambition for the whole world is peace. He argues that peace is, “The fundamental platform of our foreign policy. That means that the United States has always stood, and always will stand for peace in the world….the government of the United States works only for peace in the world, and in order to attain that peace we must have the ability to enforce it” (Truman 1948). 
Truman’s speech is one of the shortest analyzed; he spoke for only four-minutes and twenty-eight seconds. However, his speech presents a very distinct balance between the two genres. In 1948, the Second World War was over, but the tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States, which developed into the cold war, were intensifying. Truman strikes a balance between showing that America was committed to peace and was a peaceful nation and at the same time showing that they still had the power to aggressively pursue an agenda that would make the world a better place by any means necessary. 

Conclusion
Various scholars argue that in order for presidents to get the American people to support their policies, presidents should engage in a strategy which establishes the perception that they are a spokesperson for the people. Lyn Ragsdale argues, “Presidents must create an identity that makes them appear to be acting as the ‘vox populi’” (Ragsdale 705). If the president wishes to truly represent the voice of the people, then he must be aware of the public memory surrounding certain crises.  The analysis within this essay demonstrates that presidential epidotic rhetoric at ceremonies at the Tomb of the Unknowns on Memorial Day and/or Veteran’s Day appears to fall between justificatory rhetoric and consummatory discourse as described by Cherwitz and Zagacki (1986). The analysis also demonstrates that the language, tone, and message of each speech lean towards either justificatory rhetoric or consummatory discourse depending on two factors: First, public memory with regards to conflict. Second, is the speeches proximity to major conflicts and perceived threats to the nation. Upon examining these speeches within this time period, one can understand the extent to which the public memory of war contributes to the presidential orations.  The style of consummatory discourse dominated most of the speeches until 1941. Then there was a dramatic and blatant shift toward justificatory rhetoric as, once again, war was unavoidable.   

The period between 1921 and 1948 was an era of tremendous upheaval and change for the United States. Future studies are highly encouraged that analysis all speeches given at the Tomb during these holidays to be better understand if public memory and context in time is in fact the habitual pattern or if it was phenomena specific to the moment in time. 
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