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“A COMPLICATED AND FRUSTRATING DANCE”: 
NATIONAL SECURITY REFORM, THE LIMITS OF 

PARRHESIA, AND THE CASE OF THE 9/11 FAMILIES

HAMILTON BEAN

The case of the 9/11 families represents both disruption and continuity in the rhe-
torical history of citizen participation in U.S. national security affairs. The 9/11 
families were “outsiders” who used parrhesia—speech uniquely characterized by 
frankness, truth, criticism, danger, and duty—to access inside arenas of national 
security policymaking. Once inside, however, the families’ inability to sustain their 
preferred framing of accountability for 9/11—a framing that sought to assign con-
crete and specifi c responsibility for the catastrophe—demonstrates the limits of 
parrhesia in the face of institutional rhetoric that persistently excludes, contains, 
and suppresses citizen-stakeholder voices. Thus, although national security poli-
cymaking remains the domain of technocratic elites, the aftermath of 9/11 nev-
ertheless represents an exigence in which established elements of the relationship 
between elites and citizens were at least partly and temporarily destabilized. As a 
result, a critical analysis of the competing rhetorical strategies used by the groups 
responding to this exigence illuminates tensions useful for conceptualizing the 
development of a rhetorical democracy.

I am more afraid of our own mistakes than of our enemies’ designs.

— Pericles, speech to the Athenians, 432 BCE
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430 RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS

The weeks following the death of her husband at the World Trade Center 
in New York on September 11, 2001, were a blur of confusion and pain 

for Kristen Breitweiser. Like many others who lost their loved ones on that day, 
Breitweiser initially had no interest in the broader national security issues sur-
rounding 9/11. She simply tried to manage her grief and rage while attending 
to her dead husband’s affairs and caring for their three-year-old daughter. In 
November 2001, however, a neighbor convinced Breitweiser to attend a meet-
ing regarding the newly established 9/11 Victims’ Compensation Fund (VCF), 
a taxpayer-funded initiative created by Congress to compensate the victims of 
9/11 for their losses. There, Breitweiser’s pointed questioning of the VCF attor-
neys concerning 9/11 victims’ abilities to pursue alternative legal action against 
the U.S. government and the airlines caught the attention of others in atten-
dance. A woman approached Breitweiser and said, “You’re a lawyer and you 
understand all this [the implications of the VCF]. You need to give a speech 
explaining this stuff to the other families.”1

Breitweiser reluctantly agreed, and she delivered a speech concerning par-
ticipation in the VCF later that month to 600 survivors and victims of 9/11 
at a New Jersey law fi rm. For Breitweiser, her speech that night symbolically 
marked her transformation from passive victim to activist and eventual spokes-
person for the Family Steering Committee (FSC) for the 9/11 Independent 
Commission. Breitweiser states, “Our attitude was that if the government [via 
the VCF] took away our right to sue and hold people accountable in a court of 
law, then we wanted accountability through an exhaustive investigation.”2 The 
FSC worked closely with lawmakers to establish a commission to investigate 
9/11 despite 14 months of intense opposition from the Bush administration. 
The administration fi nally yielded after a 90–8 Senate vote in favor of a commis-
sion, and President Bush signed the law establishing the National Commission 
on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States (otherwise known as the “9/11 
Commission”) on November 27, 2002. Through subsequent laws based on the 
9/11 Commission’s recommendations—including the Intelligence Reform and 
Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004 and the Implementing Recommendations of 
the 9/11 Commission Act of 2007—the Commission’s infl uence continues to 
reverberate across the U.S. national security apparatus.

In this way, the 9/11 families temporarily achieved what appeared to be a 
remarkable level of direct participation in U.S. national security affairs, scruti-
nizing the nation’s “own mistakes” to help prevent future terrorist attacks.3 For 
example, members of various 9/11 family groups testifi ed before Congress, par-
ticipated in closed-door meetings with lawmakers and White House offi cials, 
and held routine meetings and conference calls with 9/11 Commission leaders 
and staff members.4 The 9/11 families also submitted hundreds of questions 
to the 9/11 Commission during the course of its 18-month investigation, and 
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“A COMPLICATED AND FRUSTRATING DANCE” 431

representatives of some of the family groups were invited to testify during the 
Commission’s fi rst public hearing. 

Despite early appearances of collaboration, however, the relationship 
between the Commission’s leadership and the 9/11 families became fraught with 
distrust and ambivalence as each group realized that they were pursuing differ-
ent agendas. For the Commission’s leadership, maintaining legitimacy, cred-
ibility, and authority with the Bush administration, lawmakers, and the public 
required that the Commission not be perceived as playing the “blame game” by 
pointing fi ngers at specifi c government offi cials.5 Reassuring audiences of the 
Commission’s bipartisanship thus became the leadership’s top priority.6 For 
many of the families, however, attributing concrete, specifi c accountability for 
the 9/11 failure was crucial.7 Given these confl icting objectives, it is unsurpris-
ing that Breitweiser recalls of the Commission, “At times we were their biggest 
adversaries, and at other times we were their biggest advocates. . . . It was a com-
plicated and frustrating dance that even to this day we don’t fully understand.”8 
Frustration and ambivalence were felt on both sides. Some Commissioners 
appeared supportive of the families’ participation. For example, Commissioner 
Tim Roemer stated that “[the families] were the backbone and the moral sua-
sion and the real motivating force for [the Commission]. . . . They were what 
the Founding Fathers had in mind for constituency groups making the govern-
ment work.” Commissioner Fred Fielding, however, disagreed, “[The presence 
of the families] just doesn’t work. . . . Their view is so personalized that every-
one is a demon. They can’t be objective because they’re just too full of angst and 
anxiety and resentment.”9

These comments underscore the diffi culty of pinpointing the families’ spe-
cifi c infl uence within the 9/11 Commission. This diffi culty is exacerbated by the 
dearth of academic literature on direct citizen participation in national security 
affairs, as well as the lack of structural opportunities for that participation.10 
The 9/11 families resemble an advocacy group, yet one possessing an excep-
tionally complicated relationship with institutional elites and intermediaries. 
The 9/11 families affected change through public and interpersonal forms of 
communication. Focusing principally on the families’ communication, how-
ever, ignores the infl uence of institutional communication that signifi cantly 
shaped the unfolding of events. In this essay, I examine both public and institu-
tional communication to understand how the 9/11 families were able to secure 
a voice—however faint and fragile—within institutional structures character-
ized by well-established and obdurate asymmetries of power.11 I also show how 
national security elites subsequently reasserted their authority and control to 
contain an undesirable challenge.

Specifi cally, I build here on the work of Jonathan Simon, Professor of Law 
at the University of California, who argues that the 9/11 families’ “parrhesiastic 

04_12 3Bean.indd   43104_12 3Bean.indd   431 7/2/09   7:17:54 AM7/2/09   7:17:54 AM



432 RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS

truth” spurred the 9/11 Commission’s leaders to challenge executive and con-
gressional privilege in a way never before seen in a public investigation.12 In 
conceptualizing “parrhesiastic truth,” Simon relies on Michel Foucault’s defi ni-
tion of parrhesia (par-rez�-i-a)—a type of speech characterized by “frankness,” 
“truth,” “criticism,” “danger,” and “duty.”13 For Foucault, parrhesia is “a verbal 
activity in which a speaker expresses his personal relationship to truth.”14 One 
who uses parrhesia views truth-telling as a “moral duty.”15 For Simon, the “cul-
tural availability of the victim of violent crime as a valorized—even idealized—
model of the democratic citizen” allowed the 9/11 families to shape events 
temporarily through their public and private parrhesiastic truth telling.16

Beyond this characterization of the 9/11 families’ “parrhesiastic truth” as a 
discursive phenomenon, however, Simon does not explore its complexity as a 
situated rhetorical performance. Simon also overlooks the powerful counter-
vailing rhetorical strategies that opponents used to circumvent the families’ 
infl uence. I therefore argue that the case of the 9/11 families represents both 
disruption and continuity in the rhetorical history of citizen participation in 
U.S. national security affairs. Most participants agree, for example, that the 
9/11 Commission would probably not have been established without the 9/11 
families’ extensive lobbying of congressional leaders and unusually favorable 
treatment by mainstream media outlets.17 Breitweiser states, “We had become 
the outsiders who had forced their way inside.”18 Once inside, however, the fam-
ilies’ inability to sustain their preferred framing for 9/11—a framing that sought 
to assign concrete, specifi c accountability for the catastrophe—demonstrates 
the limits of parrhesia in the face of persistent patterns of institutional rheto-
ric that operate to exclude, contain, and suppress citizen voices.19 On this issue, 
communication scholar William Kinsella states that “potent rhetorical strate-
gies are required for discursive containment, or for the oppositional task of 
opening up new discursive possibilities.”20 By focusing on both parrhesia and 
the oppositional rhetorical strategies that its use induces, this essay responds 
to calls from rhetorical scholars to identify “the specifi c rhetorical strategies 
that people actually use” in promoting or impeding citizen participation within 
national security affairs.21 This case study focuses on the scene of citizen partic-
ipation within a national security-related investigatory commission. Such com-
missions have consistently served as key sites of national security strategizing 
and policymaking in the post–World War II era.22

Although national security policymaking remains the domain of techno-
cratic elites, the aftermath of 9/11 nevertheless represents an exigence in which 
established elements of the relationship between elites and citizens were at least 
partially and temporarily destabilized. As a result, critically analyzing the rhe-
torical strategies of the competing groups responding to this exigence is use-
ful for theorizing the development of a rhetorical democracy.23 A rhetorical 
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democracy has been defi ned as “a democracy constituted by its rhetorical prac-
tices.”24 Scholars pursuing this topic, however, immediately encounter com-
plex normative and empirical issues. In his introduction to a recent special 
issue of Presidential Studies Quarterly, rhetorical scholar Robert Ivie describes 
the normative impulse of rhetorical democracy as “some way of redirecting 
[rhetoric] from war making, of strengthening the means of democratic dis-
sent and deliberation, of reinforcing democratic values, and of turning myth 
toward the ends of peace building.”25 Contributors to this special issue adapted 
Ivie’s foundational work for their own projects. For example, Bryan Taylor’s 
integrative analysis of nuclear rhetoric, rhetorical democracy, and presidential 
discourse explicitly describes how rhetorical scholars might reconceptualize 
ideals of deliberative democracy, assess their associated discursive practices, 
raise questions about how and with what effect these practices hail citizens to 
participate, and critique the ethics and politics of these processes. Taylor states 
that “rhetorical scholars of democracy oppose corrosive discourse which fore-
closes the possibility of achieving mutual identifi cation between opponents 
and thus cooperation.”26

Exploring what productive and corrosive discourse actually looks like in 
the context of a national security-related investigatory commission develops 
our understanding of how citizens and institutional elites use language to 
advance toward or retreat from the ideals of a rhetorical democracy. As a 
result, the case of the 9/11 families adds to our knowledge of rhetorical and 
cultural phenomena, infl uencing when, why, and how citizens are excluded 
from directly participating in national security affairs.27 Alternately, this 
essay promotes consideration of the potentially productive role of citizen 
discourse. Ideally, scholars and citizens focused on the development of a rhe-
torical democracy can use the case of the 9/11 families to detect institutional 
strategies used by national security elites to impede citizen participation, as 
well as anticipate opportunities for successful citizen intervention in “demo-
phobic” uses of power.28 Even with this knowledge, however, direct partici-
pation will continue to be diffi cult to achieve as citizens confront assump-
tions concerning the (in)appropriateness of their involvement in the national 
security arena.29

The essay proceeds in four parts. I fi rst outline a theoretical perspective on 
parrhesia in the context of national security affairs. This perspective uses the 
underlying “container metaphor” of national security to argue that the use of 
parrhesia marks its speaker as an institutional outsider, thereby inciting insid-
ers and their supporters to contain the implications of that speech through 
practices of discursive closure.30 Discursive closure is compelled because the 
stridency of parrhesia induces elites’ fear of the “demented demos” that is cen-
tral to American political philosophy and Western cultural history.31 However, 
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434 RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS

because citizen parrhesia and institutional discursive closure operate in dialecti-
cal tension within the context of national security affairs, scholars can expect to 
fi nd moments of both stability and rupture within this relationship. Following 
this section, I interpret the case of the 9/11 families as the latest manifestation 
of a periodic and consistent challenge posed by ordinary citizens to their sub-
ordination by national security elites. 

In analyzing the case of the 9/11 families, I focus primarily on the families’ 
rhetorical activity displayed during two periods: fi rst, the period following the 
9/11 attacks but prior to the 9/11 Commission’s formation (September 12, 2001, 
to November 27, 2002); and second, the period of the Commission’s investiga-
tion (November 28, 2002, to August 21, 2004). These two periods demarcate 
phases of a single, evolving rhetorical situation, usefully illustrate the fami-
lies’ shifting objectives (but consistent rhetorical strategies), and demonstrate 
reactive institutional efforts to exclude, contain, and circumvent the families’ 
infl uence. I then assess the use of parrhesia by citizen-stakeholders of national 
security policy vis-à-vis the normative ideals of a rhetorical democracy. 
Specifi cally, contrasting parrhesia with “comic” rhetorical strategies highlights 
the limitations of parrhesia as an overall strategy for spurring the develop-
ment of a rhetorical democracy.32 I conclude with a summary of the lessons 
provided by the case of the 9/11 families for citizens and scholars of national 
security rhetoric.

PARRHESIA, DISCURSIVE CLOSURE, AND NATIONAL SECURITY AFFAIRS

In his 1983 lectures at the University of California, Berkeley, the French histo-
rian and philosopher Michel Foucault traced the evolution of parrhesia from 
ancient Greece to the beginnings of Christianity. He focused especially on its 
occurrence in the six tragedies of Euripides: Phoenician Women, Hippolytus, 
The Bacchae, Electra, Ion, and Orestes. Foucault states:

In parrhesia, the speaker uses his freedom and chooses frankness instead of per-

suasion, truth instead of falsehood or silence, the risk of death instead of life and 

security, criticism instead of fl attery, and moral duty instead of self-interest and 

moral apathy.33

In parrhesia, a speaker gives “a complete and exact account of what he has 
in mind so that the audience is able to comprehend exactly what the speaker 
thinks.”34 To do this, a speaker chooses frank words and forms of expression. 
These words and expressions typically criticize an interlocutor’s actions; yet 
parrhesia obtains only when criticism comes from “below” and is directed 
“above.” In other words, elites generally cannot speak parrhesia to common 
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“A COMPLICATED AND FRUSTRATING DANCE” 435

citizens because it is not “dangerous” for the powerful to criticize the less 
powerful. Nevertheless, for a citizen to direct parrhesia “above,” one must be 
“the best among the citizens, possessing those specifi c personal, moral, and 
social qualities which grant one the privilege to speak.”35 Foucault explains, 
“Someone is said to use parrhesia and merits consideration as a parrhesiastes 
only if there is a risk or danger for him in telling the truth.” Parrhesia is thus 
“linked to courage in the face of danger.”36 Despite this danger, the parrhesiastes 
feels morally compelled to speak the truth.

The 9/11 catastrophe thus momentarily destabilized the institutional status 
quo, enabling the circulation of multiple and competing national security dis-
courses—from neoconservatism, unilateralism, and preemption on one hand, 
to citizen parrhesia seeking collaboration, accountability, and democracy on 
the other. However, Erik Doxtader argues that institutions “outfl ank those who 
seek to question or revise the form and content of public good” by using “sta-
bility” to trump “criticism.” To accomplish this maneuver, Doxtader claims that 
“institutions sustain their power by using the form of public deliberation in 
order to empty its content.”37 Illustrating Doxtader’s argument, national secu-
rity commissions serve both as a symbol of democratic accountability and as 
a practical way to neutralize the risks of democratic practice in that commis-
sions enable institutions to maintain tight control over who will be allowed 
to participate in both public fora and offi cial decision making. The commis-
sion form enables institutions to prescribe the type, sequence, and duration 
of citizen participation—if such participation is permitted at all.38 In other 
words, national security elites use investigatory commissions to preserve stabil-
ity and “overcome the uncertainty of political debate by prescribing ‘acceptable’ 
modes of interaction. The possibility of representation based on critical pub-
lic dialogue is replaced by decision-making techniques that screen out expres-
sions of interest which do not comport with pregiven norms.”39 In this way, 
national security commissions are ideal for maintaining institutional insular-
ity, authority, and control over decisionmaking by perpetuating an illusion of 
public accountability.40 Doxtader states:

In an advanced democracy, institutions both rely on and are threatened by pro-

cesses of deliberative public will formation. Charged with the task of making 

decisions and taking actions on behalf of others, institutional actions depend on 

relational norms that are not of their own making. As such, institutional claims to 

act on and preserve universal interests sometimes spur social criticism that strives 

to show that such interests are in fact not universal. Dissent threatens to disrupt 

the very stability which institutions are charged with preserving, so institutional 

actors are often forced to justify their actions, change behavior or create negative 

sanctions against criticism.41
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In light of this argument, scholars of national security rhetoric should be par-
ticularly sensitive to how institutional dynamics shape communication appear-
ing within the public sphere.42 Increasingly, for example, it is organizational 
communication concepts that prove useful for theorizing these conditions—a 
situation that accounts for the use of associated perspectives in this essay.43 
Specifi cally, Stanley Deetz’s theorization of “systematically distorted communi-
cation” and “discursive closure”—drawing on the work of Jürgen Habermas—
usefully explains patterns of rhetoric that develop in response to the perceived 
threat that the 9/11 families’ parrhesia posed to institutional authority and con-
trol.44 Discursive closure can be defi ned here as the suppression or elimina-
tion of alternative stakeholder perspectives and of confl icts that promote open 
refl ection and genuine deliberation.45

Practices of discursive closure examined in this essay include: issue contain-
ment of the post-9/11 national security crisis, topic avoidance related to the fami-
lies’ framing of accountability, and disqualifi cation of certain 9/11 family mem-
bers from holding 9/11 Commission staff positions.46 Analyzing these practices 
provides a more granular understanding of the ways in which “discursive contain-
ment” is enacted in institutional settings.47 The concept of discursive closure com-
plements and extends rhetorical criticism generally in that, for Deetz, “Rhetorical 
analysis, properly understood, is discourse which functions as a critique of ide-
ology. Its role is to examine conditions of discursive deformation.”48 This essay 
thus responds to calls from communication scholars to identify processes of 
discursive closure distinctive to public and institutional communication.49

The rhetorical perspective advanced here leads to the following questions:

•  How did the 9/11 families’ rhetoric evince the qualities of parrhesia? 
What were the scenes of its deployment? How did audiences initially 
interpret and respond to this rhetoric?

•  How did the 9/11 families’ initial use of parrhesia construct those speak-
ers as certain types of citizens? What opportunities and obligations did 
this construction afford those speakers?

•  How, subsequently, did this construction undermine the families’ partic-
ipation in the 9/11 Commission? What responses did this construction 
eventually provoke?

•  What does the case of the 9/11 families suggest about parrhesia as a rhe-
torical strategy for citizen participation in deliberation of national secu-
rity policy? What lessons does this case hold for the development of a 
rhetorical democracy?

To explore these questions, this essay assembles and critiques representative 
“fragments” of public and institutional rhetoric informed by the theoretical 
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perspective discussed above, drawing material from the following types of 
sources: participant accounts of the 9/11 Commission; print and television 
news and commentary; formal case studies and scholarly analyses of the 9/11 
Commission; a documentary about the 9/11 families; offi cial organizational 
websites and archives; public statements by 9/11 Commission stakehold-
ers, such as speeches and press releases; and government documents.50 This 
approach fi nds support from recent rhetorical and critical-cultural studies of 
both national security and institutional rhetoric.51

THE 9/11 COMMISSION AS A SITE OF RHETORICAL STRUGGLE

In ancient Greece, parrhesia required “both moral and social qualifi cations 
which come from a noble birth and a respectful reputation.”52 The 9/11 catas-
trophe provided the victims’ families with the moral authority necessary to 
challenge institutional norms that have obstructed citizen participation in U.S. 
national security policymaking. For the families, the supposed benefi ts of tech-
nocracy and its promise of security had been shattered.53 The deaths of their 
loved ones provided the families with the reservoirs of emotional energy neces-
sary to confront the intensely secretive institutions of national security.54 Thus, 
in early 2002, one group of family members—the “9/11 Widows” or “Jersey 
Girls,” as Kristen Breitweiser, Patty Casazza, Lorie Van Auken, and Mindy 
Kleinberg called themselves—began repeated media appearances and visits to 
Washington, DC, to lobby congressional leaders to establish a commission to 
investigate the 9/11 attacks. Breitweiser describes the group’s two-part rhetori-
cal strategy with lawmakers:

Patty would start things off with pictures of handsome men in the fullness of 

their lives, with strong bodies and sure smiles, playing tennis or basketball or frol-

icking in a swimming pool with their children the weeks before 9/11. Patty would 

pass the pictures around the room and say, “All of these men playing volleyball in 

the pool are dead. See these guys on the tennis court? They are all dead. . . . ” Patty 

would establish the emotional connection between us and whomever we were 

meeting. She never failed. It was heartfelt and genuine time after time.55

After Casazza’s jarring introduction, Breitweiser would set down fi ve two-inch 
binders brimming with pages of facts related to 9/11 and lawmakers’ stated 
positions on national security issues—material the women had gleaned during 
sleepless nights fi lled with hours of Internet research. Breitweiser would then 
argue for the establishment of a commission.

These inside strategies were mirrored during family members’ media 
appearances. For example, during an August 13, 2002, appearance on the 
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television program Donahue, Breitweiser recounted her fi nal telephone conver-
sation with her husband, Ron:

And he’s, like, “I have to go. We’re going to go watch it on the television. Don’t 

worry, though. I love you.” And I’m, like, “OK, just be careful.” And that was the 

last I spoke to him. And about three minutes later, I saw his building explode. . . . 

I just said, “My God, he is gone.” And I fell to the fl oor.56

Breitweiser’s description of her experience established her status as a victim—
her “moral qualifi cations”—thus legitimating subsequent criticism of the insti-
tutional response to 9/11. Breitweiser ridiculed President Bush for remaining 
in a Sarasota classroom after the second plane hit the World Trade Center. Phil 
Donahue, however, was reluctant to challenge Breitweiser and tried to change 
the subject:

Well, I don’t want to argue this with you at all. You know, there’s lots of things that 

would make Americans upset, to be sure. I think the president might argue, you 

know, those kids were there. . . . I’m less generous about the issue of what hap-

pened after those planes took off. And I think you feel this way, too. Do you want 

to talk about that?

Breitweiser followed Donahue’s lead, stating, “I’m a reasonable person. But 
when you look at the fact that we spend a half trillion dollars on national 
defense, and you’re telling me that a plane is able to hit our Pentagon, our 
Defense Department, an hour after the fi rst tower is hit?” Later in the interview, 
Breitweiser acknowledged that the other “widows” had accompanied her to the 
show, declaring:

At this point, we are fi ghting for an independent investigation, an investigation 

into 9/11 removed from the political process. . . . We want politics removed. We 

want pure accountability, and we feel that an independent investigation is needed 

to have that. . . . We have waited eleven months, and I think it is deplorable that 

these women and myself have to leave our children, our homes, and go down to 

Washington and beg for answers. To have the right to have answers, we have to 

beg. And it’s disgusting.

The families were thus able to criticize national security elites severely 
without signifi cant resistance because their status as victims provided them 
a moral authority that opponents lacked. Opponents relied instead on famil-
iar arguments, asserting that the conduct of national security affairs was best 
left to insiders and experts. For example, Representative Pete King (R-NY, and 
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ranking member of the Homeland Security Committee) and former New 
York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani “told [the families] to trust the government 
and to stay out of areas that were better left to people who knew what they 
were doing.”57 Similarly, unsupportive policymakers and offi cials repeat-
edly claimed that the timing of a commission was inappropriate, would 
distract the nation in a time of war, and compromise sources and meth-
ods of intelligence collection.58 The families were undeterred, however, 
and had assembled a group of congressional champions: the FSC website 
listed Senators John McCain (R-AZ), Joseph Lieberman (D-CT), Richard 
Shelby (R-AL), and Representatives Tim Roemer (D-IN), Chris Shays 
(R-CT), and Chris Smith (R-NJ) as “supporters.” Such support suggested 
that—like the 9/11 families—post-9/11 congressional leaders could not 
simply be construed as a monolithic group with consistent assumptions 
and goals.

With public support for the families’ efforts swelling in light of emerg-
ing disclosures of mishandled information by the CIA, FBI, and NSA prior 
to 9/11, Breitweiser was invited to testify before the Senate-House Joint Select 
Intelligence Committee on September 18, 2002.59 Joining Breitweiser was 
Stephen Push, cofounder of the group Families of September 11th. The hearing 
was carried live on C-SPAN and covered by national media outlets.60 As 9/11 
victims, Breitweiser and Push’s speeches were imbued with moral authority 
that sanctioned their calls for an independent investigation. Push’s testimony 
was direct. He declared, “If the intelligence community had been doing its job, 
my wife would be alive today.” Signifi cantly, however, Push also introduced a 
subtle aporia regarding the relationship between expertise and accountabil-
ity, one that would eventually undermine the families’ infl uence by reinforcing 
their nonexpert status: “A number of intelligence experts have said that such 
preventive work is easier said than done. I don’t know if that’s a fair excuse, but 
one conclusion is incontestable: The 9/11 attacks exposed serious shortcom-
ings in the American intelligence community.”61

Breitweiser’s testimony, by contrast, was unambivalent and evinced dis-
tinctly parrhesiastic rhetoric. After fi rst establishing her rights to parrhesia, 
Breitweiser constructed a withering inventory of institutional “failures” for the 
audience’s consideration. Breitweiser opened her speech by evoking her duty 
to the families:

I ask the members present here today to fi nd in my voice the voices of all of the 

family members of the 3000 victims of September 11th. I would also ask for you 

to see in my eyes, the eyes of the more than 10,000 children who are left, now 

forced to grow up without the love, affection and guidance of a mother or a father 

who was tragically killed on September 11.62
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Breitweiser then justifi ed her right to speak frank and dangerous truths with 
reference to her loss: “[Ron’s] wedding band was recovered from Ground Zero 
with a part of his arm. The wedding band is charred and scratched, but still per-
fectly round and fully intact. I wear it on my right hand, and it will remain there 
until the day I die.” Following her intense introduction, Breitweiser abruptly 
declared, “September 11th was the devastating result of a catalog of failures 
on behalf of our government and its agencies.”63 Unfl inching accusations of 
incompetence and outright lies by “culpable parties” followed. Drawing exten-
sively from media reports and contradictory offi cial statements, Breitweiser 
critiqued the performance of the nation’s intelligence services and other gov-
ernment agencies, repeatedly urging lawmakers and offi cials to establish an 
independent commission to investigate the families’ many unanswered ques-
tions. She stated:

Soon after the attacks, President Bush stated that there would come a time to 

look back and examine our nation’s failures, but that such an undertaking was 

inappropriate while the nation was still in shock. I would respectfully suggest to 

President Bush and to our Congress that now, a full year later, it is time to look 

back and investigate our failures as a nation. A hallmark of democratic govern-

ment is a willingness to admit to, analyze and learn from mistakes. And, it is 

now time for our nation to triumph as the great democracy that it is. The fami-

lies of the victims of September 11th have waited long enough. We need to have 

answers. We need to have accountability. We need to feel safe living and working 

in this great nation.64

For Foucault, a parrhesiastes never doubts his or her beliefs. In parrhesia 
“there is always an exact coincidence between belief and truth.”65 Such cer-
tainty is potentially dangerous for the community because in its “negative” 
form, parrhesia evokes a pejorative meaning of rhetoric—speech character-
ized by hollow emotional appeals and a lack of prudence and wisdom oth-
erwise developed by learning from experience. Foucault found that negative 
parrhesia is typically spoken by “arrogant,” “loud,” and “emotional” “outsid-
ers” who lack education.66 Positive parrhesia, by contrast, displays courage, 
moral integrity, and reasonableness, and it is spoken by citizens possessing 
“political competence.”67 Breitweiser appears to have been deemed a “posi-
tive” parrhesiastes by at least some institutional elites because, on the day fol-
lowing her Joint Committee testimony, she received an invitation to attend a 
meeting at the White House. This meeting would lead to the formation of the 
9/11 Commission. White House staff had seized on Breitweiser’s recounting 
of President Bush’s statement about “a time to look back” (which was later 
determined actually to have been uttered by Press Secretary Ari Fleischer) to 
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provide political cover for the administration’s U-turn in the face of mounting 
congressional and public pressure for the establishment of a commission.68

The parrhesiastic speech of Push, Breitweiser, and members of other 9/11 
family groups eventually put their reputations in danger. For example, Dorothy 
Rabinowitz of the Wall Street Journal wrote in 2004, “[No one can] miss, by 
now, the darker side of this spectacle of the widows, awash in their sense of vic-
tims’ entitlement, as they press ahead with ever more strident claims about the 
way the government failed them.”69 In 2006, conservative commentator Ann 
Coulter caustically attacked the widows, accusing them of being self-obsessed 
and enjoying the media spotlight afforded by their husbands’ deaths.70 Such 
comments capture the sense of ambivalence—the drama of mixed feelings and 
motives—that surrounded the development, circulation, and reception of the 
9/11 families’ discourse. Therefore, although it is tempting to perceive a causal 
connection between the families’ parrhesia and the administration’s acquies-
cence, it is worth considering an alternative explanation. Specifi cally, the repeated 
analogies drawn by offi cials between the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 
1941 and the events of 9/11 required a proportional response, including a com-
mensurate investigation. In framing 9/11 as a Pearl Harbor–like event, institu-
tional elites sparked “public memory” of the related 1942 Roberts Commission, 
and with it expectations that constrained elites’ rhetorical options.71 From this 
perspective, the families’ parrhesia cannot be defi nitively construed as a causal 
force; rather, such rhetoric may have been incidental to slowly unfolding events 
and merely tolerated by institutional elites. To deny the families’ rhetoric at this 
juncture, however, would have further compromised the legitimacy of institu-
tional structures that had already been destabilized on 9/11.

THE 9/11 COMMISSION INVESTIGATION AND HEARINGS

Following the formation of the 9/11 Commission in late 2002, a former 
Republican Governor of New Jersey, Thomas Kean, was appointed Chair.72 Lee 
Hamilton, a former Democratic congressman from Indiana, was appointed 
Vice Chair. The 9/11 Commission was composed of fi ve Republican members 
and fi ve Democratic members, each appointed by his or her party leadership.73 
Kean and Hamilton appointed Philip Zelikow as Executive Director. Zelikow 
was a historian from the University of Virginia and well known to Washington 
insiders. Investigative journalist Philip Shenon describes how Zelikow quickly 
became a controversial fi gure within the 9/11 Commission because of his vari-
ous connections with Bush administration offi cials, especially Condoleezza 
Rice. Shenon also explains that the Commission’s staff members were recruited 
mostly from academic institutions, think tanks, and institutional sites includ-
ing the CIA.74 The question thus arises whether the members of the 9/11 
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Commission were “ordinary citizens” analogous to the 9/11 families. In this 
essay, the 9/11 Commission is interpreted as an intermediary between the 9/11 
families and institutional elites. As acknowledged and accepted experts, the 
members of the 9/11 Commission were sanctioned to make offi cial recommen-
dations (which were later codifi ed into law). These participants were afforded 
a level of access, authority, and credibility that was unavailable to the 9/11 
families. Moreover, the Commission leadership’s objectives often aligned with 
institutional interests.

Although the Bush administration had agreed to support the work of the 
9/11 Commission, the families soon discovered that “‘support’ and ‘subvert’ 
were almost synonymous.”75 Patterns of discursive closure involving contain-
ment of the families’ infl uence, topic avoidance related to the families’ fram-
ing of accountability, and disqualifi cation of certain family members from 
directly participating in the work of the Commission quickly developed and 
reasserted traditional institutional norms, boundaries, and authority. These 
strategies undermined the families’ infl uence by depicting the families as emo-
tional, subjective, and irrational outsiders who needed to be kept away from 
the Commission’s offi cial policy deliberations. The success of these strategies 
depended, in part, on their imperceptibility. As Paul Leonardi and Michele 
Jackson observe, “The key to discursive closure is that it is diffi cult to notice.”76 
However, the 9/11 Commission’s leadership also believed that they needed to 
maintain the families’ support—or at least an appearance of their support—
to bolster the Commission’s favorable image with the public.77 It is impor-
tant, therefore, to examine how encouragement of the families’ efforts and 
the circumvention of their meaningful participation were simultaneously and 
rhetorically accomplished.

Charles Conrad fi nds in his investigation of the major corporate scan-
dals of 2002 that “issue containment” has become standard rhetorical prac-
tice for policymakers. Conrad explains how leaders of executive branch agen-
cies prefer to have “public policies . . . made in private.”78 Offi cials use issue 
containment strategies as a way of precluding public scrutiny of decision-
making processes. According to Conrad, issue containment involves two pri-
mary substrategies: symbolic placation of stakeholders and “individualizing” 
a crisis. Through public pronouncements and the appearance of effective 
crisis management, symbolic placation aims to calm stakeholders’ emotions 
and delay policy response. Individualizing a crisis involves attributing a cri-
sis to the poor decisions of a few “bad apples,” thereby leaving larger systemic 
issues unaddressed.79

The establishment of the 9/11 Commission placated the 9/11 families 
for months by encouraging their hope that culpable offi cials would be held 
formally accountable for the government’s failures. The families’ patience 
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evaporated, however, following long delays in the investigation and the 
commissioners’ posing of “softball questions” to high-status witnesses.80 The 
second strategy of issue containment—individualizing a crisis—involves 
evoking the bad apple analogy to pin blame on individuals. During the 9/11 
Commission, however, this strategy was reversed. Kean, Hamilton, and Zelikow 
agreed, “The Pearl Harbor inquiries were perceived as partisan—intent on 
fi nding individuals to blame, and not looking at the fl aws across the govern-
ment that enabled the attack to take place. . . . We would not miss the forest for 
the trees in the 9/11 story by looking solely for individuals to blame.”81 Instead 
of individualizing a crisis, stakeholders can “systematize” a crisis to avoid the 
risk and discomfort arising from pointing fi ngers at politically powerful bad 
apples. Here, the legitimacy of an explanation for failure is grounded fi rst in 
the attribution of its comprehensiveness, and second in the attribution of that 
comprehensiveness as preferable. For the 9/11 Commission’s leadership, blam-
ing the fl awed national security system and its processes seemed the better 
response, and blaming specifi c offi cials was depicted as both insuffi cient and 
politically reckless.

Avoiding institutional and public perceptions of partisanship was thus 
the leadership’s primary goal and became the measure of the Commission’s 
success. The ramifi cations of this goal were widespread. For example, dur-
ing public hearings, interactions between commissioners and witnesses were 
carefully scripted. Signifi cantly, the commissioners, staff, and witnesses gener-
ally knew what questions and responses would be offered because Kean and 
Hamilton had insisted that there be no “big surprises” that could lead to par-
tisan attacks: “All [witnesses] were interviewed in private in advance of the 
public hearing. . . . We did not want witnesses at our hearings presenting infor-
mation that we were not prepared for.”82 Each commissioner was given a set 
time—usually either fi ve or fi fteen minutes—in which to ask questions and 
receive witness testimony. Witnesses tended to deliver long stretches of com-
mentary, and overall, interruptions from the commissioners were infrequent. 
In some cases, only a handful of questions were asked of witnesses before the 
next commissioner’s turn, and the order of the questioners was determined 
ahead of time.83 Tight scripting limited the ability of some commissioners, 
who may have been sympathetic to the families’ concerns, to question wit-
nesses on issues of accountability. However, impromptu lines of inquiry that 
might have undermined the “systematization” of the 9/11 crisis by revealing 
individual negligence and error were more or less prohibited. Possibilities for 
such lines of inquiry were already slight given that commissioners risked being 
rhetorically (and even physically) attacked by fellow commissioners, witnesses, 
the press, and segments of the public if they were perceived as having blamed 
individuals for 9/11.84
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Commissioner Richard Ben-Veniste’s opening remarks demonstrate how 
issue containment—specifi cally systemization—was performed rhetorically:

No department or agency in this administration, or any other, is exempted from 

our careful review. I do not, however, interpret our investigative mandate to be 

an invitation to engage in fi nger-pointing or to participate in the blame game. 

Rather, it is the essential precursor to a reasoned analysis of how changes and 

improvements to our security apparatus can and should be made.85

Ben-Veniste implied that blaming individuals might somehow impinge on 
the Commission’s ability to effectively construct lessons learned and help 
prevent future attacks. The apparent contradiction between holding offi cials 
“accountable” while simultaneously not “pointing fi ngers” can be reconciled 
if accountability and blame are conceived of as antithetical categories. Here, 
accountability is associated with the future, and fi nger pointing and blame 
with the past. Accountability is associated with changes and improvements 
designed to make the American people safer, and subsequently evokes images 
of interconnection, integrity, and security. Finger pointing and blame, on the 
other hand, become a distasteful “game,” and evoke images of imprudence and 
partisanship. Whereas individuals can and should be held “accountable,” they 
should not be “blamed.”

For Senator Jon Corzine (D-NJ), this categorization made sense. Corzine 
stated, “I am very much of the view that this is not about fi nding blame, assign-
ing blame. This is about genuine reform and accountability going forward.”86 
Harry Waizer, a Cantor Fitzgerald employee who survived the attacks, argued, 
“This commission cannot turn back the hands of time. There’s nothing to be 
gained by asserting blame, by pointing fi ngers.”87 Testifying with the survivors, 
Craig Sincock commented, “If there is anything to blame, it is our systems, 
our bureaucracies and our infl exibility towards change.”88 These sentiments 
were echoed in later hearings; Commissioner Lehman remarked to FBI and 
CIA witnesses, “Please understand that the questions I am posing to you have 
nothing to do with the blame game or fi nger-pointing. Our high responsibility 
is to draw the right lessons and to make real achievable recommendations for 
change.”89 Former Attorney General Janet Reno stated, “What I think is impor-
tant for me to do today . . . is to try to come to the issues so . . . that we can 
provide the best advice we can on how we can prevent this for the future, not talk-
ing about blame, not talking about partisan politics.”90 Addressing emergency 
response offi cials from New York, Commissioner Roemer declared, “We’re not 
here to blame the three of you or anybody else, but to fi nd answers, learn and 
fi x it because we know they’re coming and we know they might be coming back 
to New York City.”91 The construction and maintenance of the accountability 
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versus blame categories by institutional members, the Commission’s leader-
ship, and some survivors thus helped to contain the 9/11 families’ parrhesia. 
As a result, the families’ primary motive for establishing the Commission—
accountability—was quickly and successfully coopted by institutional mem-
bers and intermediaries in a way that protected institutional interests.

A second prominent strategy used to blunt the families’ parrhesia involved 
avoiding the substance and implications of the families’ framing of account-
ability. This strategy differed from issue containment in that it did not involve 
an explicit reframing of accountability; rather, this strategy relied on simply 
avoiding the issue. The families consistently rejected the premise that the mis-
takes surrounding the 9/11 attacks precluded holding individuals to account. 
For example, responding to Chairman Kean and Commissioner Ben-Veniste’s 
assertions during the fi rst public hearing that the Commission needed to avoid 
“pointing fi ngers,” Stephen Push argued, “I think this Commission should 
point fi ngers. I’m not suggesting that you fi nd scapegoats, someone to hang 
out to dry, but there were people, people in responsible positions, who failed us 
on 9/11.”92 Push’s fellow panelists agreed. During her testimony, Mary Fetchet 
repeatedly asked the question “Who was accountable?” and Mindy Kleinberg 
asked, “If at some point we don’t look to hold the individuals accountable for 
not doing their jobs properly, then how can we ever expect for terrorists not to 
get lucky again?”93 For these witnesses, both systems and individuals could be 
held accountable.

However, in 2006, Vice Chairman Hamilton recalled:

What we decided was two things: the mandate did not ask us to identify people 

or even did not use the word “accountability.” We did not want to go beyond our 

mandate. . . . What we thought was really important in all of this was not so much 

that a particular person failed in their responsibility, whatever that responsibility 

might be, but that there were systemic problems in the government that we really 

thought need to be identifi ed and corrected.94

The Commission’s leadership thus interpreted their mandate as providing an 
insuffi cient warrant for deliberating the relationship between pre-9/11 national 
security decision making and accountability. The Commission nevertheless 
implicitly proclaimed its view of this relationship in its Final Report, which 
held no government offi cial at any level formally responsible for their actions 
or inactions preceding the 9/11 attacks. Avoiding consideration of this issue 
during the Commission’s investigation and hearings preserved the commis-
sioners’ ability eventually to assign accountability in a way that ensured that the 
hierarchical relationship between national security elites and citizens remained 
intact. The Commission’s leadership could not allow institutional elites to 
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perceive that citizens were directing the Commission’s investigation. Honoring 
the 9/11 families’ requested framing of accountability not only risked the 
appearance of partisanship, but also risked undermining of the very founda-
tion of the insider-outsider dichotomy that has historically separated citizens 
from national security decision making.

Avoiding the issue of accountability was thus a signifi cant institutional strat-
egy. For example, during the Commission’s fourth public hearing on October 
14, 2003, Commissioner Max Cleland fi nally asked a panel of former CIA 
offi cials the question that the 9/11 families had consistently sought an answer 
to: “Who is responsible for warning this country of an attack on this nation, 
and who’s accountable?” Mary McCarthy, a former National Intelligence Offi cer 
for Warning, responded, “As far as who is accountable, I think that’s what the 
Commission is discovering, and hopefully what we will discover is that our 
systems were not adequate.”95 McCarthy’s statement epitomizes the rhetorical 
strategy of topic avoidance, as well as an environment where accountability was 
located within abstract, institutionally acceptable discourses of “systems” and 
“cultures” and was not attributable to specifi c individuals.96 Similarly, Kean fol-
lowed the testimony of family members Push, Fetchet, Kleinberg, and Vadhan 
by remarking:

Thank you all very much. This is an extraordinary panel and you have given us 

a tremendous charge. . . . There wouldn’t be a Commission if it was not for the 

work of the victims and the families. And we’re all very very aware of that. I also 

want to say, as Chairman, that every single time that this Commission has asked 

the families to help in any way in the execution of our mission, they have been 

there, from setting out the mission to helping us get an adequate budget. I just 

want to say to you all, as representatives of the families, thank you very, very 

much, and we look forward to working with you in the future.97

Other commissioners followed Kean in praising the families but avoiding the 
substance of implications of their framing of accountability. In contrast to his 
later statements about the families, Commissioner Fielding stated, “Your stories 
are very compelling, your advice is good and sound, and obviously you have 
strengthened our resolve. I know I speak for all of us, you’re obviously one of 
our best assets. Please, stay with us, please keep giving us guidance, please keep 
us direct.”98 Commissioner Roemer stated, “I hope you will stay involved in this 
Commission’s work. And I hope that you will stay involved in helping us imple-
ment recommendations of the Commission. That will be one of the most diffi -
cult parts we get to.”99 However, even as they acknowledged the families’ impor-
tant contributions, the commissioners simultaneously reinforced the families’ 
position as laypeople and victims rather than competent stakeholders in policy 
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debate. Such praise positioned the commissioners as insiders and experts with 
more dispassionate, authoritative, and legitimate perspectives on accountability 
than the families.

A third institutional strategy used to manage the families’ parrhesia—and 
the fi nal strategy discussed here—was disqualifi cation, which involves deter-
mining who has a right to participate in decision making. According to Kean 
and Hamilton, “Initially, the Family Steering Committee (FSC) had lobbied 
for one of their prominent representatives [Breitweiser] to be hired onto the 
commission’s staff.”100 Instead, for the staff teams, the Commission’s leadership 
“looked for the best experts in the United States. We wanted to hire eclectically: 
people from inside and outside of government . . . people who could bring a 
fresh perspective.”101 The Commission also refused to hire anyone possessing 
an activist political history.102 Three of the Commission’s expert staff members 
had lost loved ones during the attacks; however, selection of the staff teams 
using the institutional sine qua non of “expertise” ensured that family members 
who believed that holding individuals accountable would be disqualifi ed from 
participating in the most meaningful deliberations.

Here, rhetorical scholars of democracy can assess how the category of vic-
tim works to legitimize the disqualifi cation of citizens from debates and pro-
motes associated practices of discursive closure. The label of victim is a potent 
moral and political category, and it is constructed in complex—and often 
contradictory—ways to promote or impede a given agenda.103 Victims of vio-
lent crime may skillfully employ parrhesia, yet the connotations surrounding 
their categorical status may simultaneously mark their speech for audiences as 
subjective, emotional, and something less than rational. For the Commission’s 
leadership, the families’ parrhesia was thus to be acknowledged (or at least 
publicly tolerated), but only if it remained outside the Commission’s offi cial 
deliberations. Following the investigation, Commission staff members openly 
expressed mixed emotions about the families. For example, a liaison to the 
families, Emily Walker, stated, “The families, especially the four ‘Jersey Girls,’ 
were not nice. They were not cordial. They were not respectful.” Walker under-
stood the complexity of the situation, however, “That they were not nice does 
not mean they were not effective. If not for those four ladies a lot would never 
have happened.”104

In summary, issue containment, topic avoidance, and disqualifi cation were 
prominent strategies used by institutional elites and the 9/11 Commission’s 
leadership to circumvent the families’ meaningful participation in national 
security affairs. These strategies remained obscure because they were often 
accompanied by praise for the families’ efforts. However, praising the victims 
of 9/11 amounted to a subtle form of patronizing speech that reinforced the 
families’ subordinate status to national security elites and further contained the 
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threat that the families’ parrhesia posed to institutional authority and control. 
I next consider whether the 9/11 families’ use of different rhetorical strategies 
might have altered this situation.

PARRHESIA AND RHETORICAL DEMOCRACY

Contrasting parrhesia with other rhetorical strategies contributes to our under-
standing of the development of rhetorical democracy. For example, comic 
strategies are less threatening to institutional elites than parrhesia because the 
comic not only unmasks vices and unjust practices, but also creates a feeling 
of collaboration and trust among participants.105 For example, Caitlin Wills 
Toker explains how, during the 1980s and 1990s, one activist rhetor used comic 
strategies to promote dialogue between citizen groups and U.S. Department 
of Energy (DOE) offi cials at a nuclear weapons production facility located in 
Fernald, Ohio. Toker found that activist Lisa Crawford’s performance of the 
comic frame—manifested in “identifi cation,” “perspective by incongruity,” and 
“clowning”—“ultimately altered Fernald’s practices to allow for the incorpora-
tion and consideration of public values and interests.”106 Identifi cation involves 
building shared interest and trust before participants engage social issues. 
Perspective by incongruity joins contradictory statements together to question 
the adequacy of a given frame. For example, Crawford referred to Fernald as a 
“national sacrifi ce zone” to undermine the sterile, technical language of DOE 
offi cials.107 Finally, clowning uses parody to disrupt conventions and encourage 
participants to refl ect on their unjust practices.

The 9/11 families rarely used comic strategies in confronting institutional 
elites. Indeed, the 49 formal statements issued by the Family Steering Committee 
reveal a consistent pattern of parrhesia employed throughout the duration of the 
9/11 Commission’s investigation. For example, a statement released on February 
10, 2004, declares, “The [FSC] is outraged by the failure of [the 9/11 Commission] 
to subpoena the White House for complete access to the Presidential Daily 
Briefi ngs. The public needs to be aware that the President’s statements on Meet 
the Press, on February 8, 2004, were misleading.”108 Dozens of formal statements 
similar in tone are representative of the families’ sustained use of parrhesia in the 
hopes of spurring offi cials to respond favorably to the families’ calls for account-
ability. For example, a February 3, 2004, statement concerning the need for an 
extension of the Commission’s investigation asserted that the Commission must 
“fulfi ll its promise to conduct a transparent investigation that provides account-
ability and fi xes responsibility to those who contributed to the failures that led to 
9/11.”109 However, a July 26, 2004, statement contained a trace of a comic frame 
mixed with antipathy for the Commission’s Final Report: “The Commissioners 
have concluded that September 11, 2001 resulted from a ‘failure of imagination.’ 
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Although accountability was not assigned to specifi c individuals, it is clear that 
one solution is to hire new people with better imaginations.”110 Nevertheless, 
the families’ rhetorical strategy of parrhesia was maintained throughout the 
Commission’s investigation even as evidence of its effectiveness faded.

The question here is whether the 9/11 families might have achieved more 
substantial and successful participation in the work of the 9/11 Commission—
and thus transformed the calculus of accountability—if they had shifted their 
rhetorical strategy to a comic frame once the Commission’s investigation was 
underway. Toker’s analysis of Lisa Crawford’s performance is grounded in such 
assumptions of deliberative democracy as equal access, cooperation, inclusiv-
ity, and dialogue. Deliberative democracy’s emphasis on egalitarian consen-
sus, however, differs from the norms of a rhetorical democracy, which is based 
instead on the ideal of agonistic pluralism.111 As Ivie states, “Burke’s notion 
of the comic corrective acknowledges that political relations are agonistic and 
recognizes that social cohesion and tolerance are promoted by people ‘acting 
rhetorically upon themselves and one another.’ It does not . . . assume that ago-
nistic politics are inherently self-correcting or that their potential for realiz-
ing democratic ideals is easily fulfi lled.”112 Ivie explains that the deployment 
of comic strategies need not be wedded to deliberative democratic assump-
tions. Both agonistic pluralism and parrhesia provide alternatives to the ideal-
ized principles of deliberative democracy. Indeed, to the extent that a rhetori-
cal democracy relies on the practical achievement of deliberative democracy’s 
idealized principles, its development will likely be thwarted by national security 
elites who neither aspire to uphold nor respect these principles.

The question remains, however, whether parrhesia is compatible with the 
development of a rhetorical democracy. Foucault argues that parrhesia is based 
on moral certainty; therefore, it may be disruptive to the rhetorical task of pro-
ducing identifi cation among participants. In its unequivocal adherence to a 
particular conception of accountability, the families’ parrhesia encouraged the 
demonization of all those opposed to that conception. Such practices, accord-
ing to Ivie, are anathema to the ideals of rhetorical democracy, where enemies 
are not demonized, but instead depicted as “wrong,” “misguided,” or “stupid” 
rivals in need of respectful engagement. Victimization is also eschewed in a 
rhetorical democracy; however, the families’ parrhesia was derived from their 
victimization. A paradox was thus created that proved irresolvable during the 
9/11 Commission’s tenure. The 9/11 families’ parrhesia may have helped to 
establish the 9/11 Commission; yet their parrhesia subsequently alienated the 
Commission’s leadership, provoked discursive closure, and foreclosed oppor-
tunities for meaningful participation.

While the 9/11 families exemplify the potential for citizens to use parrhe-
sia to intervene successfully in the development of national security policy in 
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the aftermath of a catastrophe, parrhesia may also unintentionally hinder the 
development of a rhetorical democracy. This study advances our understand-
ing of parrhesia, yet future critique should develop insights concerning its form 
and rhetorical functioning within national security affairs. Scholars and citi-
zens have only begun to explore what democracy’s rhetorical idiom might look 
like in the context of citizen participation in post-9/11 national security delib-
erations. In light of the case of the 9/11 families and the paradox of parrhe-
sia, investigating democracy’s untapped potential remains a complicated and 
challenging—but nonetheless enticing—opportunity for rhetorical scholars.

CONCLUSION

The case of the 9/11 families represents both disruption and continuity in the 
rhetorical history of citizen participation in U.S. national security affairs. Above 
all, however, this case reveals stakeholders’ deep ambivalence regarding such 
participation. Because the 9/11 Commission’s leadership worked persistently 
to contain the 9/11 families’ calls for specifi c accountability, it is remarkable 
that following the disbandment of the 9/11 Commission, all ten commission-
ers formed a 501(c)(3) organization, the 9/11 Public Discourse Project (now 
defunct), to “educate the public on the issue of terrorism and what can be done 
to make the country safer.” The 9/11 Public Discourse Project’s fi nal report in 
December 2005 declared, “Change and reform doesn’t happen in this country 
unless the American people demand it. . . . The 9/11 families are an example 
for every student of government: Citizen involvement makes a huge and posi-
tive difference.”113 In light of this essay’s critique, this statement suggests that 
the commissioners were either hypocritical or, more likely, blind to their own 
rhetorical practices—practices that helped to circumvent the 9/11 families’ 
meaningful participation.

The families similarly demonstrated ambivalence concerning their participa-
tion in national security affairs. During the 9/11 Commission’s fi rst public hear-
ing, Push, Fetchet, Kleinberg, and Vadhan repeatedly called for accountability, yet 
consistently reinforced the distance between the families and the Commission. 
For example, Fetchet stated, “It is your moral and legal responsibility to ensure 
that no stone is unturned. . . . Ultimately, you are accountable for the success 
of this commission.”114 This rhetoric suggests that the 9/11 families not only 
deferred to the Commission’s experts regarding the technical aspects of national 
security reform, but also believed that issues of accountability were “outside the 
boundaries of the public sphere.”115 In private meetings, however, it appears 
that at least some family members attempted—with little success—to overcome 
this assumption and actively participate in the work of the Commission to try 
to ensure that their standards of accountability were met.116
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The families’ ambivalence suggests that they may have tacitly accepted the 
historical depiction of themselves as unqualifi ed to participate in national secu-
rity deliberations, thereby illustrating a public that has forgotten, in Doxtader’s 
words, “how to authorize actions in behalf of its own needs.” This condition 
may have contributed to the “complicated and frustrating dance” that occurred 
between the 9/11 families and the Commission’s leadership. Critical exploration 
of this condition, however, was precluded by forms of institutional communi-
cation endemic to investigatory commissions. Doxtader suggests that national 
security commissions are institutional sites that serve as a “vicious surrogate” for 
deliberation; they are a place where interaction is replaced by “opinion extrac-
tion.” As a result, rhetorical democracy’s normative goal of “strengthening the 
means of democratic dissent and deliberation” and “reinforcing democratic 
values” remained out of reach during the 9/11 Commission’s investigation. This 
case study suggests that such commissions—as they are currently structured—
may accommodate citizens’ national security concerns, but “only if [those con-
cerns] do not challenge the given terms of [institutional] stability.”117

Thus, despite the 9/11 families use of parrhesia to promote the ideals of 
accountability, participation, and democracy, this essay demonstrates the per-
sistence of institutional elitism, systematic distortion, and general discursive 
closure within institutional arenas of national security decision making. 
Although citizen rhetoric served as a catalyst for the 9/11 Commission and sub-
sequent reform legislation, the changes enacted since 2004 have done nothing to 
stimulate the inclusion of citizen voices in national security policy deliberations. 
Unfortunately, it may take another catastrophe to remind citizens of their demo-
cratic responsibility to deliberate the development of national security policy.118

For those considering opportunities for direct citizen participation in 
national security affairs, several lessons from the case of the 9/11 families stand 
out as particularly important. First, catastrophe provides temporary cultural 
sanction for citizen involvement (but not necessarily permanent or substantive 
infl uence) in institutional arenas dominated by elite, technocratic discourse. 
The category of victim is a potent, but ultimately unstable, source of parrhesia 
that can be used to challenge the institutional status quo. The case of the 9/11 
families also demonstrates, however, how institutions can skillfully appropriate 
victims’ parrhesiastic truth to serve their own interests. Second, if it is to spur 
direct citizen involvement, catastrophe must affect citizens with the knowledge, 
connections, resources, and time to devote to seeking redress. Comparison of the 
9/11 families and Hurricane Katrina victims clearly demonstrates the value of 
socioeconomic status, education, social networks, race, and bureaucratic savoir 
faire in gaining media and political attention.119 Finally, if permitted to enter 
institutional arenas of decision making, citizens must remain attuned to chang-
ing rhetorical situations and fl exible in their choice of rhetorical strategies. Once 
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“inside,” citizens must carefully consider how their rhetorical strategies may 
spark institutional demophobia, impeding identifi cation and cooperation. 
Such participation, in other words, is never safe.

The 9/11 Commission’s mandate was to “examine and report upon the facts 
and causes relating to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.”120 However, 
participants did not consider whether the historical relationship between citi-
zens and institutional elites in the development of national security policy played 
some role in the ultimate causes of the attacks. Nevertheless, reconsideration of 
this relationship is unlikely in an environment where “the national impulse is 
to identify with the symbol of democracy but to contain and defer democratic 
practice until it can be properly and rationally disciplined.”121 Robert Asen 
asks us to remember, however, that “democracy asks not for people’s unlim-
ited energy and knowledge, but for their creative participation.”122 For Asen, 
the value of citizen participation lies in its qualitative contributions in bolster-
ing public agendas, raising issues and questions, and enhancing the democratic 
process. Asen states, “Democracy requires a leap of faith. Belief in democracy is 
like belief in God; either one has faith or one does not. Radical skepticism can-
not be met with irrefutable, empirical proof. Democracy . . . constitutes a moral 
project.”123 The same can be said for a rhetorical democracy. Citizens and schol-
ars taking a leap of faith in the context of national security affairs would do well 
to learn from the 9/11 families’ experience. Their endeavor to hold policymak-
ers accountable and to help ensure that Americans never again experience the 
horror of catastrophic terrorism offers valuable insights for those who would 
dare to enter this risky rhetorical context.
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