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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			   ,    CHAPTER 2 A Presidential Rhetoric of Shared Beliefs I n the preceding chapter I noted that, despite the many factors that could ostensibly pull the American people apart, for centuries scholars and other observers have agreed that the people of the United States are somehow bound together by ideational models of national identity. The working hypothesis behind most explanations of American nationalism has therefore been what I have referred to as the shared beliefs hypothesis, the notion that Americans are Americans because they share certain ways of thinking, even if there has been debate about exactly what these ways of thinking are. In this chapter I argue that U.S. presidents have also promoted the shared beliefs hypothesis of American nationalism. By itself, this claim is hardly surprising . As I have already noted, chief executives clearly have a great interest in making sure that the American people feel united, even if citizens’ actual demographic, economic, and psychological conditions would suggest otherwise . Likewise, supposing that U.S. presidents have tried to promote shared beliefs through ritualistic discourses such as inaugural addresses and state of the union messages is probably not all that surprising either. Scholars as dissimilar as political theorists and linguistic anthropologists have suggested that such discursive moments are of extreme importance within a culture, as they reinforce notions of identity and community.1 But which version of the shared beliefs hypothesis have U.S. presidents been most likely to favor on these occasions? Which versions of American national identity have they most often promoted within these two genres? In this chapter I will suggest that presidents , unlike scholars, seem to be largely in agreement about the types of beliefs that constitute American identity. Although chief executives sometimes draw upon Tocquevillian themes of equality, Lockean themes of liberalism, and some of the other popular themes discussed in chapter , my reading A Presidential Rhetoric of Shared Beliefs  suggests that they most commonly associate American national identity with Puritan notions of an American civil religion. The American people are uniquely united, presidents have repeatedly argued , by nothing less than providence; as God’s chosen people, Americans have a collective identity based on shared beliefs that are both sacred and sanctified .2 This version is, of course, the same account of American identity once oﬀered by John Winthrop, who asked an audience of pilgrims to remember God’s need for their community to represent a “city on a hill” and thus a beacon for all other nations. And it is also the same explanation of American nationalism that, according to Sacvan Bercovitch, has been used repeatedly throughout U.S. history to control Americans’ impulses by manufacturing a sense of ideological consensus. When presidents speak of the American people as “one nation under God,” then, perhaps they are doing nothing more than we would expect them to do. They are using the words and symbols of the historic Puritan errand to rhetorically enact another “rite of assent,” to use Bercovitch’s celebrated phrasing, and thus to envelop the American people into the rhetorical folds of a particular mythos. Yet to say only that U.S. presidents’ rhetorical promotion of shared beliefs in this manner is unsurprising is to miss an important part of the story. Specifically, as I will argue throughout this chapter, when we take a closer look at how presidents have used these themes in the inaugural addresses and state of the union messages studied here, we can get a sense of at least two critical and interrelated findings. First, U.S. presidents can use these themes in order to manage a diverse democracy. This usage is a function of civil religious rhetoric that has largely gone unnoticed by scholars of U.S. political communication, and it is also a feature of presidential rhetoric that may make this discourse diﬀerent from other social leaders’ responses to Americans’ diversity. For reasons I will detail in this chapter, civil religious themes can be an especially eﬃcient way for presidents to accommodate diﬀerence within a democratic nation. Second, U.S. presidents can use these themes not only to speak about allegedly constitutive American ideals, the backbone of the shared beliefs hypothesis, but also to promote more specific attitudinal postures that these ideals necessitate. In other words, presidents can use these themes to describe American identity in terms of both principle and pose, a combination that allows their particular rhetoric of American national identity to be more complicated than we might have... 

			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
      
      
        

      
               
      
  		
  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	




    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
			
			
							
			
				
					ISBN
				

				
					9781603444873
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Related ISBN(s)
				

				
					9781603442985
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					MARC Record
				

				
					Download
				

			

			
            
			
			
				
					OCLC
				

				
					607802176
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					216
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2011-07-21
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					Language
				

				
					English
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
		

	

	
		
		
			Purchase

		

		
			
			
			[image: buy this book (opens new window)]
			
			Buy This Book in Print

		

		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						[image: MUSE logo]
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											[image: Facebook]
	[image: Linkedin]
	[image: Twitter]


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				
				
				
				
				
				  Accept
				

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	