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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Bess R. H. Myers
Doctor of Philosophy
Department of Comparative Literature
June 2019

Title: Speaking After Silence: Presidential Rhetoric in the Wake of Catastrophe

This dissertation examines eulogies President Barack Obama delivered after
instances of human-perpetrated catastrophe: violent events so cataclysmic that they
rendered the rhetorical arena unsafe and thus impeded productive communication. Each
chapter explores one of Obama’s speeches delivered after instances of gun violence—his
speech in 2011 in Tucson, Arizona after the attempted assassination of Representative
Gabrielle Giffords; his speech in Charleston, South Carolina in 2015 after the shooting at
Emanuel AME Church; and his speech in 2016 concerning common-sense gun safety
reform—through the lens of what I argue are the three primary functions of post-
catastrophe eulogy: pedagogical, deliberative, and unifying.

Obama’s speeches recall the classical Athenian funeral oration (epitaphios logos)
and, in particular, Pericles’ epitaphios in Greek historian Thucydides’ History of the
Peloponnesian War. This dissertation explores how Obama negotiated classical and
contemporary models of democratic citizenship, and illustrates how Obama’s post-
catastrophe speeches are a model of one possible process of rebuilding communication on a
national scale, the aim of which is the continued deferral of reactive violence. This
dissertation reveals how approaching ancient and modern political rhetoric from a

comparative perspective highlights the ostensibly shared mission of such rhetoric, while
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also uncovering sites where the presidential rhetorical tradition subordinates and suppresses

nonwhite, non-masculine identities in its establishment of a single national identity.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
Exiled Thucydides knew
All that a speech can say
About Democracy,
And what dictators do,
The elderly rubbish they talk
To an apathetic grave;
Analysed all in his book,
The enlightenment driven away,
The habit-forming pain,
Mismanagement and grief:
We must suffer them all again.
W.H. Auden

from “September 1, 1939”

On April 20, 1999, two students of Columbine High School fatally shot one
teacher and 12 of their peers before ultimately committing suicide. One month later, on
May 20, President Bill Clinton and First Lady Hillary Clinton attended a memorial
service at Dakota Ridge High School in Littleton, Colorado. Speeches, interspersed with
triumphant cheers of “We are Columbine!”, were delivered by the superintendent of
Jefferson County Schools, Jane Hammond; the principal of Columbine High School,
Frank DeAngelis; the student body president of Columbine High School, Heather Dinkel;
the First Lady; and, finally, President Clinton. President Clinton’s speech was markedly
optimistic and focused on healing, and he praised the students of Columbine for their
faith and community. Near the end of the speech, he described an ideal future in which
“every person is committed to doing something better and different in every walk of life,

beginning with parents and students and going all the way to the White House”



(“President Clinton Delivering Remarks™). He emphasized that the students in the
audience were in the unique position to “reach across all the political and religious and
racial and cultural lines that divide us” because the students had “already touched our
hearts.” Clinton told the students, with signature Arkansas drawl and paternal smile,
“You've got to help us here. Take care of yourselves and your families first. Take care of
the school next. But remember, you can help America heal, and in so doing you will
speed the process of healing for yourselves.”

A month earlier on April 25, 1999 in Littleton, Colorado, Vice President Al Gore
also delivered a eulogy in honor of those who had been murdered at Columbine High
School. He began his speech for those who died in what is now referred to as the
Columbine High School massacre by stating stoically, “Nothing that I can say to you can
bring comfort. Nothing that anyone else can say can bring comfort”(“Columbine High
School Memorial Address”). He described the emotional pain caused by the shooting as
“agony,” and the aftermath of the shooting as an “ashen moment.” Clinton only briefly
referenced scripture in his speech—he urged the students not to lose their faith by way of
Saint Paul’s instruction that “we must walk by faith, not by sight”—but Gore cited
scripture directly more than ten times in his 12-minute speech. Although Gore cited
instances of heroism displayed during the shooting, the tone of his speech was
overwhelmingly solemn and sorrowful.

The speeches delivered by Clinton and Gore after the shooting at Columbine High
School, though different in style and content, may both be categorized as examples of
national eulogy. Presidents, and sometimes vice presidents, of the United States

frequently deliver eulogies in honor of those whose lives have been lost, and such



eulogies are termed “national eulogies,” a phrase coined by Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and
Kathleen Hall Jamieson. Campbell and Jamieson define a national eulogy as a speech that
contains a “unique blend of eulogistic content and elements that reconstitute the nation”
after tragic events, and offers an interpretation of the meaning of those events for the
citizenry (75). Campbell and Jamieson specify four characteristics of national eulogy: in
a national eulogy, presidents take on a priestly role, explain what meaning the tragedy has
for the nation, describe those who have died as symbolizing “the best of the nation,” and
explain how the government will see to it that such tragedies are prevented in the future
(80). Clinton and Gore’s respective speeches display all four characteristics of national
eulogy, though the orators fulfill these criteria in disparate ways.

National eulogies delivered after instances of catastrophe rely on a formulaic
structure. Such structure may ultimately be traced to the classical Athenian funeral
oration of the fifth century BCE, the epitaphios logos (émrtdprog Aoyog). As will be
explored further in Chapter I1I, Pericles’ epitaphios—the only extant version of which
exists in Greek historian Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War—influenced
prominent political figures of the U.S. such as President Abraham Lincoln, and, as Garry
Wills argues, Pericles’ speech “became the most famous oration of its kind, a model
endlessly copied, praised, and cited” (41). This dissertation considers three speeches
delivered by President Barack Obama after instances of gun violence; two of the
speeches are considered in the context of Athenian epitaphioi and, in particular, Pericles’
epitaphios, and one speech is considered in the context of Pericles’ final speech. By
studying ancient epitaphioi and modern national eulogies in conversation, we may

uncover the similar impulses behind such speeches, and in their divergences discover



how U.S. democratic republicanism allows for a greater range of post-catastrophe
political speech than does the democracy of ancient Athens, but also relies on the
relegation of non-white, non-masculine voices to maintain a single, united national
identity.

In this dissertation I describe the violent and emotionally upsetting events that
precipitate national eulogies as instances of catastrophe. National eulogies may be
delivered after events that are not the direct result of human intent, such as natural
disasters; however, I focus my attention on speeches delivered after human-perpetrated
acts of violence. The term “catastrophe” in this context refers to a human-perpetrated
violent event so cataclysmic that it renders the rhetorical arena unsafe and thus impedes
productive communication after such an event. I focus specifically on human-perpetrated
catastrophe, as such acts are intentionally performed as a way of closing off
conversational possibilities. Instead of continuing to work through political and personal
differences, engaging in discourse and attempting to convince one another of our
positions, catastrophe effectively shuts down rhetorical exchange. Thus, after a
catastrophe, the notion of “speaking after silence” becomes pertinent: what can the
eulogist say after such an event that will begin to rebuild successful communication that
defers, or even prevents, future violence?

I have chosen the word “catastrophe” to describe human-perpetrated violence in
part because of its ancient Greek origins. The word katastrophé (xatactpoen) derives
from the preposition kata, here meaning “downwards,” and the word strophé, meaning
“turn” (Liddell-Scott Greek Lexicon). Katastrophé refers to an overturning, a conclusion,

or depending on context, even death. In drama, “catastrophe” can refer to the event in a



play that leads to its resolution; thus, a catastrophe is both an end of the main plot and the
beginning of the dénouement. It is fruitful to consider national eulogies in a similar light;
the eulogy memorializes those whose lives have ended, and marks the beginning of a
resolution. In essence, the eulogist dialectizes death: that is, one goal of national eulogy is
to put into conversation a set of varying, often contrasting, experiences in order to engage
with and explain the ultimate unknowable experience, death itself. Although the speaker
of a given eulogy does not engage in a dialogue per se, the speaker acts as a mouthpiece
both for those who have died and for those who are in mourning, and acts as a kind of
medium between the past and the future.

While many rhetoricians have discussed presidential rhetoric and its relationship
with classical oratory and, specifically, Greek funeral oration, this dissertation links these
genres not only structurally and thematically, but also functionally. Ultimately, the
overarching questions that drive this project are how, why, and to what extent does
presidential rhetoric—in particular, national eulogy—rely on and borrow from classical

eulogistic conventions?

Classical Athenian Funeral Oration: Function and Form

Eulogies, whether delivered before private or public audiences, may be
categorized as epideictic rhetoric. Book I of Aristotle’s Rhetoric contains the
philosopher’s examination of what he believed were the three species of public speech—
deliberative, epideictic, and forensic—and the time with which each species corresponds:

The kinds of Rhetoric are three in number, corresponding to the three kinds of

hearers. For every speech is composed of three parts: the speaker, the subject of



which he treats, and the person to whom it is addressed, I mean the hearer, to
whom the end or object of the speech refers. Now the hearer must necessarily be
either a mere spectator or a judge, and a judge either of things past or of things to
come. For instance, a member of the general assembly is a judge of things to
come; the dicast, of things past; the mere spectator, of the ability of the speaker.
Therefore, there are necessarily three kinds of rhetorical speeches, deliberative,
forensic, and epideictic. (I.1.3)"
For Aristotle, each type of public speech corresponds to a particular time: forensic or
juridical rhetoric concerns past events and seeks to accuse or defend; deliberative rhetoric
is used to debate what action ought to be taken and therefore concerns the future; and
epideictic rhetoric, speech that praises or blames, concerns the present state of affairs.
Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca describe epideictic rhetoric as the
“kind of oratory...which is most in danger of turning into declamation, of becoming
rhetoric in the usual and pejorative sense of the word” (51). Since the purpose of
epideictic speech is ultimately “to increase the intensity of adherence to values held in
common by the audience and the speaker,” epideictic speech risks pandering to the
audience (51). Additionally, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca describe the speaker of
epideictic as “very close to being an educator” (52). As I will show in Chapter II, one of
the national eulogist’s responsibilities is to assume the role of community educator, and

to retell the story of instances of violence in such a way that diffuses communal anger

! Eotv 8¢ Tiic pnropikiic £16n Tpiot TOV dpOpdv: TocodTo Yap Kol o dipootal TV Adywv dmapxovety
dvrec. chykettal pdv yop &x Tpidv 6 Adyoc, £k te ToD AéyovTog Kol mepi o0 Aéyel kai Tpdg dv, Kol TO TEAOC
TpOC ToDTOV 0TIy, Aym 8& TOV GicpoaTHV. BvAaYKN 8¢ TOV dicpoathv §| Bempdv eivar §j kpiThv, kpitv 68 §
TOV YEYEVNIEVOV T| TOV HEALOVTOV. 0TIV 8™ O HEV EPL TAV HEAMAOVT®V KPIVOV O EKKANGLOOTHG, O 08 TTEpL
TOV yEYEVNLEVOV O SIKOGTNG, O 8¢ mepl TG duvapems 6 Bempds, dot €€ avaykng dv €in tpia yévn TV
AOY@OV TGV PNTOPIK®Y, GLUPBOVAELTIKOV, dikavikdv, émdeiktikov. Throughout this dissertation, Greek of
Aristotle’s Rhetoric from Oxford Classical Texts edition, edited by Ross. All translations of Aristotle’s
Rhetoric adapted from Freese.
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and promotes nonviolent communication. Thus, such speeches assume and establish a
“community of minds, which, while it lasts, excludes the use of violence” (55). Scholars
such as Cynthia Sheard defend epideictic rhetoric, a genre which has been criticized as
self-indulgent and opportunistic; she maintains that, “By bringing together both the
real—what is or at least appears to be—and the fictive or imaginary—what might be—
epideictic discourse allows speaker and audience to envision possible new, or at least
different worlds” (770). Similarly, Jeffrey Walker defines epideictic rhetoric as:

that which shapes and cultivates the basic codes of value and belief by which a

society or culture lives; it shapes the ideologies and imageries with which, and by

which, the individual members of a community identify themselves; and, perhaps
most significantly, it shapes the fundamental grounds, the “deep” commitments
and presuppositions, that will underlie and ultimately determine decision and

debate in particular pragmatic forums. (9)

Epideictic rhetoric, then, has the potential either to achieve sublimity—to “[act] with an
imperious and irresistible force” and “[sway] every reader whether he will or no,” as
Longinus defines—or to fall into the realm of the hyperbolic, grandiloquent, and
bombeastic.

Epitaphios logos is a subcategory of eulogy that originated in classical Athens, a
period lasting for much of the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. Nicole Loraux, in her
seminal text The Invention of Athens, describes the epitaphios as “[a]t once a eulogy of
worthy men, an honor accorded to the dead, and a stock of instructive examples” that

provides “a lesson in civic morality intended for the living” (98). Therefore, such

? . tadta 8¢ duvaoteiav kai Blav dpayov Tpoceépovta Tovtdg Endve Tod dkpoopévou kadiotatat. (1.4).
Greek and English translation from Roberts.
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speeches should not be classified as merely epideictic, in which orators’ sole purpose was
to praise the men who had fallen in battle. Such speeches also contained deliberative
elements, instructing viewers about how they should act in the future. Athens’ history
was told and retold by means of this specific genre of oratory, and with it, as Loraux
argues, “Athens establishes herself...in a history whose privileged instrument [was]
rhetoric” (142). Jonas Grethlein notes that “the funeral speeches presented a semi-official
polis-history in which Athens’ past appears as an uninterrupted chain of great deeds,”
which supports Loraux’s suggestion that funeral orations reinforce what she calls a
durable reality (221). At least within the world of the funeral oration, Athens was a
political body that had always existed and would persist endlessly into the future, even if
that future outside of the world of the funeral oration remained uncertain.

The earliest, most famous, and, for the purposes of this dissertation, most
important extant funeral oration is Pericles’ epitaphios logos. In his History, Thucydides
catalogued and interpreted the events of the fifth-century war between Sparta and Athens
and their respective allies. Much of the History is narrative, but Thucydides famously
intersperses his historical account with direct speech, which he explains were:

delivered before the war began, others while it was going on; some I heard

myself, others I got from various quarters; it was in all cases difficult to

carry them word for word in one’s memory, so my habit has been to make the

speakers say what was in my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions,

of course adhering as closely as possible to the general sense of what they really

said. (1.22.1)°

3 kad Soa pév Aoy einov Ekactot § péAAovTeS ToAepuHoEW fi &v adTd 81 Gviec, xahemdv ThH dipifetoy
adTHV TdV Aex0éviov Stapvnpovedoot v ol te OV odTog frovoa kol Toig dALo0EvV Tobev Epol
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Thucydides’ speeches are, at times, syntactically curious and even obscure, and are
written in a style distinct not only from the rest of Thucydides’ work, but from all other
(extant) Greek prose. The peculiarity of the speeches led Dionysius of Halicarnassus in
the first century BCE to compose On the Style of Thucydides, in which he describes in
detail the grammatical and stylistic reasons for Thucydides’ opacity. Of the speeches,
Dionysius wrote disparagingly:
One could find many other episodes throughout the history as a whole that have
been treated with supreme craftsmanship, to which nothing could be added and
from which nothing could be taken away, while others are treated with careless
superficiality, bearing not the slightest sign of his genius. This inconsistency is to
be found especially in the speeches, the dialogues and the other rhetorical passages.
(16.1-6)"
The reason for the speeches’ presence in the historical text remains a debatable issue. As
George Kennedy notes:
Clearly Thucydides’ speeches cannot simply be labeled ornaments primarily
intended to make the history more readable or to bring out the characters of the
actors in events. Occasionally that may result, but in general the speeches are too
difficult, too highly intellectual, too rarely personal. Are they perhaps best seen as
expositions of the issues of the times or even as Thucydides’ own comments?

Certainly they are part of his attempt to write a history which will be useful to

amoyyEAAOVGV: (G & Gv £60K0VV £pol £KOOTOL TEPT TAV QgL TAPOVTOV TA d€0ovTa PHAAOT EITETY, EXOuEvm
ot éyyotota Tiig Euumdong Yvoung @V aAnbds Aeybéviav, obtwg eipnrtat. For the sake of brevity,
throughout this dissertation, when I refer to Pericles’ speech, I refer by necessity to Thucydides’ version.

* oA kol GAho Tig v ebpot St SAng Tiic iotopiag f Tiic bicpag éEepyasiog TeTuynKkdTa Koi PrTe TpOcOesY
deyoueva T’ aeaipeoty, fj pabvp®G Erttetpoyacéva kol ovdE TV Elayiomv Eppacty Exovta Tiig
dewvotrog ékeivng, nihiota & €v Taig dnunyopioug kol &v Toig dtaAdyorg kal &v Taig GAloig prropeiong. Greek
and English translation from Usher.
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future readers trying to understand events. But what method has he followed?

What is the relationship of these speeches to what was actually said at the time?

(Speeches of Thucydides xi)
In Book II, the Athenian general Pericles was selected to provide the epitaphios to
memorialize the Athenians who had died during the first year of the war, in 431 BCE.
According to Thucydides, a prominent Athenian statesman was chosen to deliver the
yearly funeral oration during wartime—we are told this practice was the “custom of their
ancestors”—and this was the case most likely since the 470s during the Persian War
(11.34.1).° It should be noted that Pericles made no mention in his oration of the Battle of
Marathon, which Loraux describes as a “compulsory topos of national history” in
epitaphioi (Invention of Athens 156). While Pericles’ oration is the most influential
surviving epitaphios, especially considering its influence on American presidential
rhetoric—see Chapter I1I for its relationship with Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg
Address—it represents a subversion of expected elements of such speeches while still,
according to Loraux, “exhorting the citizens to die for the city, whatever euphemisms are
used to disguise the appeal” (98).

Athenian epitaphioi also functioned to create and maintain collective memories.
While collective memories can be fictitious or distorted remembrances of past events, as
Bernd Steinbock maintains, “they are real to the remembering community,” and thus

constitute the reality of history for the group of people for whom these memories exist

341l 8 odv Toic Tpdhrotg Toiode Iepuchiic 6 ZavOinmov fpédn Aéyev. “Meanwhile these were the first that
had fallen, and Pericles, son of Xanthippus, was chosen to pronounce their eulogium” (Thuc.

I1.34.8). Throughout this dissertation, all translations of Thucydides adapted from Crawley, and Greek from
Oxford Classical Texts edition, edited by Jones and Powell.

6 _~ , r ..
0 ToTPi VOU® XPOUEVOL.
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(8). The structure of the Athenian epitaphios included an opening captatio benevolentiae
(winning of good will), in which the speaker lamented the “nearly impossible task to do
justice to the deeds of the fallen”; a middle section, which “[celebrated] the manifestation
of timeless Athenian dpetn [virtue] from the origin of the city to the recent battles in
which the heroes of the day have lost their lives”; and usually ended with “a consolation
of the relatives and an exhortation of the entire polis community” (85). In the epitaphios,
the city of Athens was always described as an unchanging entity, and the oration always
picked up in medias res so that the city and its history appeared to persist into the distant
past and endlessly into the future. Athenian epitaphioi were highly formulaic, and
according to Kennedy, such speeches were formulaic not only in organization, but also in
that “the topics to be mentioned became traditional in the way that gradually happened in
other forms of oratory and poetry” (A7t of Persuasion 154). Such speeches became a kind
of civic rite, and the formula of epitaphioi speaks to the nature of rhetoric itself: namely,
that “an oratorical problem...[will] be supplied with a fixed answer” (154).

Oral culture was paramount to writing for most people living in Athens during the
fifth century, and Rosalind Thomas contends that, unlike in modern society, which
privileges writing as the primary method of communication, “most Greek literature was
meant to be heard or even sung—thus transmitted orally,” while there was also “a strong
current of distaste for the written word even among the highly literate” (3). The result of
this skepticism surrounding written documents was that such documents “were not
adequate proof by themselves in legal contexts” until the latter half of the fourth century
BCE (3). In classical Athens, the “written word was more often used in the service of the

spoken,” and, as Thomas explains, even when there was a written text, it was most often
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read aloud to disseminate the information more effectively, as not everyone was able to
read and few had access to written texts (4).

With this skepticism surrounding writing in mind, it is tempting to categorize
Thucydides as a writing-focused historian, especially when contrasted with his precursor,
Herodotus, born a quarter-century before Thucydides. Herodotus wrote of the Persian
Wars of the early fifth-century in his Histories, a text famous for its winding narrative
and fantastical elements. Thomas points out that Thucydides’ prose style “is usually
classified as the product of writing and a different ‘literate’ mentality, intended to be read
rather than heard” like Herodotus’ Histories (103). However, Thomas reminds us that we
should not associate a “written” style to Thucydides simply because Thucydides’
language is noted “for its denseness and difficulty even in antiquity, and [that] it is hard
to believe it could be readily understood on a single hearing (or perhaps several)” (104).
Most fascinatingly, Thomas suggests that Thucydides’ style is similar to that of the
Sophists, whose works were, in fact, commonly read to an audience (104). As a result, it
is not safe to assume that Thucydides privileged the written word over oratorical
practices because of his writing style, and that Herodotus and Thucydides are polar
opposites with respect to the oral or written nature of their texts. Herodotus’ and
Thucydides’ approaches to the cataloguing of history were not entirely dissimilar; this is
important to remember when considering the function of Pericles’ funeral oration in the
larger schema of Thucydides’ text because there is inherent in the historian’s writing a
certain anxiety about what may be the best way to transmit historical information.

In addition to Pericles’ epitaphios, there are five extant funeral orations by ancient

orators and rhetoricians. Of the ten orators in the Alexandrian “Canon of Ten,” there are
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extant funeral orations by Hyperides, Lysias, and Demosthenes, though the speeches of
Lysias and Demosthenes are of questionable authenticity (Invention of Athens 8). There is
also a funeral oration by Gorgias, and the epitaphioi of Gorgias and Hyperides were
probably delivered before an Athenian audience, though not by the authors themselves,
and were likely written for an Athenian politician to deliver (8). Extended fragments of
Hyperides’ oration remain; his speech honored Athenians who had died during the
Lamian War of 322 BCE against Macedon and Boetia. Its focus on the general
Leosthenes, as Vassiliki Frangeskou explains, “shows obvious signs of the gradual move
from the collective Attic funeral oration to the private epitaphios of late antiquity” (316).
The final funeral oration is a parodic example in Plato’s Menexenus, which will be
explored in further detail Chapter II.

It is worth mentioning that the Roman tradition of the laudatio funebris diftered
greatly from that of the Greek epitaphios. In a noble Roman funeral in the Republic and
Empire, a funeral procession marched through the city and paused at the forum, and a
pre-appointed speaker offered a eulogy to honor the deceased person for his or her
service to Rome. Gathered around the speaker were either family members—in the sense
of familias, which included clients and enslaved people—or, later, actors, wearing wax
imagines maiorum, the funeral masks, of deceased male family members. In turn, the
primary orator gestured to each representative and spoke of the deceased individual as
though to and about the deceased person himself, recounting the noble past deeds of each
family member. The ceremony served as a public spectacle that elevated the status of the
surviving family members, and transmitted the history of the family throughout the city.

One crucial difference between epitaphioi and laudationes is that Athenian epitaphioi
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focused on the illustriousness of the collective, while Roman laudationes focused entirely
on the individual and his or her accomplishments, as well as the past accomplishments of
individual family members. I will explore this relationship—or, from another angle,

tension—between the individual and the collective in Greek funeral oration in Chapter IV
in light of the rhetorical use of anger. For now, in sum, Greek epitaphios is a subcategory
of eulogy, which is itself a type of epideictic rhetoric, and in these formulaic speeches the
world of classical Athens was depicted as enduring and ever-present, a constant source of

strength in the unpredictable present.

Classical Funeral Oration and National Eulogy

In each of the following three chapters, I explore examples of national eulogy
delivered by Obama in light of post-catastrophe classical Athenian speeches delivered by
Pericles. As it is pertinent, I discuss the role of presidential speechwriters in the writing
of particular eulogies. For the sake of simplicity, I attribute the presidential speeches I
analyze to Obama, though I acknowledge that the speeches are not, for the most part, the
work of a single person. Similarly, though I consider the text of the speeches to a certain
extent as written literary artifacts, ultimately the content and performances of such
speeches are historical artifacts that must be discussed in the past tense rather than solely
as literary artifacts to be discussed in the present tense. The use of the past tense is meant
to underscore the importance of the historical performance of eulogistic speeches, in
addition to the speeches’ structure and content.

I argue that the process of rebuilding communication after catastrophic events by

means of eulogistic speech requires three steps: analyzing the event from a rhetorical
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perspective, dismantling previously held ideas and beliefs concerning language and
communication, and rebuilding an understanding of functional communication. This
process Jacques Derrida termed deconstruction, a process explored further in Chapters II
and V, and the goal, in the context of eulogy, is a continual deferral of reactive violence. |
relate these three steps to the primary functions of eulogistic speech. Onto these three
steps I map three primary functions of national eulogy: pedagogical, deliberative, and
unifying. Each of the chapters that follow focus on one of these functions. Their order is
important: only by teaching the audience about recent events (pedagogical) can the orator
ask them to perform certain tasks (deliberative) that are aimed at bringing the public
together (unifying).

Chapter II, “Silenced Victims Speak: Education and Deferral in Obama’s Tucson
Eulogy,” focuses on the process of analysis, dismantling, and rebuilding. This chapter
explores the speech Obama delivered after the attempted assassination of Representative
Gabrielle Giffords in Tucson, Arizona in 2011, a speech which was both a eulogy for the
six victims of the attack and an exhortation for Giffords, then in critical condition, and
other members of the American citizenry. Obama demonstrated the pedagogical function
of national eulogy through his performance of his “internal dialectic,” a process of
questioning oneself to locate the best course of action after tragic events and potentially
delay further violence. In this speech, Obama spoke on behalf of Giffords, a woman
active in the political sphere temporarily silenced by violence. By considering the Tucson
speech in the context of epitaphioi and the lack of space for women’s voices, we may
better understand the way Obama strategically and respectfully channeled Giffords, both

echoing and rewriting the genre of funeral oration.
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In Chapter III, “The President, the Preacher, and the Citizen-Orator in Obama’s
Eulogy for Reverend Pinckney,” I consider Obama’s eulogy after the shooting at
Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina in 2015. I argue that the success of
Obama’s deliberative statements rested on his successfully performing the role of citizen-
orator, a role exemplified by Pericles in his epitaphios. However, prior to Obama, the
presidential role of citizen-orator inherently excluded African Americans; as a result,
Obama was required to navigate the white tradition of presidential rhetoric by invoking
President Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, and thereby connected himself to the
classical ideal of the citizen-orator, even and especially in a speech delivered specifically
to members of the Black Church. Ultimately, this connection to the mythic past of the
United States was meant to mobilize white Americans to support gun control initiatives.

In Chapter IV, “Unifying Audiences through the Redirection of Anger: Obama’s
Speech on Common-Sense Gun Safety Reform and Pericles’ Final Speech,” I explore
speeches delivered not after a single violent event, but in light of a series of destructive
occurrences. Obama delivered his speech on common-sense gun reform in 2016 after a
series of catastrophic events due to gun violence, and Pericles delivered what would be
his final speech after a plague killed many Athenians. This chapter traces how, by
expressing anger, both political leaders attempted to unify their audiences and humanize
themselves. However, while Pericles unified his audience by getting angry af them for
losing faith in him as a political leader, Obama unified his audience by getting angry
alongside them because the American people—Obama himself included—had been up to
that point unable and unwilling to protect its citizens from continued gun violence. Their

respective expressions of anger were also part of their performances of citizenship,
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performances which were ultimately determined and limited by their respective systems
of government.

Chapter V, “Rhetorical Scholarship and Material Change,” concludes this
dissertation by enumerating the rise of two strikingly similar demagogues: Trump, who
came to political power as president after Obama completed his second term; and Cleon,
who attempted to appeal to the Athenians after Pericles died from the plague. I also trace
future iterations of this project, and consider the potential material effects of studying

political rhetoric.
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CHAPTER II
SILENCED VICTIMS SPEAK:

EDUCATION AND DEFERRAL IN OBAMA’S TUCSON EULOGY

In her 2009 commencement address at Scripps College, Representative Gabrielle
Giffords, class of 1993, said the following regarding the namesake of the school:
...there is something else among the most important responsibilities for women
today, something that Ellen Browning Scripps did not talk about, to the best of my
knowledge, probably because she was up to her ears fighting for some of the most
basic women’s rights here in America, but I just know that she would mention if
she were with us today. She would expect and want that most elusive thing for
you: to be happy, to find contentment in this life that we have that is far too
fleeting.
Just shy of two years later, on January 8, 2011, Gabrielle Giffords, a Democrat who
represented Arizona’s 8™ congressional district, survived an assassination attempt at a
political event in a Safeway parking lot in Tucson, Arizona. President Barack Obama
delivered his speech in response to the shooting on January 12, 2011, a speech that was
praised by a long list of politicians and political commentators that included figures often
critical of Obama—among them Senator John McCain, Glenn Beck, Bill O’Reilly, and
Pat Buchanan—and brought national attention to Obama’s speechwriter, Cody Keenan.
The speech was part eulogy for the six people who died in the spray of gunfire; part

encouragement for Giffords, who remained in critical condition at a nearby hospital; and
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part exhortation for those in the audience to continue to participate in politics and the
democratic process, despite the violent events that had just transpired.

Obama bookended this speech with two figures: he began with Giffords and
ended with Christina-Taylor Green, who, at nine years old, was the youngest victim of
the shooting, and who had attended the “Congress On Your Corner” event with a
neighbor (Friedman). In the aftermath of the shooting, Giffords and Green were both
unable to speak on their own behalf. Giffords was in a medically-induced coma, and she
has suffered from speech aphasia since. Green, of course, could not speak because she
had been murdered by the shooter.” Giffords’ and Green’s speech had to be mediated
through other figures, most notably by Obama himself. Obama emphasized that all
Americans had the right to participate in this “democracy of and by and for the people,”
calling Giffords’ Congress on Your Corner event an updated version of Lincoln’s vision
of democracy in the Gettysburg Address, and he lamented how this “quintessentially

American scene” had been “shattered by a gunman’s bullet.”®

This chapter argues that
the prominent placement in this speech of Giffords and Green functioned to diffuse the
audience’s anger and reinforce Obama’s call for a renewal of rhetorical and civic
engagement that might prevent this kind of violence in the future.

Obama’s speech fulfilled the fundamental requirements of national eulogies in
that he addressed “the nation about the meaning of events that [had] shaken the citizenry”

(Campbell and Jamieson 75) and he connected “the present to the future with a central

line of argument: that those who died exemplify the best of a nation that will survive this

7 For further information concerning the shooter, see Engels.

¥ All quotes from Obama’s speech in Tucson adapted from “Remarks by the President at a Memorial
Service for the Victims of the Shooting in Tucson, Arizona.”
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moment because its ideals cannot be undermined by events such as those that took their
lives” (77). However, the Tucson speech is exceptional among national eulogies;” Obama
took advantage of the pedagogical opportunity provided by the occasion to model the sort
of dialogue between individuals and governmental bodies that he believed was needed to
prevent vengeful reactions and promote more positive change. He performed what I term
an “internal dialectic” to educate the audience about how to rhetorically forestall reactive
violence and, ultimately, how to engage in more productive debate in the wake of
national tragedy. Although the Tucson speech lacked concrete policy proposals, I
maintain that it did provide useful guidance for both individual and governmental
responses to such events.'® By modeling his own internal dialectic, Obama encouraged
the audience—both those present for the speech at the University of Arizona and those
watching the speech from afar—to engage in similar conversations internally and with
one another. Obama instructed the audience to consider metacognitively their own
responses to the shooting, encouraging them to eschew vengeful reactions and instead
engage in thoughtful reflection and communication.

Obama’s rhetorical performance in Tucson had three primary goals designed to
discourage reactive violence and encourage productive rhetorical exchanges: first, he
described the tragic event in a manner that did not promote or inspire vengeful action;
second, he analyzed and critiqued the ineffective and dangerous models of
communication that prevailed before the shooting; and third, he began the process of

identifying more successful models of communication and demonstrating how they might

? For example, Cody Keenan explained that journalist and historian Gary Wills compared the Tucson
eulogy to the Gettysburg Address, an extremely high honor. Personal interview, 27 Sept. 2018.

' For an extensive analysis of the Tucson speech and its effect on policy, see Frank.
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work to forestall further violence. As Obama performed each of these functions in the
speech, he provided an important lesson in the ethical use of rhetoric after instances of
seemingly senseless violence.

I situate the Tucson eulogy in the classical funeral oration tradition to illuminate
how and to what end Obama departed from this tradition: Obama employed a woman’s
voice to educate the audience about how to rhetorically forestall and possibly prevent
violent retaliatory action in response to human-perpetrated catastrophe, a practice that
was unlike that of Athenian funeral oration and traditional national eulogy. I emphasize
women’s roles in Greek funeral orations and public funerals because national eulogies of
the U.S. are always written in the shadow of their most famous predecessors, among
which is the funeral oration attributed to Pericles. Before the shooting in Tucson,
Giffords had been able to engage in political life, but her voice was silenced, and was by
necessity replaced by Obama’s. Analogously, at one point in the archaic Greek past,
women’s voices had a well-defined and valued place in public funeral proceedings, and
by extension in political life, but those voices were gradually replaced by men’s voices
until, in the public and private funeral proceedings of classical Athens, women were
effectively silenced. Obama employed Giffords’ voice to inspire gratitude in his audience
and diffuse anger, and his speech did not contain the intentional silencing of women that
marks classical Athenian funeral oration. This comparison between classical and modern
funerary speech further explains why it was so powerful for Obama to begin his Tucson
eulogy with Giffords: although he emphasized that the American people have the right to

engage in “democracy of the people, by the people, for the people,” echoing the
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Gettysburg Address, this right is all too often taken away from women who dare to
engage publicly in democratic activity.

In this chapter, I consider funeral oration in the United States in light of the
classical tradition of epitaphios logos. After offering a brief overview of this genre of
epideictic rhetoric, I then perform a close reading of Obama’s speech, indicating where
and how he fulfills the three requirements of post-catastrophe rhetoric that aims to
forestall retaliatory violence. Finally, I explore how Obama’s speech departs from the
classical funeral oration tradition and emphasizes in what ways the audience should learn

from Obama’s pedagogical example to reflect on their own responses to violent events.

The Pedagogical Possibility of Epideictic Rhetoric

As alluded to in Chapter I, epitaphioi and epideictic speech in general were not
unanimously considered to be worthwhile or valuable rhetorical exercises. In Plato’s
Gorgias, Socrates insults Polus for having studied rhetoric more than dialectic, and
explains that “rhetoric, it seems, is a producer of persuasion for belief, not for instruction
in the matter of right and wrong” (454e-455a)."" On the contrary, dialectic and the
resulting opportunity to be cross-examined are the most valuable and virtuous
pedagogical approaches. As the Eleatic stranger declares in Plato’s Sophist:

we must assert that cross-questioning [ton élenchon] is the greatest and most

efficacious of all purifications, and that he who is not cross-questioned, even

though he be the Great King, has not been purified of the greatest taints, and is

' pnropuc 8pa, dg Eotkev, TEBODS SUIOVPYOS 0TIV TGTEVTIKHG GAL” 00 SidaoKalTic mept TO dikondv
te kai adwov. For further exploration of the relationship between rhetoric and dialectic, see Murray. Greek
and English translations of Plato’s Gorgias adapted from Lamb.
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therefore uneducated and deformed in those things in which he who is to be truly

happy ought to be most pure and beautiful. (230d-¢)"?

The value of national eulogy—a genre which offers a political leader the opportunity to
educate the audience about how one’s verbal response to violence can channel anger
away from retaliation and toward productive communication—may be appreciated by
investigating its pedagogical possibilities. Obama demonstrated the value of interrogating
oneself by means of his performance of internal dialectic, which was meant to inspire the
audience to question their own post-catastrophe communication.

Aristotle was more pragmatic than Plato with respect to the functions of rhetoric
in a pedagogical sense. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle famously enumerates how dialectic is
concerned with general questions, while rhetoric is concerned for the most part with
particular topics (I.2.1)."* Regarding the morality of forensic, deliberative, and epideictic
rhetoric, he explains that “what makes the sophist is not the faculty but the moral
purpose” (1.1.14)."* Rhetoric of any genre, then, is a tool which may be used for good or
questionable purposes, and it is the responsibility of the audience members to judge
whether arguments are logically and morally sound. In the ideal scenario, the orator
possesses knowledge of what is virtuous and good and communicates this knowledge by
means of the oration. However, if the orator is uninformed or does not have ethical
intentions, the resulting “education” cannot instruct the audience about ethical responses

to violent events. By productively mediating Giffords’ speech, Obama educated his

12 1cai 1OV Edeyyov AekTéOV B¢ Gpa peyioTn Kai kKuplotdtn Tdv kabapoedv EoTt, Kai TOV AVELEYKTOV o)
VOUIoTEOV, GV Kol Tuy)avn Bactleds 0 péyag dv, To puéyiota akabaptov dvta, dnaidevtdv 1€ Kol aioypov
yeyovévol Tadta & kadapdhToTov Kai KAAMGTOV Empens TOV dvimg Ecdpevov evdaipova ivat. Greek and
English translations of Plato’s Sophist adapted from Fowler.
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audience about the potential harm of post-catastrophe communication. Further, he made
manifest his instruction by means of his performance of internal dialectic, through which

he taught the audience to reflect on their own words and actions.

Women’s Voices in Epitaphioi and National Eulogy

The tradition of national eulogy in the United States is influenced by the funeral
oration tradition in classical Athens, and Athenian democracy itself holds a significant
place in the American imaginary because it is often viewed as the ancestor of democracy
in the United States. Obama himself, in a speech delivered in Athens in November 2016,
described how the United States is “indebted to Greece for the most precious of gifts—
the truth, the understanding that as individuals of free will, we have the right and the
capacity to govern ourselves” (“Remarks by President Obama at Stavros Niarchos
Foundation Cultural Center”). He offered a mythical tale: “25 centuries ago, in the rocky
hills of this city, that a new idea emerged,” that of “Demokratia. Kratos—the power, the
right to rule—comes from demos—the people”. Obama admitted in this speech that
classical Athenian democracy was “far from perfect” because it did not include women or
slaves, a situation quite different from that of 21%-century democracy in the U.S. But he
further reinforced the relationship between the two democratic governments when he
stated:

...through all this history, the flame first lit here in Athens never died. It was

ultimately nurtured by a great Enlightenment. It was fanned by America’s

founders, who declared that “We, the People” shall rule; that all men are created

equal and endowed by our Creator with certain inalienable rights.
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Obama’s emphasis on democracy’s genealogical fable, which appears to lead directly
from Athens to the contemporary United States, reinforced the significance of Athenian
democracy and the classical world generally in contemporary political traditions.

In the U.S., national eulogy is influenced by the tradition of ancient Greek
epitaphioi logoi, but also departs from this tradition in significant ways, especially with
respect to the lack of space for women’s speech and intentional silencing of women in
epitaphioi. This silencing can be found in the funeral orations themselves, but also traced
through Athenian funerary practices, which I will review in brief. In Athens in the archaic
and classical periods, adult men and women were expected to express their grief publicly
but in diametrically opposed ways. Women were known for performing wails and
laments at funerals, and, according to Margaret Alexiou, the Greek words thrénos, goos,
and kommos originally referred to specific funeral lamentations delivered by women at a
Greek funeral (102). It is likely that, in the archaic period, thrénos referred to “the set
dirge composed and performed by the professional mourners,” goos “the spontaneous
weeping of the kinswomen,” and kommos a “specific type of tragic lament” probably
accompanied by frenzied gestures (103). By the classical period, thrénos and goos
became interchangeable, especially in tragedy, suggesting that “there was a tendency to
treat as synonymous the different terms for a poetic lament, which had originally denoted
distinct aspects of the ritual lamentation of the women” (103). As for the kommas, there
is little scholarly record of its development outside of tragedy after the archaic period
(103). By the classical period, as rhetorical speeches delivered by men became more
popular and central to the funeral proceedings, women’s lamentations were subordinated,

and the public space available for their voices progressively diminished. As Alexiou
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explains, elegiac poetry, epitaphioi logoi, and epideictic speech, all of which developed
from “the social and literary activity of the men,” gradually replaced the lamentations
performed by women in rituals honoring the dead (108). Thus, in the archaic period
women played a significant role in funeral proceedings, but by the classical period their
role was diminished and subordinated. The very foundation of the epitaphioi of classical
Athens—and national eulogy of the U.S.—relies on the relegation of non-masculine
voices.

We may understand the origins of Athenian epitaphioi as having developed from
poetry originally performed by both men and women. Jeffrey Walker speaks to these
poetic origins when he advocates for complicating the traditional binary of rhetoric and
poetics. He suggests that, what comes to be known as rhetoric “in fact originates not from
the pragmatic discourse of the fifth-to-fourth-century rhétor but from an expansion of the
poetic/epideictic realm to include, first, various kinds of epideictic prose and, ultimately,
epideictic imitations of pragmatic prose” (18). Unlike approaches to rhetoric that separate
it entirely from the poetic tradition, “[p]oetry always was ‘rhetorical,” and always was
composed according to whatever understandings of discursive art and suasive eloquence
were available to poets and their audiences” (277). If epideictic rhetoric and, specifically,
epitaphioi developed from poetic performance, then we may see the once-prominent
place of women in this tradition that is eliminated almost entirely by the time Pericles
delivered his funeral oration.

Plutarch, a Greek writer and historian of the first century CE, in his biography Life
of Solon, describes how Solon, an Athenian statesman of the sixth century BCE, first

regulated the ways in which Athenian women were permitted to mourn the dead.
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According to Plutarch, Solon “subjected the public appearances of the women, their

1
915 and

mourning and their festivals, to a law which did away with disorder and license,
forbade a number of practices that had previously been permitted, including “Laceration
of the flesh by mourners, and the use of set lamentations, and the bewailing of any one at
the funeral ceremonies of another” (21.4).'° Further still:
The sacrifice of an ox at the grave was not permitted, nor the burial with the dead
of more than three changes of raiment, nor the visiting of other tombs than those
of their own family, except at the time of interment. Most of these practices are
also forbidden by our laws, but ours contain the additional proviso that
such offenders shall be punished by the board of censors for women, because they
[men] indulge in unmanly [anandrois] and effeminate [gunaikodesi]
extravagances of sorrow when they mourn. (21.5)"’
With these policies, Solon limited the scope of the Greek funeral: he regulated the most
significant aspects of women’s participation in funerals, including their vocalizations.
Plutarch notes that women’s practices such as wailing were so disparaged that men of his
own time were punished for acting in such “unmanly” ways. The changes made by Solon
were ostensibly for the purpose of limiting extravagance and display in the democratic

polis. However, as Nicole Loraux argues, by controlling the scope and practices of

funerals, the city regulated both mourning and “the role played by women in the context
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of mourning”; in other words, by means of regulating women’s participation in funerals,
the city effectively regulated women (Mothers in Mourning 19).

By the fifth century BCE, Athens strictly regulated funeral proceedings and, by
extension, the decidedly feminine, and woman-performed, act of mourning. Anne Carson
describes the potential impulse behind such regulations: namely, that “Putting a door on
the female mouth has been an important project of patriarchal culture from antiquity to
the present day,” and that its “chief tactic is an ideological association of female sound
with monstrosity, disorder, and death” (121). Carson’s assertion emphasizes the disparity
between the explicit and implicit intentions behind Athenian funerary legislation.
However, as Kerri Hame argues, “in seeking to recognize some contribution by women
in a male-dominated society such as ancient Greece, scholars have overplayed the
evidence of women’s activities in funeral rites as a way of giving voice to a collective
body of people who have virtually no voice” (2). Whether women were truly the primary
actors in a Greek funeral is a secondary matter; the links among women, grief, and the
Greek funeral were strong enough to warrant regulation, even if those regulations were
based on an imagined, rather than real, threat to the polis.

Greek men and women were expected to perform their grief in classical Athens in
diametrically opposed ways. Karen Stears suggests that central to the ideology of both the
gender construction and ethnic identity of Athenian men was their self-control of public
emotional display (121). She contends:

Excessive emotionalism, of which mourning was a manifestation, was considered

a typical female trait associated with lack of self-control. It was regarded not only
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as unmanly but also un-Greek and something undertaken by those who were

opposite to both constructs, namely women and barbarians. (121)

While this paradigm does not necessarily map onto gender dynamics at play in U.S.
national eulogy currently, we may see such a paradigm if we consider the history of
national eulogy. Jeffrey Steele describes how, regarding antebellum United States,
women primarily performed the emotional work of mourning and remained in a state of
mourning for much longer than men; he argues that it was women’s lack of agency and
political power that caused them “to locate and control their pain by displacing the
prevalent signifiers of mourning from specific losses to a more general sense of
grievance” (97). These expectations also reflect classical Athenian expectations of female
grief and conduct; I suggest that echoes of those expectations also influence national
eulogy, precisely because it is a genre with roots in the classical past.

In Athens from the fifth century BCE onward, one man was chosen each year to
deliver the epitaphios at a public funeral over the war dead. At the end of his epitaphios
Pericles emphasized the appropriate role for women in Athenian society:

...if I must say anything on the subject of female excellence to those of you who

will now be in widowhood, it will be all comprised in this brief exhortation. Great

will be your glory in not falling short of your natural character; and greatest will
be hers who is least talked of among the men [en tois arsesi] whether for good or
for bad. (11.45.2)"®

While men were expected to admire and emulate the war dead, widows were given one

task: in order to achieve glory (kléos) they should do nothing that will cause them to be
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the subject of gossip en tois arsesi, not simply “among people,” but more specifically
“among men.” The use of the word kléos here reads somewhat ironically; though kléos
can refer to a rumor or a report, it is also the word used to describe what heroes in Greek
epic will achieve for performing heroic actions: remembrance after death. Unlike in the
archaic period when women had some vocal authority and ritual place in the funeral, as
Karen Stears notes, women in classical Athens were silenced, especially because they had
“no corpse to care for (the dead were cremated on the battle-field)” and “their
lamentations [were] effectively suppressed by the institution” of the epitaphios (123).
Though women had some significant vocalized role in the Greek funeral during the
archaic and into the classical period, by the mid-fifth century that role had nearly
disappeared entirely.

At the classical Greek public funeral, women’s utterances were strictly mediated,
and their silence, above all, was to be prized."” As noted in Chapter I, the tension between
women and the public funerary speech of classical Athens is expressed in Plato’s
Menexenus, in which the character of Socrates explains that Aspasia of Miletus, a non-
Athenian companion of the historical Pericles, taught Socrates a funeral oration, and
Socrates asserts that she wrote Pericles’ funeral oration herself: according to Socrates,
Aspasia “is by no means weak in the art of rhetoric,” and she “has turned out many fine
orators, and amongst them one who surpassed all other Greeks, Pericles, the son of
Xanthippus” (235¢).”° Although it may appear that Socrates, and by extension Plato,

elevates the status of women’s speech by attributing the funeral oration to Aspasia, in

' See also Dunham on the perceived relationship between Greek female discourse and emotion.
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reality Plato asserts this parodically in order to undermine the value of epitaphioi and
other forms of epideictic speech. Socrates describes how he had been:
listening only yesterday to Aspasia going through a funeral speech for these very
people. For she had heard the report you mention, that the Athenians are going to
select the speaker; and thereupon she rehearsed to me the speech in the form it
should take, extemporizing in part, while other parts of it she had previously
prepared, as I imagine, at the time when she was composing the funeral oration
which Pericles delivered; and from this she patched together sundry fragments.
(236b1-5)*
As Cheryl Glenn explains, as a non-Athenian, Aspasia was subject to Athenian law,
though she was not a citizen (27). As a result, she also had more freedom than Athenian
aristocratic women, “whose activity, movement, education, marriage, and rights as a
citizen and property holder were extremely circumscribed by male relatives” (27). The
Menexenus, Glenn argues, recognizes “Aspasia’s reputation as rhetorician, as
philosopher, and as influential colleague in the sophistic movement, a movement devoted
to the analysis and creation of rhetoric—and of truth” (41). However, as Susan Jarratt and
Rory Ong argue, “Menexenus’ wonderment that Aspasia, who is only a woman, should
be able to compose such a speech...ironically emphasizes the Platonic disdain for the
foreigner/woman/sophist who would presume to have knowledge about the virtues of
Atheno-androcentric citizenship” (20). This suggests that, had Aspasia had composed

Pericles’ funeral oration, she had only able to do so by filling the speech with generic
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platitudes rather than genuine knowledge. This interpretation seems likely because, early
in the Menexenus, Socrates openly mocks funeral orations and their producers:
... They [orators] praise in such splendid fashion, that, what with their ascribing to
each one both what he has and what he has not, and the variety and splendor of
their diction, they bewitch our souls; and they eulogize the State in every possible
fashion, and they praise those who died in the war and all our ancestors of former
times and ourselves who are living still; so that I myself, Menexenus, when thus
praised by them feel mightily ennobled, and every time I listen fascinated I am
exalted and imagine myself to have become all at once taller and nobler and more
handsome. (234c-235¢)*
Menexenus, hearing the sarcasm in Socrates’ voice, responds, “You are always deriding
the orators, Socrates” (235¢).> Though Aspasia is described as an adept rhetorician, her
skills are those of cleverness and persuasion rather than philosophy. As Jarratt and Ong
suggest, “Socrates, at first transfixed by the oration, gradually comes back to his senses—
an indication that any transformation by rhetoric must necessarily be temporary” (20).
Most importantly, Aspasia would never have been allowed to deliver the funeral oration
Socrates purports that she wrote; her position as both a non-Athenian and as a woman
required that Pericles mediate her speech.
I wish to underscore that Greek funerary traditions were not at the forefront of

Obama and his speechwriters” minds as they composed his Tucson speech, though there
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is evidence that the classical Athenian tradition of funerary speech has long influence that
of the U.S. For example, Allison Prasch offers evidence of presidents’ and speechwriters’
familiarity with ancient funeral oration. She discovered that an unidentified author had
scribbled a few lines from Pericles’ funeral oration in a note found in files from the White
House Office of Speechwriting concerning Ronald Reagan’s Pointe du Hoc speech. As
Prasch explains, “the author of these notes obviously knew his or her history enough to
recognize that Reagan’s speech at Pointe du Hoc followed the ancient Athenian tradition
of memorializing the dead through public speech” (255). Like Reagan’s Pointe du Hoc
speech, Obama’s Tucson speech was influenced by the tradition of national eulogy of the
United States, a tradition influenced by that of Greek funeral oration involving the
delivery of an epideictic speech in the wake of tragedy that publicly honors the dead and
exhorts the living to remain engaged in and supportive of the civic cause.

Though at some point in the archaic past Athenian women were able to speak
publicly and participate in political life, in both classical Athenian funeral orations and
Obama’s Tucson speech, women were markedly unable to speak. Although the tradition
in which he orated grows from the Athenian tradition of epitaphioi, he departed from the
funeral oration tradition to educate the audience about how to prevent such violence in

the future, violence that had, at least temporarily, silenced Giffords.

Obama’s Fulogy in Tucson

During the 2008 election cycle, the National Rifle Association (NRA) spent 15
million dollars on an ad campaign against then-presumptive Democratic presidential

nominee Obama (Todd). In a closed-door fundraiser in April 2008, Obama was quoted as
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having described small-town Pennsylvanians as “bitter”” (Arena) and as people who
“cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them” (Pilkington). This
did not mitigate his perceived elitism among both Democrats and Republicans, and in
response to his comments, the NRA ran two ads. In the first, titled “Hunter,” Karl Rusch
of Virginia scoffed that Obama had “probably never been hunting a day in his life.” He
went on to explain that “you don’t have to be bitter to know Barack Obama isn’t the kind
of change we need.” In the ad “Way of Life,” Scott Siefert of Michigan stood by a pickup
truck and said to the camera, “Barack Obama says I’m bitter. Well I’'m not bitter. ’'m
blessed.” After Obama was elected president in November 2008, the United States saw
an increase in gun sales, as some gun owners feared stricter gun laws and new restrictions
on gun ownership once Obama took office (Bohn). However, this fear proved largely
unfounded; during his first term, the only major pieces of gun legislation to be passed
were two bills, one that allowed Amtrak train passengers to carry unloaded guns in their
luggage (Glass), and the other allowed loaded guns in national parks (“A quick guide to
gun regulations™).

Hours after the shooting at the military base in Fort Hood, Texas on November 5,
2009, during which a U.S. Army major and psychiatrist murdered 13 people and
wounded more than 30 others, Obama made a previously-scheduled appearance at the
Tribal Nations Conference hosted by the Interior Department. Some considered his banter
at the beginning of his remarks at that event tonally inappropriate, and his statement
overall was criticized as brief and insensitive (George). On November 10, 2009, he
delivered a eulogy at a memorial service at Fort Hood, and while some hailed this speech

as among his best, others were unimpressed. The speech was approximately 15 minutes
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long and was called a “small masterpiece” by John Dickerson, who felt the speech was
compelling in part because Obama relied primarily on storytelling, his “best talent,” when
he described the lives of each victim. However, Elizabeth Williamson called Obama’s
delivery of the speech “largely unemotional”—contrasting his performance with
President George W. Bush’s “rallying cry” at Ground Zero, President Bill Clinton’s
“shared grief and call for restraint” after the bombing in Oklahoma City, and President
Ronald Reagan’s “wrenching tribute” after the Space Shuttle Challenger explosion—
though she noted that the “most personal part” was Obama’s descriptions of the victims
and their lives.

In 2010, Sarah Palin—who had served as governor of Alaska from 2006 to 2009,
and had previously run as the Republican nominee for vice president, alongside Arizona
Senator John McCain, in the 2008 presidential election—posted a map on her Political
Action Committee (PAC) website that “marked seventeen winnable congressional
districts held by Democrats with gun sights,” including Giffords’ district (Engels 122).
Criticized in the aftermath of the Tucson shooting for encouraging violence against her
political opponents, Palin released a video statement to Facebook on January 12, 2011,
anticipating the speech Obama was to deliver later that day. In her statement, she called
the accusations “reprehensible,” and argued that “especially within hours of a tragedy
unfolding, journalists and pundits should not manufacture a blood libel that
serves only to incite the very hatred and violence they purport to condemn” (Berman and
Lawrence). Thus, the stage was set for Obama’s speech in Tucson, a speech that was
expected to be “a defining moment in his presidency” that was “sure to contribute to

forming the discourse” of his 2012 reelection campaign (Emanuel). In a politically and
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emotionally charged climate, Obama faced the challenge of delivering a eulogy that
appropriately commemorated the tragic events of the preceding days while also
encouraging open dialogue among politicians and constituents about the difficult and

divisive issue of gun ownership and use.

“What is best in America”: Recounting Catastrophe

Representative Gabrielle Giffords’ “Congress on Your Corner” event on January
8 was supposed to be an opportunity for Giffords to meet her constituents face-to-face
and listen to their concerns. At 8:58 that morning, she tweeted, “My 1st Congress on
Your Corner starts now. Please stop by to let me know what is on your mind or tweet me
later” (@gabbygiffords). Just over an hour later, Jared Lee Loughner, an Arizona
resident, shot Giffords in the head and ultimately killed six other people. Although it is
still unknown exactly why Loughner committed this crime, his intention was to murder
Giffords, a woman with political power, while she participated in one of the most
fundamental and celebrated activities in the U.S. democratic system: a face-to face
meeting between an elected representative and her constituents.**

Obama began his remarks by likening himself to those who were mourning,
declaring that he had “come here tonight as an American who, like all Americans, kneels
to pray with you today and will stand by you tomorrow.” The contrast of kneeling and
standing emphasized the gravity of the speech: before the community could stand united,
it must first pause as a group to reflect, and even the president himself participated in this
custom. Obama admitted that words often failed in the wake of such violence, and he

confessed that “There is nothing I can say that will fill the sudden hole torn in your

** See Engels for an overview the immediate aftermath of the shooting.
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hearts.” The shooting had rendered the arena of political communication—those public
sites where people could engage openly in politics—unsafe. By admitting that words
were not all-powerful nor even sufficient after such an event, Obama took the first step
toward renewing the political dialogue after such a silencing event.

Obama further signaled his humility when he made reference to scripture by
quoting Psalm 46:

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,

the holy place where the Most High dwells.

God is within her, she will not fall;

God will help her at break of day.
In the aftermath of the shooting in Tucson, Obama relied on both his speechwriters and
spiritual advisors to help him find an appropriate biblical reference for this speech
(Parsons). The opening of this psalm is often cited in funerary settings because it begins
with a reminder that God offers refuge and strength in times of difficulty, and Obama
himself read Psalm 46 in full in honor of the 10th anniversary of the September 11
attacks. In his speech in Tucson, Obama recited a middle section of the psalm, which
highlighted the fact that there was hope for the future, not only for the salvation of the
dead but for the protection of the living. Quoting scripture is a common convention of
eulogy because it emphasizes the president’s position as the “national priest of our civil
religion” (Campbell and Jamieson 80). Moreover, linking the notions of justice and God
permits “presidents to tie their responses to terrorist attacks to the notion that justice will
triumph,” which serves to comfort those listening to the speech and defray their anger at

the injustice of the preceding violent event (84).
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After quoting scripture, Obama considered the circumstances of the shooting and
described how and why it took place. He began by setting the scene of the shooting:

On Saturday morning, Gabby, her staff, and many of her constituents gathered

outside a supermarket to exercise their right to peaceful assembly and free speech.

They were fulfilling a central tenet of the democracy envisioned by our

founders—representatives of the people answering questions to their constituents,

so as to carry their concerns back to our nation’s capital. Gabby called it

“Congress on Your Corner”—just an updated version of government of and by

and for the people.

Obama described the event as a decidedly democratic activity, and he positioned the
victims and survivors of the shooting as exemplars of public engagement who were
taking part in noble civic work. The president then called it a “quintessentially American
scene” which was ultimately “shattered by a gunman’s bullets.” This succinct description
of the shooting is one of the few mentions of the violence itself in the 34-minute speech.
Obama did not name the shooter in the entirety of the speech, describing him only as “a
gunman.” By recounting the shooting in this passive voice, Obama deemphasized
Loughner’s identity and agency.

Rather than focus on the shooting itself, Obama concentrated his remarks on the
six victims who were fatally wounded because, he said, they “represented what is best in
us, what is best in America.” He began his eulogy of the individual victims with Judge
John Roll, who had “served our legal system for nearly 40 years,” and whose “colleagues
described him as the hardest-working judge within the Ninth circuit.” Roll was returning

from Mass, which he attended “every day,” when he “decided to stop by and say hi to his
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representative.” Obama made no mention of the shooting here, only that Roll was
“survived by his loving wife, Maureen, his three sons, and his five beautiful
grandchildren.” When he honored Dorothy “Dot” Motris, the President described how
she had been “traveling the open road” in an R.V. with her husband, George, and together
they were “enjoying what their friends called a 50-year honeymoon.” Once again, his
narration of the shooting is focused on the victims rather than the shooter: when the
gunfire began, “George, a former Marine, instinctively tried to shield his wife. Both were
shot. Dot passed away.” Although here Obama mentioned the violence that took place, it
was only for the purpose of emphasizing the couple’s love for one another.

Obama’s descriptions of the four other victims were similar. Phyllis Schneck,
originally from New Jersey, enjoyed spending time with her family during the summers
when she returned to the east coast, and she had attended the event because “she took a
liking to Gabby, and wanted to get to know her better.” Dorwan Stoddard attended with
his wife, Mary, and together they could be found either “on the road in their motor home”
or “helping folks in need at the Mountain Avenue Church of Christ.” According to
Obama, Dorwan’s “final act of selflessness was to dive on top of his wife, sacrificing his
life for hers.” Gabe Zimmerman, Giffords’ outreach director, was characterized as having
“died doing what he loved—talking with people and seeing how he could help.” And,
finally, Obama described Christina-Taylor Green, a precocious and compassionate nine-
year-old, to whom he returned at the end of his speech. Obama focused on the
achievements and admirable qualities of each of the victims and, when he did mention
the shooting, it was only in the context of the victims’ heroism and “quintessential

Americanness.” In this way, he acknowledged that “Our hearts are broken by their
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sudden passing,” but also that “Our hearts are full of hope and thanks for the 13
American who survived the shooting,” including Giffords. In his description of the
shooting, his focus was not on the perpetrator but on admiration and respect for the
victims.

Obama continued this tone of admiration as he eulogized Green. After describing
her as an A student, a dancer, a gymnast, a swimmer, and the only girl on her Little
League team, Obama recounted how “She’d remind her mother, ‘“We are so blessed. We
have the best life.”” Although Green’s words were necessarily mediated—first by her
mother, and then by Obama himself—he offered her a platform to inspire gratitude in the
audience, although she was not present. He then directed this gratitude toward Giffords,
who “courageously fights to recover even as we speak.” The president described how,
earlier that day, “a few minutes after we left her room and some of her colleagues in
Congress were in the room, Gabby opened her eyes for the first time” since the shooting.
This story of Giffords opening her eyes was also mediated by two people: her husband,
Mark Kelly, and Obama himself. Kelly had granted Obama permission to transmit the
occurrence.” Giffords, unable to speak on her own behalf, had to have her
communication translated and conveyed by others, and her message suggested optimism
and gratitude rather than anger and revenge.

Obama next directed his appreciation toward a number of other people for their
acts of heroism. He began with Daniel Hernandez, a volunteer in Giffords’ office, who

“ran through the chaos to minister to your boss, and tended to her wounds and helped

% See Kornblut. According to those in the hospital room at the same time as Obama, including
Representative Debbie Wasserman Schultz, Senator Kirsten E. Gillibrand, and House Minority Leader
Nancy Pelosi, Giffords opened one of her eyes five times and reached out for Kelly’s hand when prompted.
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keep her alive.” Obama also gave thanks to “the men who tackled the gunman as he
stopped to reload,” along with “petite Patricia Maisch, who had wrestled away the killer’s
ammunition and undoubtedly saved some lives.” He also acknowledged the first
responders who came to the aid of those who had been injured. Obama emphasized that
heroism does not require any special training, but rather lived “here, in the hearts of so
many of our fellow citizens, all around us, just waiting to be summoned—as it was on
Saturday morning.” Obama ended his retelling by encouraging his audience to stand in
awe of the courage shown during the shooting by everyday Americans, both those who
survived and those who did not. The narrative was not intended to invoke vengeance or
inspire retaliatory action, but rather, to mitigate the audience’s anger by inspiring

admiration and gratitude for both the victims and those who came to their aid.

Healing the Wound: Analyzing Communication

After paying tribute to the victims, Obama turned to analyzing and dismantling
preexisting models of communication that he believed impeded addressing the issue of
gun violence in America. He did so in a way that did not lay blame on the victims or
survivors of the shooting, nor on the larger community. Arguing that the tragedy “poses a
challenge to each of us,” he reflected on its larger significance: “It raises a question of
what, beyond prayers and expressions of concern, is required of us going forward. How
can we honor the fallen? How can we be true to their memory?” These rhetorical
questions marked a moment for public assessment and regrouping. The shooting in
Tucson effectively silenced Giffords, Green, and the other victims, but it also threatened

the sanctity of public discourse. When Obama asked how we might “be true to their
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memory,” he rejected immediate retaliatory action in favor of communal processing and
dialogue. He explained that, “when a tragedy like this strikes, it is part of our nature to
demand explanations—to try and pose some order on the chaos and make sense out of
that which seems senseless.” According to Obama, the debate surrounding “what might
be done to prevent such tragedies in the future” was in fact “an essential ingredient in our
exercise of self-government.” However, he cautioned that “at a time when our discourse
has become so sharply polarized—at a time when we are far too eager to lay the blame
for all that ails the world at the feet of those who happen to think differently than we
do—it’s important for us to pause for a moment and make sure that we’re talking with
each other in a way that heals, not in a way that wounds.” In short, he urged

reflection rather than immediate reaction, and he encouraged his audience and the nation-
at-large to consider what effect their own speech has on others.

Obama cautioned against looking for easy explanations for such tragic events.
Although searching for the causes of the shooting might be tempting, he warned the
audience, “Bad things happen, and we have to guard against simple explanations in the
aftermath.” Because “none of us can know exactly what triggered this vicious attack,” he
continued, it was not possible to know “what might have stopped these shots from being
fired, or what thoughts lurked in the inner recesses of a violent man’s mind.” And though
he acknowledged that “we have to examine all the facts behind this tragedy” and not “be
passive in the face of such violence,” he also warned that it might be necessary to
“challenge old assumptions in order to lessen the prospects of such violence in the
future.” In the process, he concluded, it was important that we not “use this tragedy as

one more occasion to turn on each other.” “That we cannot do,” he repeated. “That we
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cannot do.”

Obama thus discouraged people from “pointing fingers or assigning blame” as
they talked about the facts of the tragedy. Instead, he encouraged them to “use this
occasion to expand our moral imaginations, to listen to each other more carefully, to
sharpen our instincts for empathy and remind ourselves of all the ways that our hopes and
dreams are bound together.” These hortatory statements lent themselves to an inherently
pedagogical performance. Obama commanded but also performed the sort of discourse he
called for, teaching the audience by example.

He continued with a list of questions that all Americans asked after such “sudden
loss”—questions that caused us to “look backward” but also to “look forward; to reflect
on the present and the future, on the manner in which we live our lives and nurture our
relationships with those who are still with us.” His performance of this internal dialectic
included asking whether “we’ve shown enough kindness and generosity and compassion
to the people in our lives,” and “whether we’re doing right by our children, or our
community, whether our priorities are in order.” According to Obama, “what matters is
not wealth, or status, or power, or fame—but rather, how well we have loved—and what
small part we have played in making the lives of other people better.” He maintained that
this “process of reflection, of making sure we align our values with our actions,” was
“what a tragedy like this requires.” By necessity, this reflection also involved questioning
preexisting models of communication, because the “reflection and debate” such tragedies
inspired needed to be “worthy of those we have lost.” Urging his listeners to avoid “the
usual plane of politics and point-scoring and pettiness that drifts away in the next news

cycle,” Obama called for a more civil yet substantive public debate over gun violence—a
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debate worthy of those who died in Tucson:
And if, as has been discussed in recent days, their death helps usher in more
civility in our public discourse, let us remember it is not because a simple lack of
civility caused this tragedy—it did not—but rather because only a more civil and
honest public discourse can help us face up to the challenges of our nation in a
way that would make them proud.

Obama did not blame the people of the United States for the shooting, but he did hope the

shooting might inspire them to take a hard look at the quality of public discourse in

America and work toward a more civil and productive debate over gun violence.

“We can be better”: Rebuilding Communication

Finally, after critiquing the prevailing norms of discourse, Obama returned to the
figures he honored earlier, describing how Roll and Giffords “knew first and foremost
that we are all Americans, and that we can question each other’s ideas without
questioning each other’s love of country and that our task, working together, is to
constantly widen the circle of our concern so that we bequeath the American Dream to
future generations.” Once again channeling the voices of those he had eulogized, Obama
stated that “They believed—they believed, and I believe that we can be better.” He then
summarized what they—and he—thought might bring about that better world: “We may
not be able to stop all evil in the world, but I know that how we treat one another, that’s
entirely up to us.”

This reflection on the need for civility and mutual respect in turn rested on

Obama’s faith that, “for all our imperfections, we are full of decency and goodness, and
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that the forces that divide us are not as strong as those that unite us.” Obama claimed to
believe this “in part because that’s what a child like Christina-Taylor Green believed.”
Again, mediating Green’s thoughts, he devoted the entire last section of his speech to the
lessons to be learned from the life of the shooting’s youngest victim:
Imagine—imagine for a moment, here was a young girl who was just becoming
aware of our democracy; just beginning to understand the obligations of
citizenship; just starting to glimpse the fact that some day she, too, might play a
part in shaping her nation’s future. She had been elected to her student council.
She saw public service as something exciting and hopeful. She was off to meet
her congresswoman, someone she was sure was good and important and might be
a role model. She saw all this through the eyes of a child, undimmed by the
cynicism or vitriol that we adults all too often just take for granted.
By encouraging his audience members to place themselves in Green’s shoes, Obama
invited them to return to a time when rhetoric did not involve “cynicism or vitriol.” His
voice rose as he declared, “I want to live up to her expectations,” working to make “our
democracy” and “America to be as good as she imagined it.” He then invited the
audience to participate in that effort, emphasizing that “All of us—we should do
everything we can to make sure this country lives up to our children’s expectations.” The
audience applauded for nearly a full minute before Obama continued by noting that
“Christina was given to us on September 11, 2001, one of 50 babies born that day to be
pictures in a book called Faces of Hope.” He described how, “On either side of her photo
in that book were simple wishes for a child’s life,” including “I hope you help those in

need” and “T hope you jump in rain puddles.” Obama then closed on a plaintive note: “If
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there are rain puddles in Heaven, Christina is jumping in them today.” Green, the “face of
hope” born on one of the darkest days in American history, embodied Obama’s optimism
that new modes of politics and communication might someday bring an end to such
senseless violence.

Obama concluded his speech with a pledge to the youngest victim of the violence
in Tucson: “And here on this Earth, here on this Earth, we place our hands over our
hearts and we commit ourselves as Americans to forging a country that is forever worthy
of her gentle, happy spirit.” And with a prayer: “May God bless and keep those we've lost
in restful and eternal peace. May he love and watch over the survivors. And may he bless
the United States of America. Placing his hand over his heart as he spoke, he invited the
audience to share in his pledge and his prayer, encouraging them to devote themselves to
creating a world that was worthy of generations of Americans to come.

Gabrielle Giffords’ and Christina-Taylor Green’s involuntary silence after the
shooting in Tucson offered an opportunity for Obama to speak on their behalf while
emphasizing the horrific costs of gun violence. By unpacking, analyzing, and rebuilding
communication after the violent event, Obama hoped to inspire the audience to engage
productively and peacefully in civic discourse. Bookending his speech with the stories of
Giffords and Green highlighted the exigency of this process, and he used the voices of
those who had been silenced to advocate action that might prevent the deaths of other
innocent victims.

In the years following the shooting, Giffords suffered from the language
impairment disorder aphasia. Initially, Giffords was unable to speak without the help of

her husband, and more than six years after the shooting he still was sometimes called
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upon to translate her words and gestures. At the 2016 Democratic National Convention in
Philadelphia, both Giffords and her husband delivered speeches in support of democratic
presidential nominee Hillary Clinton. Both speeches focused on Clinton’s support for
more stringent gun control measures, and Giffords’ speech in particular marked a
powerful moment of the DNC: she walked onstage unassisted and delivered a speech
without the help of her husband. In halting but deliberate speech, Giffords stated:
I have a passion for helping people. I always have. So does Hillary Clinton.
Hillary is tough. Hillary is courageous. She will fight to make our families safer.
In the White House, she will stand up to the gun lobby. That’s why I’m voting for
Hillary! I know what hate and division can do to our communities. Let’s stand up
for responsibility. Together we can make sure that respect, hard work, and
progress win in November. In Congress, I learned an important lesson: strong
women get things done! Let’s work together to make Hillary our president. I'm
with her! And I know you are too. Speaking is difficult for me. But come January,
I want to say these two words: “Madam President.” (qtd. in Millstein)
The final words of Giffords’ speech were heavy with significance: Giffords supported
Clinton’s candidacy and hoped that she would win, but Giffords exerted much effort to
articulate her though. Giffords’ condition continued to improve after her speech at the
DNC. However, Clinton’s loss in the presidential election to Donald Trump in effect
silenced women in the public political sphere once again.
Obama’s Tucson speech was an exercise in both memorializing and educating the
audience about the ethical uses of rhetoric after violent events. He encouraged the

audience “to sharpen our instincts for empathy and remind ourselves of all the ways that
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our hopes and dreams are bound together” after such a tragedy, and he resisted placing
blame or encouraging immediate action in the speech itself. Obama posed a series of
rhetorical questions, performing before the audience the “process of reflection” that
ensures that we “align our values with our actions.” This performance was inherently
pedagogical: Obama performed the introspective examination he believed was necessary
after the shooting in order to inspire the audience to do the same, and that exercise
functioned both to diffuse anger and to delay or prevent retaliation. Even as Obama
mediated Giffords’ and Green’s thoughts and words, he did so in a way that was designed
not to promote retribution, but to encourage more productive, honest conversations in the

wake of such national tragedies.

Gun Violence and National Eulogy after Tucson

Although Obama’s initiatives were relatively modest and had widespread support,
newly elected President Donald Trump revoked some of these executive actions within
months of taking office. He rescinded legislation that made it more difficult for people
with certain mental illnesses to purchase guns, for example—a decision that was praised
by the NRA (Vitali). He also became the first sitting president since President Ronald
Reagan to address the organization itself (Keneally). In this address, Trump emphasized
that the “eight-year assault on your Second Amendment freedoms has come to a crashing
end,” and he pledged that the government would no longer be “trying to undermine your
rights and your freedoms as Americans” (qtd. in Gorman). After the shooting in Las
Vegas on October 1, 2017, during which 58 people were murdered in just ten minutes

during a country music festival, Trump promised that the United States would “be talking
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about gun laws as time goes by (Landers). Yet he also declined to comment on a bill,
then in the House of Representatives, that would have made it easier to purchase gun
silencers.

Debates over gun laws in the United States are far from over. Obama’s speech in
Tucson marked a moment in his presidency when he was tasked with eulogizing victims
of gun violence while avoiding accusations that he was somehow “politicizing” the
tragedy. In the process, he proved himself to be among the most articulate orators in
American history. As the political waters continue to ebb and flow, and people in the
United States struggle with how best to respond to and address gun violence, this
sentiment from Obama’s Tucson speech remains true: if the victims’ deaths “usher in
more civility in our public discourse, let us remember it is not because a simple lack of
civility caused this tragedy... but rather because only a more civil and honest public
discourse can help us face up to the challenges of our nation in a way that would make
them proud.”

Obama’s rhetorical abilities in Tucson were not unanimously praised. Though as
president he represented “all Americans,” as a Black man Obama spoke from a position
of paradox: as president, he was the ultimate example of the citizen, but his racial and
ethnic identities had been historically marginalized by the very tradition of presidential
rhetoric in which he spoke. In the next chapter, I investigate his speech in Charleston
after the shooting at Emanuel AME Church, a speech delivered in a surrogate Black
Church by a member of the Black Church on behalf of deceased members. In his Tucson
speech Obama did not make any strong policy statements, and he primarily educated the

audience about how to engage in productive discourse after violent events. He did not
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need to address issues of racial inequality, though issues of gender inequality were, as
addressed above, the subtext of the speech. In Charleston, however, he directly addressed
issues facing the Black community and spoke unequivocally in favor of such policies as
removing the Confederate flag from governmental buildings with the goal of rhetorically
navigating among his multiple audiences and effectively encouraging them to follow his

deliberative statements.
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CHAPTER III
THE PRESIDENT, THE PREACHER, AND THE CITIZEN-ORATOR

IN OBAMA’S EULOGY FOR REVEREND PINCKNEY

On the evening of June 17, 2015, a 21-year-old white supremacist fatally shot
nine people at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South
Carolina, a place affectionately called by its parishioners “Mother Emanuel.” The victims
included Reverend Clementa Pinckney, senior pastor, and eight members of the
congregation: Reverend Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, Cynthia Hurd, Susie Jackson,
Ethel Lance, Reverend Depayne Middleton-Doctor, Tywanza Sanders, Reverend Daniel
Simmons Sr., and Myra Thompson. In his eulogy, delivered on June 26, 2015, President
Barack Obama interwove the Christian notion of grace with a call to political action.
Speeches, of course, are meant to be heard and experienced, and this is emphatically true
of this speech, given the both the setting—Obama spoke from the pulpit at the College of
Charleston, surrounded by members of Emanuel AME Church, who were dressed in
clerical robes—and Obama’s oratorical ability. His speech was marked by call-and-
response participation, and he closed by singing the first stanza of “Amazing Grace.”
Much of the eulogy came across as a sermon rather than a typical presidential address,
which led Reverend Norvel Goff, a leader in the AME Church, to refer to Obama
afterward as “Reverend President” (Sack and Gardiner).

Obama spoke in the tradition of African American preaching, and he delivered his
speech in a surrogate Black Church to local and national Black communities in honor of

those who were murdered. However, Obama was also tasked with speaking to an
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audience of “all Americans” in his role as president. The disjunction of these two roles,
as Philip Howard indicates, brings to light “one of the longstanding contradictions of
American democracy,” namely that “serving the democratic rights of people of Color (in
this case, African Americans) seems to be considered within dominant discourse to be at
loggerheads with serving the rights of ‘all Americans,” while, in actual fact, these projects
should be seen as reinforcing each other” (Howard 383). Moreover, as president, Obama
spoke from the position of an office whose “historical function” has required
“maintaining the status quo of White privilege” (384). It would seem that these two
tasks—mourning and honoring members of the Black Church as one who is associated
with that church, and speaking as president from within a (white) rhetorical tradition—
were fundamentally at odds with one another.

It is not my goal nor my place as a white American woman to judge whether
Obama should have had to appeal to a white audience in a speech delivered in honor of
members of the Black Church, whether with this speech he successfully enacted positive
material change for African Americans, or whether, by investigating this speech, one can
definitively answer the question of whether “African agency possible within dominant
institutions” in the United States (Howard 381). Rather, I will explore zow Obama
rhetorically navigated his dual roles of preacher and president, a task fraught with
contradiction when one considers how, in the United States, “full de facto citizenship is
not extended to African Americans, and Americanness is implicitly held to mean White
Americanness” (384).

Obama’s “solution” to this double-bind rests with President Abraham Lincoln.

His speeches—most notably, his Gettysburg Address—still occupy a sacred place in post-
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Civil War America. In the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln himself mediated the tradition of
classical Athenian epitaphios logos, and his address was rhetorically shaped by Pericles’
funeral oration. As Garry Wills notes, although Edward Everett was closely associated
with the Greek Revival movement and referenced Pericles explicitly in his famously
protracted Gettysburg Address, which he delivered just before Lincoln’s considerably

29 ¢¢

shorter speech, it is Lincoln’s Address that “[set] standards for the future,” “created a
political prose for America,” and captured “the challenge of the moment,” just as
Pericles’ speech had established a historical benchmark in his time (52). By channeling
Lincoln, who remains a paradigm of the American citizen-orator, Obama accessed the
white presidential rhetorical tradition, a tradition that itself developed from classical
Athenian notions of citizenship and speech. The ultimate goal of this engagement was
mobilizing white Americans to support gun control initiatives.

My primary concern in this chapter is the deliberative element of Pericles’ and
Obama’s respective speeches, the point at which the rhétor exhorted the audience to
accomplish specific tasks after the speech is over. The success of Pericles’ and Obama’s
deliberative statements in their respective speeches were successful, at least in part,
insofar as the speaker convinced the audience that he had the appropriate ethos to make
such demands. I consider the citizen-orator roles performed by Pericles and Obama in
conversation primarily because of Lincoln’s mediation of Pericles’ oration, and the

revered place Lincoln held for Obama during his presidency.*® I argue that, in order to

mobilize his white audience, Obama performed the role of citizen-orator, a role, in the

*® As Cody Keenan, Obama’s Chief Speechwriter who wrote the first draft of the Charleston eulogy,
explained, “Lincoln is Obama’s favorite,” and since Obama’s first presidential campaign in 2008, his
speechwriters “immersed [themselves] in Lincoln just to try to get up to Obama’s speed.” Personal
interview, 27 Sept. 2018.
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context of the presidency, that inherently excluded African Americans. In order to fulfill
this inherently exclusionary citizen-orator role, Obama spoke from within the white
tradition of presidential rhetoric, a tradition which finds its origin in classical Athens and,
in the case of eulogy, the figure of Pericles. I do not claim that Obama consciously
accessed the classical Athenian tradition in his Charleston speech. However, by speaking
in the tradition of presidential eulogistic rhetoric and thereby invoking Lincoln, Obama
necessarily connected himself to the classical ideal of the citizen-orator, a role heretofore
performed solely by white presidents.

To be clear, African American preaching and the Black Church have histories
independent of Eurocentric comparisons to imperialist white religious and political
practices.”” These independent histories further emphasize how, in his Charleston speech,
Obama had two separate and potentially irreconcilable tasks: he was asked to eulogize
members of the AME Church from his personal position as an African American man
who had both met Reverend Pinckney and was a longtime member of the Black Church;
and he was also asked to deliver a speech from his political position as president. To
explore these positions, I will first define the term “citizen-orator” and describe the
qualities of this classical figure as it appears in Pericles’ and Lincoln’s eulogistic
speeches. Then, I will explore the two independent roles Obama fulfilled in his speech:
the first role is that of preacher in the Black Church, and the second is that of citizen-
orator in the classically-derived tradition of presidential rhetoric. I will explore how he
navigated and fulfilled the expectations of each role, and will consider this speech in the
larger context of presidential rhetoric and eulogistic speech.

Masculinity remains a prerequisite for American presidents, and this fact reflects

%" For such histories, see, for example, Abrams, Clark, Gilbert, and Wilmore.
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and perpetuates the association of the citizen-orator with a masculine person. The lack of
representation of women in American politics, and especially representation of Black and
indigenous women and other women of color is unfortunately outside of the explicit
scope of this article, but remains persistently assumed in the background and should be
acknowledged. As Theodore Sheckels, Nichola Gutgold, and Diana Carlin explain, “the
path to ‘Madame President” [is] more tortuous than the path to ‘Mr. President’ (169). In
a rhetorical sense, women must be dynamic in their speech, because too restrained a style
is not viewed as presidential by the public (170). Push the dynamic style too far,
however, and the candidate risks being labeled too aggressive or assertive.”® Obama’s
election as the first Black man to serve as President of the United States challenged the
formerly unbroken sequence of white men to serve in the highest office. However, there
are many more populations that remain unrepresented in the figure of the president,
including women. For this reason, throughout this article I refer to the citizen-orator and
the president by masculine pronouns.

Though U.S. democracy and its political oratory is in large part modeled after
those of classical Athens, women were extremely restricted in their movement and
speech in Athens, while in the U.S. those restrictions in large part do not exist—at least in
an official sense. K.R. Walters points out that women in classical Athens had no political
rights and could not hold office, and were, in essence, “perpetual minors, unable to
perform any legal or economic function without the express approval of their trustees”
(194). There is no surviving evidence for Athenian women’s influence and power in the

private domestic sphere, and what evidence there is involves women’s influence on the

28 See also Bachmann, Harp, and Loke; Falk; Dubriwny; Anderson; and Lawrence and Rose.
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public, masculine, political world.” As noted in Chapter II, while women in the U.S.
have political and personal agency that far outstrips their classical Athenian counterparts,
there are still men who police women’s movements in both the private and public
spheres. It is ironic, then, that U.S. democracy is modeled after the “democracy” of
Athens—a political system which did not include anyone who was not an Athenian
citizen man—but, regarding women in positions of political power in the U.S., though

women are permitted to run for and hold the presidency, as of yet that has not occurred.

The Preacher and the Black Church

In his Charleston speech, Obama primarily served as a preacher before a
congregation of members of the Black Church. It is necessary to consider the history of
Black preaching as it intersects with the history of the AME Church and the history of the
Black Church in the United States to understand how Obama performed and fulfilled this
critical figure.*

The history of the AME Church emphasizes the importance of the role of the
preacher, and the preacher’s responsibilities as a leader in the community. Since its

inception, members of the AME Church have been united by both religious and political

** Walters also explains how, in classical Athens, it was not proper to use a woman’s name in public, and
“to use a woman’s name publicly was to characterize her as ‘common’ in both senses of the word, as cheap
and low and as a woman every man could have access to” (200-201). It is significant, then, that we know
Aspasia’s name—and her reputation of being manipulative, outspoken, and a possible sex worker—but we
do not know the name of Pericles’ first wife.

3% With respect to capitalization and terminology, I follow Anthony Pinn. The capitalized phrase “Black
Church” specifies “the collective reality of black Christianity across denominational lines.” The phrase
“Black churches” refers to “local churches within a particular denomination.” He uses the adjective
“Black” rather than “African American” to describe the Black Church to emphasize how “this church
developed in response to racial tensions and prejudices,” and this terminology “keeps this racial conflict in
the forefront of the discussion.” I follow his use of the adjective African to refer to black Americans prior
to emancipation, and white Americans prior to emancipation are referred to as Europeans, “to denote the
center of their history” (ix).
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interests, and its leaders and parishioners alike are expected to participate in civic life.
The AME Church has from its inception advocated for activism against racism and
oppression. The Doctrines and Discipline of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,
first published in 1817, states the Church’s position on slavery: “We will not receive any
person into our society, as a member, who is a slave-holder; and any who are now
members, that have slaves, and refuse to emancipate them after notification being given
by the preacher having the charge, shall be excluded” (190).

On May 5, 1794, Richard Allen held the first meeting of what would become
Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church, referred to as “Mother Bethel,” which
remains the oldest AME congregation in the United States (Walker 8).>' Between 1794
and 1810, membership of Bethel AME Church rose nearly tenfold, from the original 40
parishioners to almost 400 (Newman 130). Prior to the Civil War, Morris Brown
established his own independent African Methodist church in Charleston, South Carolina,
but South Carolina law prevented him from legally associating his local church with the
AME Church: predominantly African churches were illegal in the South because
slaveholders feared those churches would serve as sites of organization for slave revolts,
and, as a result, African people could only attend churches where the majority of the
membership was European (Walker 19-20). Morris met Allen at an AME annual
conference in 1818 in Philadelphia, and the two established a longstanding relationship
between their churches (Newman 243). In 1822, Morris’ Charleston church was forced to
close after many of its parishioners were believed to have been associated with a slave

uprising organized by Denmark Vesey, a founding member of Morris’ church. After

*! The current structure of the Bethel AME Church, dedicated in 1890, still stands in in South Philadelphia
and in 1974 was named a National Historic Landmark.
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plans for the rebellion were discovered hours before it was to take place, more than 30
African people were hanged, including Vesey himself, and some without trial, because of
their suspected association with the planned events. Morris then moved to Philadelphia
and within a few years became the assistant pastor at Bethel AME Church in 1825
(Newman 20). Though Emanuel was burned to the ground by Europeans in 1822, it was
rebuilt between 1865 and 1872, a project which was overseen by Robert Vesey, the son
of Denmark Vesey.*>

The history of Black preaching is vast, and the phrase “describes a rich and varied
tradition, covering a broad configuration of motivations, theological points of view, art
forms, structures, and styles of delivery,” as Cleophus LaRue emphasizes (9). According
to Dolan Hubbard, generally “the black sermon in its emphasis on liberation and true
Christianity is offered as a corrective to an inadequate history in which black people need
not exist, except as beasts of burden” (4). The preacher, then, is “the transformational
agent who walks the critical tightrope between the sacred and the secular; his speech act
(sermon) is the agent for historical location” (14). LaRue suggests that there are some
common characteristics of Black preaching regardless of religious sect, which include
strong biblical content, creative uses of language, expressed emotion, and ministerial
authority (9-12). According to Hubbard, when the sermon is performed effectively, the
preacher “taps into the linguistic spaces to bring the community to the point of
recognition—the collective catharsis” (7). In Charleston, Obama himself acted as
preacher and delivered a sermon that fulfilled the criteria of Black preaching: he

intertwined the sacred and the secular to imagine a future when violence against the

32 Vesey’s structure was destroyed by an earthquake in 1886; the current structure was built in 1891
(“History™).
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African American community would not exist, and expressed himself with both emotion
and authority.

Generally, in the Black Church the act of preaching and the figure of the preacher
play a role beyond religious leadership. According to Henry Mitchell, the preacher is a
“natural leader of the Black community,” and that at various times the preacher must
assume various roles with “concomitant responsibilities,” including those of “pastor or
spiritual leader, political leader, social leader, and very often the leading proponent and
exemplar of education” (Mitchell, qtd. in Niles 43). The preacher figure in the Black
Church is both a member of its citizenry and a model for it, a person who is invested in
the community and, because of the preacher’s training and education, argues for its best
interests. The preacher is a leader and role model, advises parishioners on matters both
spiritual and social, and acts in the best interest of the community. Obama assumed the
role of preacher in his Charleston speech before a congregation of fellow mourning
members of the Black Church, and his audience at the College of Charleston recognized

him in this role.

The Citizen-Orator and the Epitaphios Logos

Derived from an entirely distinct tradition, the citizen-orator is a figure that finds
its origin in the Western classical tradition. It is important to be clear about the use of the
term “citizen” in “citizen-orator” and how its denotation functions within the concept of
the citizen-orator, because the word “citizen” has a specific and limited legal definition in
the United States. Concerning Obama’s 2011 statement at the dedication of the Martin

Luther King, Jr. memorial in Washington, D.C., Robert Terrill characterizes the speech as
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“a speech about citizenship, citizenship not as a legal status but rather as a mode of
address, not merely a recognition of one’s self in another but also a way of speaking to
one another in a manner that articulates that recognition with a democratic political
culture” (97). This is the understanding of citizenship embedded in the notion of the
citizen-orator: the word “citizen” here does not denote legal status, but rather, emphasizes
the individual’s engagement in and support of democratic discourse. The citizen-orator,
then, is a public figure actively engaged in democratic deliberation. When I employ the
terms “citizen” and “citizenship” in this context, I refer to people engaged in civic life,
not only to those born on U.S. soil or who are naturalized citizens.

The citizen-orator possesses one essential quality: since his skills are interwoven
with and dependent upon civic life, he is a categorically public figure, and this criterion is
present in both ancient Greek and Roman rhetorical traditions. A few illustrative
examples are offered here. For example, Aristotle begins the Rhetoric with the statement
that rhetoric is the antistrophos of dialectic, and while the exact meaning of
“antistrophos” in this context remains a subject of debate, the philosopher posited that the
public speech of rhetoric is the correlative to, or perhaps grows out of, the private one-on-
one argumentation of dialectic (I.1.1). The rhetor, as opposed to the dialectician, speaks
in public and his goal is to produce persuasion in an audience. Indeed, Book I of the
Rhetoric contains Aristotle’s examination of what he believed were the three species of
public speech: deliberative, epideictic, and forensic.

Three centuries later, Cicero (in the mouth of Crassus, his teacher), argued that
the orator cannot make specific arguments about public affairs (rerum publicarum)

without knowledge of laws (legum), customs (morum), justice (iuris scientia), and the
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nature of humankind (natura hominum incognita) (De Oratore 1.48). Knowledge of civic
life and customs (vitam atque mores), then, allows the orator to argue persuasively even
in subject areas with which he is unfamiliar (1.68). For Cicero, there was no orator
without the res publica, and the public forum where deliberation could take place
(1.69).>

Finally, in the Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian described the orator he wished to
shape with his education as “the orator as defined by Marcus Cato, ‘a good man, skilled
in speaking (vir bonus dicendi peritus)’” (XI1.1.1).>* Quintilian emphasized that an orator
must be a vir bonus; otherwise, the educator would find himself having “rendered the
worst of services to mankind, if I forge these weapons not for a soldier, but for a robber”
(XII.1.1). For Quintilian, the civic aspect of the citizen-orator figure related to the notion
of the vir bonus: although his readers likely did not directly influence the structure of
government or its legislation—the Roman Empire lasted another 200 years after
Quintilian’s death—he impressed upon each of them that in their private lives and in
public disputes, one had a responsibility to others in his community to argue ethically and
articulately.

For classical Athenians, Pericles was the exemplar of the citizen-orator. Living
during the fifth century BCE, Pericles was a statesman who had served as a general in the

Athenian army, and had used his status to initiate an expansive—and expensive—

33 Quare hic locus de vita et moribus totus est oratori perdiscendus: cetera si non didicerit, tamen poterit, si
quando opus erit, ornare dicendo, si modo erunt ad eum delata, et tradita. “For which reason this division of
philosophy, concerned with human life and manners, must all of it be mastered by the orator; as for the
other matters, even though he has not studied them, he will still be able, whenever the necessity arises, to
beautify them by his eloquence, if only they are brought to his notice and described to him” (1.69).

English and Latin of Cicero adapted from Sutton and Rackham.

3% .ad facultatem dicendi conati sumus, pessime mereamur de rebus humanis si latroni comparamus haec
arma, non militi. English and Latin of Quintilian adapted from Butler.
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building project that included the Parthenon and the statue of Athena that resided within.
His funeral oration in Thucydides’ text is a subject of continual intrigue. The issue of
authenticity is ever-present in Thucydides’ work: by the historian’s own admission, the
speeches in his text were not word-for-word transmissions, but rather, were true to the
spirit of the original speeches. Pericles’ funeral oration is unlike other conventional
funeral orations of the time in that the orator did not mention the actions of the dead, and
even suggested that he did not need to, as the deeds of those who have perished should be
sufficiently rewarded by the public funeral funded by the state.”> As Simon Hornblower
reminds us, there are no contemporary exempla of epitaphioi to which one may compare
Pericles’ oration, and it is very possible that convention had changed between the time of
Pericles’ oration and extant fourth-century examples of funerary speeches (295).

Nicole Loraux explains that the funeral oration was at “once a eulogy of worthy
men, an honor accorded to the dead, and a stock of instructive examples” that was, at
least for Pericles, “a lesson in civic morality intended for the living” (98). Athenian
funeral orations honored the dead and encouraged the community to act in as noble and
admirable a manner as the deceased. Therefore, it is not appropriate to classify the genre
of funeral oration as merely epideictic, as these speeches also contained deliberative
elements, which instructed viewers about how they should act in the future (78). Loraux
argues that “the funeral oration was responsible for reminding Athenians that, in its many
acts, diversity of situations, and vicissitudes of change, the city remained one and the

same” (132) because “for the orator, the empire is merely the sign of a deeper, more

33 ¢noi 8¢ aprodv dv £86ket elvar avdpdv dyaddv Epyo yevopévev Epye kai dnhododat tag Tdc, ola kai
vV mepi 1OV Tapov TOVOE dnpociq Tapackevachivia opdte.... (I1.35.1) “For myself, I should have thought
that the worth which had displayed itself in deeds, would be sufficiently rewarded by honors also shown by
deeds; such as you now see in this funeral prepared at the people's cost.”
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durable reality, namely, the greatness of Athens” (85). Pericles in his funeral oration not
only praised the dead, but reminded the living about what made Athens a great city, and
how they might continue her legacy.

In Pericles’ oration, the statesman indicated that he would not adhere to the
generally accepted structure of a funeral oration. He did not recount noteworthy battles,
including the Battle of Marathon, which Loraux describes as a “compulsory topos of
national history” for Athens because the battle “provides the orator in search of
grandiloquence with a purple passage and inexhaustible lessons in virtue for generations
of young Athenians” (132). Pericles instead chose to dwell upon those things that led
Athens to its current flourishing state: namely, “what was the road by which we reached
our position, what the form of government under which our greatness grew, what the
national habits out of which it sprang” (I1.36.1).*® Since the deeds of the Athenian
forebears were already known, Pericles expressed that he did not need to reference them
explicitly. Thucydides’ Pericles shirked convention, subverting the expected elements of
a funeral oration while “exhorting the citizens to die for the city, whatever euphemisms
are used to disguise the appeal” (Loraux 98). Pericles’ speech was intended to rouse the
Athenian population toward continuing the war effort in accordance with his military
plans, and he emphasized to his audience that Athens would not only prevail in the war
against Sparta and its allies, but also persist into the future as a constant entity as it had

persisted through the past and present.
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Funeral Oration and the Citizen-Orator in the United States

In his examination of the place of oratory in the American education system,
William Denman theorizes that the “concept of ‘citizen-orator’ had a central role in the
link between the teaching and practice of rhetoric both in ancient Greece and in colonial
America,” and that this concept—‘that a well-educated citizen could, and should, be an
active participant in the deliberations of the polis”—was an essential component of the
growth of democracy in the United States (10). Prior to the rise of industrialization in the
20™ century, Denman argues, “the teaching of rhetoric was an instrumental part of the
development of that civic persona, the ‘citizen-orator,” whose skills were at the service of
the community” (3). While Denman contends that the development and training of
citizen-orators has slowly disappeared in contemporary education in the U.S., I argue that
this concept remains in full effect in the figure of the president. The president is, or ought
to be, the paradigm of the citizen-orator: a person constantly engaged in democratic
discourse who uses his skills for the good of the state.

Obama engaged with the presidential tradition of speaking as a citizen-orator
through Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, which itself engages with Pericles’ funeral
oration. As Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson note, Lincoln’s speech
fulfilled the criteria of national eulogy, a category which describes a “unique blend of
eulogistic content and elements that reconstitute the nation” after tragic events, and an
interpretation of the meaning of those events for the citizenry (75). By Campbell and
Jamieson’s definition of national eulogy, Obama’s speech in Charleston met the
expectations of the genre.

As for Pericles, Wills explains that Pericles’ speech “became the most famous
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oration of its kind, a model endlessly copied, praised, and cited—especially in the early
nineteenth century, during America’s Greek Revival” (41). Everett referenced Pericles’
sentiments throughout his speech.’” As James Stevenson notes, the Library of Congress
loaned a copy of Plutarch’s Lives to the White House during the period of April 7 to July
29, 1862. The edition lent out contained the Life of Pericles, in which the Greek historian
Plutarch references, but does not quote, the funeral oration. While we cannot say with
absolute certainty that Lincoln read Pericles’ speech in translation, Pericles’ speech was
clearly a point of reference available at the time. However, Stevenson states, “the most
compelling evidence that Lincoln’s Address borrowed inspiration from the Funeral
Oration is found in the remarkable parallels of ideas and diction that the

two speeches exhibit.”**

Stevenson points to a number of elements of Pericles’ speech that also appear in
Lincoln’s condensed oration. For example, Pericles and Lincoln each referred to the
custom he fulfilled by offering a eulogy “to commemorate the patriotic dead”
(Stevenson). Each stated that he knew his words would be “considered inadequate by his
listeners,” because it is not possible for orators to offer words that can match the deeds of
those who have died (Stevenson). Furthermore, while Pericles and Lincoln saw their
respective societies as “egalitarian meritocracies,” they also viewed them as exceptional,
and, for this reason were “worth defending” (Stevenson). Other related sentiments

include that both speakers emphasized how “battle bestows virtue and lasting honor”

37 See also Bray, who argues that it is “somewhat likely” that Lincoln read the funeral oration in translation
between the years 1837 and 1860 (60), because the text has been “Attested by at least one of Lincoln’s
acquaintances, or mentioned in the Library of Congress circulation records, or reasonably thought to be
among books Lincoln owned” (34).

*¥ For further exploration of the relationship between Pericles’ speech and Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address,
see Stow.
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(Stevenson). Ultimately, each speaker used “the matchless sacrifice of soldiers who had
fallen in battle” to end their speeches with “moving appeals for the living to continue the
struggle” (Stevenson). Wills compares Pericles’ quintessential focus on the collective
rather than the individual to Lincoln’s generalizing articles, such as in the phrases “a
great civil war” and “a great battlefield” (54). And though Everett was much more the
classicist than Lincoln, Everett’s speech ran far longer than Pericles’ epitaphios, and,
notably, Gorgias’ extant epitaphios ““is actually no longer than Lincoln’s Address” (52).
The most important contrast in both Pericles’ and Lincoln’s speeches is that between life
and death, a contrast that is reinforced by the orator’s praise of the fallen and his advice
to the living (59).

However, Pericles’ and Lincoln’s speeches are not without their differences.
Stevenson argues that the “principal difference which sets the Address apart from the
Oration is the intense spirituality which is visible in the address but which is absent from
the Oration.” While Pericles’ speech offered much in the way of historical explanation,
there is very little in the speech that qualifies as “emotive inspiration.” Significantly,
Lincoln’s speech “carries one from thoughts to glory to thoughts of sacrifice, from
thoughts of victory to thoughts of humility, from thoughts of hatred to thoughts of
forgiveness, and from thoughts of death to thoughts of rebirth” (Stevenson).

This is not to suggest that Obama’s speechwriters read the Gettysburg Address in
preparation for composing the Charleston speech, or that they had read Pericles’ oration
at all. In a personal interview, Keenan remarked that speechwriters do not have time to
reread material to prepare a speech, but as scholars of speechwriting, significant speeches

such as the Gettysburg Address are “always kind of there in our minds,” and they are
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“aware of what’s come before without necessarily going back and looking at it”
immediately before composing a presidential speech. Adam Frankel, former senior
speechwriter to Obama, echoed this sentiment in a 2015 article in 7ime that “the best way
to learn how to write speeches is to read the great ones,” and he named Pericles’ speech
among those he considers great. When asked for speechwriting tips, Keenan suggested
that “any great speech has to speak to something bigger than that particular moment,” and
while it is not necessary to “write speeches with an eye towards what people will say
about it in 50 years,” as a speechwriter composes a speech, they are “thinking about the
broader sweep of history and where [they] fit” (“How to write a winning political
speech”).

In the context of the citizen-orator figure, a citizen-orator is a decidedly public
figure educated in civic matters who, while representative of the citizenry, is also an
exemplary member of it. The most visible modern expression of this figure in United
States politics is the president, who ought to be the paradigm citizen-orator: both an
average citizen and an exemplary one, engaged in public discourse, who uses his skills in
service of public good. Lincoln very much fulfilled the role of citizen-orator, an average
yet exemplary member of the American citizenry who considered himself unworthy of
delivering a memorial address, but delivered one regardless because it was “altogether
fitting and proper.” However, he also recognized his place as one piece in a collective
democratic whole, as expressed by his sentiment that, “in a larger sense, we can not
dedicate—we can not consecrate—we can not hallow—this ground.”’

J. Christian Spielvogel notes that the Gettysburg Address has been used

alternately “to support either a harmonious vision of postwar regional reconciliation

%% Quotes from Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address are from the Bliss edition.
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between whites or a commitment to postwar racial justice and equality” (26), and offers
the example that, in the context of Gettysburg National Military Park (CNMP), the
National Park Service has at times used Lincoln’s speech “as an eloquent expression of
white regional reconciliation” (28). Quotations from Lincoln’s speech appear in the
Visitor Center among collages and photographs that suggest, for example, that the “We”
of “We are met on a great battlefield” refers to “a reunited (white) nation made whole by
sectional reunion” (30). When interpreted from this perspective, the Gettysburg Address
and, by association, Lincoln himself represent white reconciliation of the North and
South, “perpetuating a racially exclusive memory of the war” (54). Whether Lincoln
intended this exclusionary memory of the war is not paramount; the fact remains that the
tradition of presidential rhetoric is one rooted in imperialism, colonialism, and whiteness.
It is only possible to interpret the Gettysburg Address as expression of “white regional
reconciliation” if the tradition with which Lincoln engaged was itself rooted in whiteness.
As Michelle Obama stated in her speech at the 2016 Democratic National
Convention (“Transcript: Read Michelle Obama’s full speech from the 2016 DNC”):
...the story that has brought me to this stage tonight...[is] the story of generations
of people who felt the lash of bondage, the shame of servitude, the sting of
segregation, but who kept on striving and hoping and doing what needed to be
done so that today I wake up every morning in a house that was built by slaves.
And I watch my daughters, two beautiful, intelligent, black young women playing
with their dogs on the White House lawn.
The presidency and the house in which the president resides are themselves the barrier

that has excluded African Americans; the Obamas’ residence in the White House did not
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change the home’s (or the country’s) imperialist history. Similarly, in order to participate
in the tradition of presidential rhetoric, a tradition rooted in this same imperialist history,
it was necessary for Obama to speak from within the presidential rhetorical tradition—a
tradition rooted in whiteness—which he did by looking to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address
and Lincoln himself as models, and, by association, Pericles and his funeral oration.

Prior to Obama’s election in 2008, the “public” role of citizen-orator extended
only to a white public, and as a result the citizen-orator role performed by the president
had been limited to white men. In his 2017 article “My President Was Black,” Ta-Nehisi
Coates writes that, “Against the specter of black pathology, against the narrow images of
welfare moms and deadbeat dads, [Obama’s] time in the White House had been an eight-
year showcase of a healthy and successful black family spanning three generations, with
two dogs to boot. In short, he became a symbol of black people’s everyday, extraordinary
Americanness.” Obama’s election expanded the concept of “everyday Americanness”
and, as president, he was an exemplary yet ordinary member of the American citizenry, a
public figure invested in democratic discourse, who used his skills in service of public
good. However, the tradition in which this presidential citizen-orator role came to be is
one in which protecting African Americans and promoting their interests, even when

these actions upset the white public, only recently become part of its discourse.

Obama’s Charleston Fulogy and Pericles’ Funeral Oration

Syllogistically, then, we may read Obama’s oration in Charleston in the context of
the classical Athenian funeral oration, not to equate the preacher and the citizen-orator—

two distinct roles derived from two distinct traditions—but to consider how, as an
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African American man, Obama navigated among the dueling expectations of his
audience(s): some expected him to deliver a eulogistic sermon as a preacher in the Black
Church, while others expected him to deliver a national eulogy as President of the United
States. Obama’s speech alternately spoke to his audience of members of the AME Church
and the Black Church-at-large as preacher and as president, while to his white audience
he spoke only as president.

Both Pericles’ and Obama’s speeches began with an epideictic section in which
the orator praised those who died, and the orators established themselves as members of
their respective citizenries. However, while Pericles established himself among the
Athenian citizenry but was careful not to ostracize his non-Athenian audience, Obama
established himself as a member not of the general citizenry of the United States, but
more specifically as a member of the African American religious community.

Pericles began his funeral oration by expressing hesitation about his speech:

For myself, I should have thought that the worth which had displayed itself in

deeds, would be sufficiently rewarded by honors also shown by deeds; such as

you now see in this funeral prepared at the people's cost. And I could have wished

that the reputations of many brave men were not to be imperiled in the mouth of a

single individual, to stand or fall according as he spoke well or ill. (IL.35.1)*

The politician immediately placed himself squarely within the Athenian democratic

tradition by emphasizing that, in a democracy, it should not fall upon the individual to
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speak on behalf of the collective. This rhetorical move was vital to his performance as a
citizen-orator: while Pericles was an individual respected for his political and military
talents, as an Athenian citizen he had to express deference to those whom he
memorialized, just as the men he praised were not out to gain personal glory (so says
Pericles) fighting on behalf of Athens, but obtained glory as a collective.

Pericles expressed admiration for the Athenian ancestors, who resided “in the
country without break in the succession from generation to generation, and handed it
down free to the present time by their valor” (IL.36.1),*" and praised the Athenians’ “own
fathers, who added to their inheritance the empire which we now possess, and spared no
pains to be able to leave their acquisitions to us of the present generation” (I1.36.2).**
However, Pericles resisted retelling the “part of our history which tells of the military
achievements which gave us our several possessions, or of the ready valor with which
either we or our fathers stemmed the tide of Hellenic or foreign aggression,” because it
was “a theme too familiar to my hearers for me to dilate on” (I1.36.4).* Rather, the orator
focused on how Athens had become great. The reason for this, he said, was that these are
matters “to which the whole assemblage, whether citizens or foreigners, may listen with
advantage” (I1.36.4).** Pericles acknowledged the mixed audience to whom he spoke,

including Athenian men and women, but also foreigners and slaves, and his oration
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underscored why both citizens and non-citizens should have felt indebted to Athens,
inspiring them to prove themselves worthy of residing in the city.

At the beginning of 4is eulogy, Obama firmly established himself in the role of
preacher, acknowledging his audience by welcoming them with the call “Giving all
praise and honor to God,” to which the congregation responded in unison, “Amen.”*> He
then quoted scripture: “‘They were still living by faith when they died,” Scripture tells us.
‘They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from

299

a distance, admitting that they were foreigners and strangers on Earth.’”” His audience
immediately recognized that he fulfilled the role of preacher, and audience members
aptly responded to him physically and verbally as he spoke. Though not explicitly, the
opening portion of Obama’s speech was directed at an African American religious
audience, and his performance depended upon his audience successfully identifying him
as a Black religious leader. To further emphasize his place among the AME community,
Obama stated:
We are here today to remember a man of God who lived by faith. A man who
believed in things not seen. A man who believed there were better days ahead, off
in the distance. A man of service who persevered, knowing full well he would not
receive all those things he was promised, because he believed his efforts would
deliver a better life for those who followed.
Consider that, in a different context, these same sentiments could be said of Obama: he

may be described as a “man of service,” one who persevered through hardship because he

believed he could help those in need. It was not Obama’s intention to compare himself

> All quotes of Obama’s speech adapted from “Remarks by the President in Eulogy for the Honorable
Reverend Clementa Pinckney.”
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with Pinckney. However, through his performance he emulated and embodied those traits
that made Pinckney a great preacher and a great man worthy of remembrance.

After establishing himself as a Black religious and community leader, Obama
admitted that he did not know the reverend well, but that he had met Pinckney in South
Carolina, “back when we were both a little bit younger. Back when I didn’t have visible
grey hair.” His audience chuckled knowingly. According to Obama, the first thing he
noticed about Pinckney was “his graciousness, his smile, his reassuring baritone, his
deceptive sense of humor—all qualities that helped him wear so effortlessly a heavy
burden of expectation.” Obama recounted how Pinckney’s friends had told Obama that
they felt, when Pinckney entered a room, “it was like the future arrived.” The
characterization he offered of Pinckney bore a striking resemblance to how people often
consider Obama himself: he described the Reverend as gracious, warm, with a reassuring
voice and a sense of humor, and as a man who appeared to bear the burden of expectation
with grace. Obama then explained how Pinckney came from a family of preachers, who
were also “a family of protesters who sowed change to expand voting rights and
desegregate the South.” It became clear by this description that, for Pinckney and the
AME Church, political activism was part of one’s responsibility as a preacher and leader
in the Church, activism which was also embodied by Obama. In this way, his audience
had further reason to view him as a preacher in the Black Church rather than (only) as
president.

As for Pericles, he took advantage of the epideictic portion of his speech to
defend the Athenian practice of delivering funeral orations itself: rather than see the

speech as frivolous, he viewed it as an opportunity to communally reassert Athens’
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values among both citizens and non-citizens. He described how, regarding military
policy, Athenians threw “open our city to the world” and refused to exclude foreign
people from the affairs of the city (I1.39.1).%° In leisure, Athenians cultivated “refinement
without extravagance and knowledge without effeminacy (malakias, softness)”
(11.40.1),"” and understood the value of deliberation: rather than “looking on discussion as
a stumbling-block in the way of action,” Athenians thought “it an indispensable
preliminary to any wise action at all” (I1.40.2).*® His statements about Athenian values
implied that the delivery of the funeral oration denoted not Athens’ “softness” but its
belief in and reliance on intelligent reflection and debate.

When Obama first praised Pinckney in the opening portion of Ais speech, he
associated the reverend primarily with the African American religious community. As he
continued, Obama portrayed Pinckney as an outstanding member not only of the AME
community but of the larger American citizenry, as a man engaged in public life by
seeking opportunities both within and outside of politics, and who devoted himself, at
least in part, to helping those in the greatest need. Obama described how, as a South
Carolina senator, Pinckney had represented an area neglected by other politicians, “a
place still racked by poverty and inadequate schools, a place where children can still go
hungry and the sick can go without treatment—a place that needed somebody like Clem.”
As Obama underscored the importance of Pinckney’s role in politics, by association he

underscored his own role in both African American religious and political life. After
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praising Pinckney, Obama remembered how Pinckney “was often asked why he chose to
be a pastor and a public servant,” and mused that “the person who asked probably
didn’t know the history of the AME Church,” since the roles of religious leader and
civic figure are one and the same. This statement, directed at his audience members
associated with the Black Church, elicited a chuckle among those audience members.
They applauded in response, recognizing the joke meant only for them.

Obama then transitioned from an epideictic mode to a forensic one, situating the
deaths of Reverend Pinckney and his parishioners in a larger national context of racially
motivated violence by recounting the history of Mother Emanuel and the significance of
Black churches in general. He expressed how the shooting was that much more painful to
the Black community because it took place in a church, which “is and always has been
the center of African American life—a place to call our own in a too often hostile world,
a sanctuary from so many hardships.” In addition to their function as places “where
slaves could worship in safety”” and “where their free descendants could gather and shout
hallelujah,” Obama described Black churches as “community centers where we organize
for jobs and justice; places of scholarship and network; places where children are loved
and fed and kept out of harm’s way, and told that they are beautiful and smart and taught
that they matter.” By using the pronouns “our” and “we,” Obama emphasized his own
connection with the Black Church. For African Americans, he said, the church is their
“beating heart.”

Obama then narrated the history of the physical building of Mother Emanuel and
described how it was “built by blacks seeking liberty, burned to the ground because its

founder sought to end slavery, only to rise up again, a Phoenix from these ashes.” Just
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as Pericles underscored how Athens persisted into the distant past and would persist into
the future, Obama described Mother Emanuel as a place that would continue to be reborn
each time it is wounded. Significantly, Obama here adeptly expanded the community for
whom he orated when he described how this church has been a sacred place not only
for African Americans, and “not just for Christians, but for every American who cares
about the steady expansion of human rights and human dignity in this country; a
foundation stone for liberty and justice for all.” By referring to “all Americans,” he
reengaged those audience members not associated with the Black Church—including
white Americans—who believed in the values of liberty and justice.

Obama reported the story of the shooting in such a way as to recast those who
died not as victims but as role models. Obama described how the killer was so blinded by
hatred that he “could not see the grace surrounding Reverend Pinckney and that Bible
study group—the light of love that shone as they opened the church doors and invited a
stranger to join in their prayer circle.” Their acceptance of a stranger into the womb of
their church was their final act of benevolence. Obama marveled at the forgiveness the
families of those who died offered the killer. According to Keenan, Obama recognized a
“tragic cycle” of the mass shootings, a cycle “that always ended with Barack Obama
giving a nice speech and absolving all of us for our collective sin [for] not electing people
who care.”*” However, after watching the footage of the family members offering
forgiveness, the president was struck by this example of grace, and decided that grace

would be the theme of the speech. On a grander scale, Obama recounted how Charleston,

* Personal interview, 27 Sept. 2018. After the shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown,
Connecticut in 2012, Obama and Democratic senators pushed a set of amendments regarding gun laws,
including expanding background checks and banning certain types of semi-automatic weapons. Obama was
notably frustrated after the Senate voted down these amendments (Barrett and Cohen).
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South Carolina, and indeed the entire United States responded “not merely with revulsion
at his evil act, but with big-hearted generosity and, more importantly, with a thoughtful
introspection and self-examination that we so rarely see in public life.” Once again,
Obama expanded the scope of his audience by his use of the term “public life” to resonate
with those unaffiliated with the African American community and the AME Church.

By contrast, Pericles did not linger on the traditional forensic portion of his
funeral oration. He moved to the deliberative portion of his speech after he successfully
publicly reasserted Athens’ values of intelligence, training, and civic duty. The climax of
Pericles’ speech occurs in the deliberative section of his speech, in which the orator
stated:

So died these men as became Athenians. You, their survivors, must determine to

have as unfaltering a resolution in the field, though you may pray that it may have

a happier issue. And not contented with ideas derived only from words of the

advantages which are bound up with the defense of your country...you must

yourselves realize the power of Athens, and feed your eyes upon her from day to
day, till love of her fills your hearts; and then when all her greatness shall break
upon you, you must reflect that it was by courage, sense of duty, and a keen
feeling of honor in action that men were enabled to win all this.... (IL43.1)*
The orator encouraged his audience to protect Athens and revel and participate in its

greatness, though they would likely never achieve the glory of those whom they
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memorialize. It is worth noting the Greek text: “tnv tiic méAemg dvvapuy ko’ quépav
Epym Bempévoug kal Epactag yYryvopévous antiic” may be rendered in literal translation as
“every day beholding the power of Athens and becoming her erastai.” Sara Monoson
argues that the use of the sexual metaphor embedded in the word erastar reinforces the
reciprocal nature of the pederastic erastes and eromenos relationship, citizen and city. As
a successful citizen-orator, Pericles performed Athenian citizenship by expressing his
own love and encouraging love for and protection of the sacred city in his audience.

Once Obama praised the subjects of his eulogy, and recounted the events that led
to their deaths, he moved to the deliberative portion of his speech. While Pericles
presented the citizen’s relationship with his city as one of desiring and desired, of
dominant and submissive, Obama emphasized grace, the goal of which is an even balance
of power. The shooter exercised his own power when he murdered people during a prayer
circle at Emanuel AME Church. Forgiving this abhorrent act and the killer himself
allowed the families of those murdered to exercise their own power. However, rather than
asserting their dominance over the shooter, this expression of grace moved toward an
equilibrium of power. Grace, therefore, expresses the idea that everyone is equal in the
eyes on God, and all are equally worthy of forgiveness.

Obama explained that, in the Christian tradition, “grace is the free and benevolent
favor of God as manifested in the salvation of sinners and the bestowal of blessings.” He
expanded his audience from the AME Church and larger African American communities
to the entire United States by emphasizing how everyone has the opportunity to make
positive changes, even though “We may not have earned it, this grace, with our rancor

and complacency, and short-sightedness and fear of each other—but we got it all the
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same,” though “it is up to us now to make the most of it, to receive it with gratitude, and
to prove ourselves worthy of this gift.” This “us” referred to the entire audience,
regardless of race or religious affiliation, and suggested once again that everyone in the
audience was equal before God. Forgiveness is embedded in Obama’s language, and
implied that above all, in order to enact positive change, audience members must see
themselves as equally responsible for enacting this change.

Obama referenced the Confederate Flag, and how as Americans they had been
“blind to the pain that the Confederate flag stirred in too many of our citizens.” However,
though he attributed this blindness to “all Americans”—himself included—in actuality
this statement was not meant primarily for his African American audience. He explained
that the flag’s removal from public spaces would not be “an insult to the valor of
Confederate soldiers,” but “would simply be an acknowledgment that the cause for which
they fought—the cause of slavery—was wrong.” It was his white audience, not his
African American audience, who needed to be convinced that slavery was wrong and the
statues should come down. By taking down the flag, he argued, “we express God’s
grace.” Obama adeptly returned to the concept of grace, demanding that his entire
audience take action, and that that action will fulfill both religious and secular
obligations. Similarly, he then spoke directly to audience members unaffiliated with the
AME Church or the Black community by suggesting that “Maybe we now realize the
way racial bias can infect us even when we don’t realize it,” which involves “not just
racial slurs,” but also “guarding against the subtle impulse to call Johnny back for a job

interview but not Jamal,” or ratifying “laws to make it harder for some of our fellow
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citizens to vote.” Once again, this “we” did not refer to members of the AME Church or
the Black community to whom he spoke at the beginning of the speech.

Obama then moved to his primary deliberative subject: advocating for stricter gun
control measures. He lamented that “For too long, we’ve been blind to the unique
mayhem that gun violence inflicts upon this nation.” He explained how most Americans
and even most gun owners support gun control measures, and that, “by making the moral
choice to change, we express God’s grace.” Obama highlighted Americans’ responsibility
for making these changes by stating that “it would be a betrayal of everything Reverend
Pinckney stood for, I believe, if we allowed ourselves to slip into a comfortable silence
again.” This exhortation echoed Pericles’ call to Athenians to protect the city for which
their loved ones gave their lives, and also engaged with the tradition of presidential
rhetoric. As Lincoln proclaimed:

It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which

they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here

dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we
take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of
devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in
vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that
government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the
earth.

Obama wove together the individual significance of Reverend Pinckney with his own

greater message when he said near the end of his speech:
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Clem understood that justice grows out of recognition of ourselves in each

other. That my liberty depends on you being free, too. That history can’t be a

sword to justify injustice, or a shield against progress, but must be a manual for

how to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past—how to break the cycle. A

roadway toward a better world.

According to Obama, it is up to the individual to stop the cycle of violence and instead
set America on its path toward a better future. Just as Michelle Obama’s remarks at the
2016 DNC considered the imperialist origins of the United States in light of her own
experience as the first Black woman to serve as First Lady, President Obama brought
together the United States’ unjust history with the audience’s capacity for enacting
permanent and peaceful change. Hubbard describes “the preacher’s call to worship” as
“an open invitation for the congregation to participate in an act of creation; their
collective construction has as its end result the transformation of reality” (15). By means
of his eulogy, Obama constructed a new and different world in which the sort of tragedy
he memorialized no longer takes place, and called upon his audience to participate in this
act of creation.

Any explication of Obama’s Charleston speech would be remiss not to discuss the
most unique and memorable aspect of his performance, and the aspect that was reported
most: his leading the congregation in the first stanza of the hymn “Amazing Grace.” The
morning of the ceremony, Obama remarked that, if it felt right, he would sing at the end
of the speech (@codykeenan). Obama paused for a full 13 seconds after he finished
speaking, during which time there was absolute silence, though there were “thousands

hanging on his next words: grieving church members, a phalanx of purple-robed clergy,
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and a church band that had until then had been all too ready to accompany him with
organ trills and guitar licks,” as Peter Manseau describes. After this extended pause,
Obama closed his eyes and began to sing. Immediately church members seated behind
Obama stood, and the entire audience joined in, singing slowly and deliberately:
“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost, but
now I’m found; was blind but now I see.” To an uplifted crowd, Obama returned to his
preacher role and shouted, “Clementa Pinckney found that grace,” and repeated this for
each of the nine who are deceased. He ended the speech, “Through the example of their
lives, they’ve now passed it on to us. May we find ourselves worthy of that precious
and extraordinary gift, as long as our lives endure. May grace now lead them home.
May God continue to shed His grace on the United States of America.” The audience
applauded, and Obama turned to the clergy members standing behind him, hugged them

and shook their hands, welcomed as preacher by elders of the AME Church.

The Future of the Citizen-Orator in the United States

Prior to Obama’s election in 2008, the citizen-orator role performed by the
President of the United States had been limited to white, primarily Protestant men. Coates
remembers how, “Much as the unbroken ranks of 43 white male presidents
communicated that the highest office of government in the country—indeed, the most
powerful political offices in the world—was off-limits to black individuals, the election
of Barack Obama communicated that the prohibition had been lifted.” However, even
after his election, Obama’s American citizenship was questioned by members of what

became known as the Birther Movement. So-called Birthers pointed to Obama’s race, his
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name, and the fact that he grew up on the island state of Hawaii as some of the reasons
why the president would need to prove his citizenship and, consequently, the legitimacy
of his presidency. Even when Obama publicly released his birth certificate, skeptics
insisted that it was fake. This “birther question,” as one New York Times op-ed put it,
“was simply a proxy for those who never accepted the president’s legitimacy, for a toxic
mix of reasons involving ideology, deep political anger and, most insidious of all, race”
(“A Certificate of Embarrassment”).

It was not as though Obama had ever denied his African heritage—his father,
from whom he was estranged, was from Kenya—or his identity as a Black man. For
example, in his 2009 speech at the Centennial Convention of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Obama expressed gratitude to those who
fought for equal rights for African Americans, and acknowledged that, “Because of them
I stand here tonight, on the shoulders of giants. And I’m here to say thank you to those
pioneers and thank you to the NAACP.” The same year, White House photographer Pete
Souza captured a photo in the Oval Office of Jacob Philadelphia, a young Black boy,
curiously patting Obama’s head. According to Souza, the boy “said his friends had said
his haircut was just like the president’s and he wanted to see if it really was” (Laurent and
Lull). In 2012, Trayvon Martin, a 17-year-old African American young man who, while
visiting relatives in Florida, was shot by a member of the local neighborhood watch,
George Zimmerman, although Martin had been unarmed. Zimmerman was later acquitted
of the charge of murder on the grounds of self-defense. Obama said that when Martin

“was first shot I said that this could have been my son,” or that he “could have been me
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> In the same speech, Obama spoke of the common experience among

35 years ago.
Black men of “being followed when they were shopping in a department store,” or “the
experience of walking across the street and hearing the locks click on the doors of cars,”
which, he said, “happens to me—at least before I was a senator.”

In his speech in Charleston, Obama spoke both as preacher and as president. The
speech itself took place at the TD Arena at the College of Charleston, but the stage was
adorned with a pulpit draped with the AME crest, behind which sat AME Church elders;
the arena functioned as the proxy nave of Mother Emanuel. Obama’s speech, then,
delivered by the first Black President of the United States, took place inside of a Black
church among its members. However, in order to involve his white audience and
convince them that stricter gun control measures should be pursued, he also had to speak
in the presidential tradition of the citizen-orator, a rhetorical tradition that originated in
classical Athens and originated from colonialism and whiteness. Thus, the question
remains: if as an office the presidency has historically represented, protected, and
maintained the interests of white Americans, how ought a non-white and/or non-
masculine president engage with the exclusionary tradition of presidential rhetoric?
While there are no ready or easy answers, in order to expand this tradition, it is first
necessary to acknowledge that the tradition has always been exclusionary, and, to involve
and persuade white American voters, one has been compelled to appease white voters and
pander to white interests.

Having explore Obama’s speeches in the context of Pericles’ funeral oration, In
the following chapter I consider how Obama, viewed as “divisive” by some, aimed to

unify the American citizenry to work in favor of gun control measures in his speech on

°! Adapted from “Remarks by the President on Trayvon Martin.”
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common-sense gun safety reform in January 2016. He rhetorically unified his audience
by expressing anger over continued gun violence; this unity was achieved not by standing
in opposition to his audience and getting angry at them, but standing with his audience
and getting angry alongside them. Obama expressed anger in a way that encourage
continued discourse, but while his anger was “productive,” it was also mediated to avoid

separating himself from the rest of the citizen body.

85



CHAPER 1V
UNIFYING AUDIENCES THROUGH THE REDIRECTION OF ANGER:
OBAMA’S SPEECH ON COMMON-SENSE GUN SAFETY REFORM

AND PERICLES’ FINAL SPEECH

On January 5, 2016, President Barack Obama delivered a speech on what he
termed “common-sense gun safety reform.” Since taking office in January 2013, 16 mass
shootings had taken place (Follman, Aronsen, and Pan). Unlike the speeches examined in
the previous two chapters, this speech was not delivered as a eulogy after a specific
shooting in honor of specific victims. Rather, Obama spoke to the public from the East
Room of the White House to delineate his plans for reforming gun safety laws in light of
continued instances of gun violence. In a way, this speech is more comparable to an
epitaphios than either of the speeches explored in Chapters II and III: Obama’s speech
memorialized all those who had died from instances of gun violence over the course of
his presidency thus far, rather than specific individuals.

In this chapter, I read Obama’s speech on common sense gun laws and Pericles’
final speech in Thucydides’ History. Both Obama and Pericles used anger as a rhetorical
tool to unify their respective audiences; while Pericles unified his audience by getting
angry at them, Obama unified his audience by getting angry alongside them. In Chapter
[T T explored the citizen-orator role Obama and Pericles each perform in order for the
deliberative statements in the Charleston speech and the funeral oration, respectively, to
have their intended effect. In the speeches I will investigate in this chapter, the use of

anger reveals a crucial difference between the democracy of classical Athens and the
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democratic republicanism of the contemporary United States, and, necessarily, the type of
oratory mandated by each: classical Athenian democracy allowed for and even invited
moments of self-interest by and personal glory for the orator, while the American ideal of
egalitarianism in the democratic republic requires even the president to defer to the
democratic body.

The situations which prompted Obama’s and Pericles’ respective speeches were,
once again, quite different. Soon after Pericles delivered his funeral oration in 431 BCE,
as strategos (general) he continued his tactic of avoiding engaging the Spartans in a battle
on land. Athens’ inhabitants and their neighbors were drawn within the city’s walls,
which had been erected around the city and connected to the Long Walls (1@ makra
teiche), which extended to Phaleron and Piracus, the ports of Athens (Conwell 20).>* In
429 a plague spread through Athens, and was transmitted easily due to the close
proximity and high density of the population within the city. Many Athenians died
horrific and painful deaths, graphically described by Thucydides, who tells his readers
that he himself survived the plague (I1.48.3).” According to Thucydides, Pericles
delivered what would be his final speech in response to the public outcry against his
defensive decision and the unfortunate timing of the plague. In his speech, Pericles
acknowledged the public’s anger with him, but instead of apologizing or appearing
deferential he expressed anger at and frustration with the Athenians; he then directed both

his and the audience’s anger onto other targets such as the Spartans in order to reunify the

32 See Conwell for extensive information concerning the Long Walls.
3 &y 82 0l6v Te &yiyvero MéEw, Kol 4@’ GV 8v TIC oKOT@V, £l ToTe Kol avdig Emméoot, pdhot Gv &xot Tt
TPOEWMG 1) AyVOELY, TadTo INAOGH avTOG TE Voo o0g Kal 0vTog idmv dAlovg mdoyovtag. ... for myself,
shall simply set down its nature, and explain the symptoms by which perhaps it may be recognized by the
student, if it should ever break out again. This I can the better do, as I had the disease myself, and watched
its operation in the case of others.”
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population. His anger toward his fellow Athenians was largely self-interested: he did not
want his legacy tainted by the high death toll of the plague, the origin and spread of
which had been outside of his control.

Obama also expressed anger in his speech, but unlike Pericles, he did not separate
himself from the body with whom he was angry; rather, he expressed anger, frustration,
and disappointment that the American people—Obama himself included—had been up to
that point unable and unwilling to protect its citizens from continued gun violence.
Obama’s anger was directed both at Congress and the U.S. government generally, and at
the American public, who had not elected members of congress who supported gun
reform measures. He unified his audience by identifying with them, and his anger at his
own “failings” and dedication to preventing further gun violence modeled how members
of the American citizenry were encouraged to feel and react. This chapter traces how, by
expressing anger, both political leaders attempted to unify their audiences. Their
respective expressions of anger were also part of their performances of citizenship,
performances which were ultimately determined and limited by their respective systems
of government.

It must be noted that the spread of the plague in Athens and instances of gun
violence in the United States are disparate circumstances: the plague spread passively
throughout the Athenian population, while enacting gun violence requires action.
However, in his speech Obama reminded his audience that not every gun-related death is
intentional, and his proposed common-sense gun safety reform would not only prevent
those with violent criminal records from acquiring guns, but would also potentially

prevent accidental deaths caused by guns. Additionally, Obama underscored how, as a
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citizenry, being passive had allowed instances of accidental and intentional gun violence
to occur. As Cody Keenan, Obama’s chief speechwriter, explained after the shooting in
Charleston:
[Obama] was very frustrated that day. It was one of the more cynical moments
I’ve ever seen him [sic]. And he said, you know, what do I do the next time
there’s a mass shooting? Do I go give another eulogy after this? You know? If
we’ve decided as a country that after Newtown we’re not going to do anything?
And I have to go keep giving these eulogies?
Further, as mentioned in Chapter III, Keenan explained that there seemed to be a “tragic
cycle” to the mass shootings, a cycle “that always ended with Barack Obama giving a
nice speech and absolving all of us for our collective sin [for] not electing people who
care.” Obama expressed frustration about this cycle in his gun reform speech: as an
elected leader, he relied on the public to make these changes, and the public and their
elected members of Congress had time and again not made the right choices in his
opinion, and gun safety measures had unfortunately become a hardline partisan issue.
Unlike Pericles, Obama did not solely chastise his audience; he included himself in the
group he felt had failed to protect innocent people. In this way he identified with his

audience and emphasized his role as just one single member of the larger citizen body.

Anger and Identification

Before exploring Obama’s and Pericles’ respective speeches, it is necessary to
define anger in a rhetorical sense, and to understand rhetorical identification and its

relationship with anger. In Book II of the Rhetoric, Aristotle describes anger as “a
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longing, accompanied by pain, for a real or apparent revenge for a real or apparent slight,
affecting a man himself or one of his friends, when such a slight is undeserved” (I1.2.1).>*
The philosopher explores which sorts of people are inclined toward anger, with whom
they are usually angry, and what situations encourage or breed anger. The point of this
discussion, Aristotle says, is to learn how to rouse one’s audience toward anger, as it is
necessary and desirable for one’s rhetorical goals. Therefore, an effective orator may
inspire anger in the audience in order to convince the audience to complete a certain task
or support specific action. In order to acquire this capability, one must have an
understanding of the three aspects of anger described above: subject, object, and
situation.

Kenneth Zagacki and Patrick Boleyn-Fitzgerald differentiate between what they
term “angry rhetoric” and “non-angry rhetoric.” Angry rhetoric evokes anger in an
audience, making an audience angry (or angrier) so that the orator may “direct this anger
toward a particular agent, policy, or idea,” (295). Non-angry rhetoric, then, “involves
transforming and reflecting upon anger in public discourse” (290). The latter, they
contend, is the sort of anger that leads to reconciliation and forgiveness, and allows the
orator to “manage anger in their public discourse in order to achieve ends which are both
morally and pragmatically productive” (290). They argue:

While there are times when individuals seem to deserve our angry rhetoric, it may

not be justified from a broader moral perspective, especially when the goal is the

good of the state or the community—viz., if angry rhetoric leads to the violent

dissolution of democratic community. Ultimately, we argue that the moral

> Eotm 81 0pyR EPeEIg HeTd ADTNG TIH®PIOG PovOpEVIG S10 pavopEVTV dMtympioy gl adTov f TdV adTod,
70D OAY®PELY [T TPOGTHKOVTOG.
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constitution of political, deliberative communities must be viewed in terms of
rhetoric and anger—that is, in terms of the ways in which the expression,
encouragement, or management of anger in public discourse hinders or assists
individuals living, working, and deliberating together. (291)
Considered from this perspective, while both Pericles and Obama inspired and channeled
their audiences’ anger, Pericles employed “angry rhetoric” that intentionally hindered
democratic deliberation, reinforcing his military tactics alone, while Obama employed
“non-angry rhetoric” in order to encourage public deliberation. Importantly, this
understanding of productive and counterproductive anger must also be considered in the
context of race in the U.S.: Obama had to be conscious of the (non-Black) audience’s
perception of his anger, and how he negotiated this will be addressed in the next section.
In the funeral oration, Pericles diffused and redirected the Athenians’ potential
anger to extra-Athenian targets. For example, he acknowledged the potential
shortcomings of offering a funeral oration at the start of his speech:
...[It] is hard to speak properly upon a subject where it is even difficult to
convince your hearers that you are speaking the truth. On the one hand, the friend
who is familiar with every fact of the story, may think that some point has not
been set forth with that fullness which he wishes and knows it to deserve; on the
other, he who is a stranger to the matter may be led by envy to suspect
exaggeration if he hears anything above his own nature. For men can endure to

hear others praised only so long as they can severally persuade themselves of their

91



own ability to equal the actions recounted: when this point is passed, envy comes

in and with it incredulity. (Thuc. I1.35.2)

If anger is as Aristotle describes, as a longing accompanied by pain for a real or apparent
slight, then it is possible that the Athenian audience could become angry with Pericles
either for failing to praise the dead sufficiently, or for praising them excessively. Aristotle
also notes in the Rhetoric that anger occurs when one is slighted, and a slight, by
definition, occurs when one is not treated with the respect he believes he deserves from
one whom he perceives as inferior to himself;*® this explains how the latter sort of
listener Pericles mentioned might become angry. By acknowledging the possible
problems with respect to anger in his speech, Pericles subverted the listeners’
expectations, and encouraged empathy toward him from the audience.

Later in his funeral oration, Pericles reminded his audience that even enemies of
the Athenians did not feel angry toward Athens, “For Athens alone of her contemporaries
is found when tested to be greater than her reputation, and alone gives no occasion to her
assailants to blush at the antagonist by whom they have been worsted, or to her subjects
to question her title by merit to rule” (I1.41.3).%” Since anger is only felt when one is

slighted by someone whom one deems inferior, according to Pericles the enemies of the

33 YaAemdy yap TO PeTpimg ety &v G poOMG kod 1| S6knoiC Tig 6AnOeiog PePatodtar. & te yap Evveldmg kai
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Gmepog Eotwv @ kai TAeovaleaBat, d1a EOGVOV, €1 TL VIEP TV 0O TOD PUoY AKovOL. PEXPL YOp ToDOE AveKTOl
ol &nawvoi giol mepl ETépav Aeyopevor, &¢ doov G kol avtdg EkacTog oinTal ikavog ival dpicai Tt v
fikovoev: T@ 8¢ vepPariovit adT®Y POoOVOTVTEG 1101 Kol dnioToboty.

36 kol Toic &v pMdevi Aoy® odotv, &v Tt dMywpdot, paAAov: Drdkertar yip 1 dpyi Tiig dOAMyopiag Tpdg TodS
U1 TPOGNKOVTOG, TPOCHKEL 6€ TO1G fjTroot ur| OAlywpely.... (IL.2.18) “And they are more angry with those
who are of no account, if they slight them; for anger at a slight was assumed to be felt at those who ought
not to behave in such a manner; for inferiors ought not to slight their superiors.”
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Athenian state did not feel anger when they were defeated by Athens because they
deemed Athens to be superior. (The truth value of this statement is questionable, but the
sentiment is in keeping with the spirit of epitaphioi.)
Aristotle describes in the Rhetoric the various emotions one may inspire in an
audience, and what use these emotions may have. The philosopher notes:
The emotions are all those affections which cause men to change their opinion in
regard to their judgements, and are accompanied by pleasure and pain; such are
anger, pity, fear, and all similar emotions and their contraries. And each of them
must be divided under three heads; for instance, in regard to anger, the disposition
of mind which makes men angry, the persons with whom they are usually angry,
and the occasions which give rise to anger. For if we knew one or even two of
these heads, but not all three, it would be impossible to arouse that
emotion. (I1.1.8-9)®
George Kennedy suggests that I1.2-11 contains “the earliest systematic discussion of
human psychology” (On Rhetoric 113) and that the “primary rhetorical function of the
account is apparently to provide a speaker with an ability to arouse these emotions in an
audience and thus to facilitate the judgment sought” (113-4). A secondary purpose also
emerges in Book II: that of how to arouse an audience’s emotions not only in favor of the
rhétor, but also against an opponent (114). Aristotle continues:
Let us then define anger as a longing, accompanied by pain, for a real or apparent

revenge for a real or apparent slight, affecting a man himself or one of his friends,
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when such a slight is undeserved. If this definition is correct, t