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Abstract:  This thesis seeks to examine the rhetorical traditions of American presidents 

from Truman to Obama in order to track the usage of familial terms.  Within this study, the 

words “family” and “children” were focused on throughout the forums of Inaugural, State of 

the Union, Primetime, and Farewell addresses to the nation.  Through tracking the 

prevalence of these terms and the reasons for their usage throughout the collected 

addresses, it has become clear that incorporating familial terms into presidential rhetoric is 

a dominant strategy used to engage the nation and connect with American families.



The word “family” is both comprehensive and far-reaching.  Families today are 

diverse in nature while significant in purpose.  It is because of these qualities that many U.S. 

presidents highlight the efforts, importance and strengths of the American family in their 

rhetoric.  Throughout presidential discourse, specifically in the ritually formalized State of 

the Union, Inaugural, and Farewell addresses, along with the more informal and time-

specific Primetime addresses, families are highlighted as a strategic means in order to instil 

a connection between the seemingly isolated president and the ordinary people.  In 1985, 

Reagan addressed the nation during a time of economic growth and peace.  As his attention 

turned to pressing social and domestic issues, his discourse became filled with emotional 

sentiments and familial terms that resonated beyond the politics of Washington and 

migrated into the home.  He commented on the essential nature of families, intertwining 

familism with the American framework: “New freedom in our lives has planted the rich 

seeds for future success: For an America of wisdom that honors the family, [knows] that as 

the family goes, so goes our civilization” (Reagan, State of the Union, 1985).  Reagan was 

not alone in this sentiment, one that historically crosses party lines.  Instead, highlighting 

the American family is perpetuated in past presidential speeches that make similar appeals 

to the importance of family.  Truman highlighted the fundamental rights of families in his 

Inaugural Address of 1949 stating: “Only by helping the least fortunate of its members to 

help themselves can the human family achieve the decent, satisfying life that is the right of 

all people” (Truman, Inaugural Address, 1949).  These pointed allusions to the family 

provide a basic connection between the president and the people that is critically 

important amidst the ebb and flow of an American presidency. 

 

The Importance of Family and Politics 

 In his 1999 address as the President of the National Council on Family Relations, 

William Doherty explains his view on the current situation of modern day families: 

We are increasingly a hyper-individualistic, consumer-oriented society that 
values family life as a political icon and a marketing target but not as a place 
for growing active, productive citizens. (p. 323) 

 This is a hard statement for most Americans to understand and accept.  The family is 

believed to be the most important institution for nurturing youth, but has the use of the 
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term “family” evolved so far from the original ideals of promoting a respectable, loving 

home into a strategic tool used to push agendas and engage (sometimes enrage) voters?  

Doherty (1999) boldly claims that the goals of instilling morals and values while nurturing 

the young on civility and love have consistently diminished.  Whether or not the family has 

truly drifted from “a place for growing active, productive citizens” (p. 323) is up for debate, 

but there is no question that families have become an iconic, prized possession within 

politics (Doherty, 1999).  Through the appeal of familial terms, politicians use families 

strategically and successfully to grab voter attention, swing the economy and collect the 

country into one unified electorate. 

The family has long been a privately valued institution.  All individuals are part of a 

family whether that family is loving and supportive or estranged, abusive and neglectful.  

Individual experiences within these varying family structures help shape personalities and, 

ultimately, society as a whole.  Images of the typical American family began dominating the 

Hollywood spotlight in the early 1950s (Skill & Robinson, 1994; Arnold & Weisberg, 1996).  

These “normal” and “wholesome” American families were classically depicted with a 

devoted, loving mother who tended the home, a hard-working father who disciplined and 

provided for the family, and two or more young children all living under the same roof 

(Wiseman, 2008).  This “ideal” family no longer accurately reflects the diverse American 

collective, yet these images are still perpetuated 60 years later through the media, and 

more importantly but less noticeably, through politics (Creed, 2000; Gring-Pemble, 2003).  

According to Gring-Pemble (2003), legislation continues to govern the “ideal family” 

preventing most “real American families” from experiencing, for example, the policies of 

true welfare or paternal support reform (p. 475-476).  While the government and many of 

its people vehemently protect the family as a “private” institution, there is no denying the 

influence that the public sphere and political world can have on the dynamic functioning of 

the family (Bogenschneider, 2000; Arnold & Weisberg, 1996).   

Bogenschneider (2000) discusses the shifting connotation of the word “family” and 

the familial structures encapsulated by this blanket term.  She observes that the root of the 

debate among public policy officials lies within whether this private matter “implicitly” or 

“explicitly” connects to American politics (p. 1137).  With the growing dichotomy between 

the United States two-party democratic system, oppositional forces rise to rigorously argue 



Guest, 2010 

 6 

over countless issues regarding the matter of family.  Bogenschneider (2000) suggests that, 

for the most part, liberals tend to believe in explicit policy; she notes the legislation of 

liberal governments that seek “structural solutions” to provide help and support for 

families (p. 1151).  Conservatives, on the other hand, feel the family should be protected as 

an intensely personal institution, and governments should only provide “individual 

solutions” that can be used, if needed, to motivate and help families (Bogenschneider, 2000, 

p. 1151).  Yet the continuing debate between these two camps may be neglecting an 

important fact.  Hart, Jarvis, Jennings & Smith-Howell (2005) note that, “our privacy is not 

sealed off” and “there has always been a ‘policing of families’… that superimpose[s] public 

expectations on our private lives” (p. 34).  This policing occurs, for example, through 

abortion legislation or more advantageous tax-exemptions for two-parent families as 

opposed to single parent homes (Hart et al., 2005, p. 35-37).  While the discourse and 

motives may have fluctuated in popularity over the last century, both parties understand 

the strategic ability recognizable familial terms such as “family” and “children” have in 

persuading the public and inducing action over policies. 

In 1862, Lincoln proclaimed in his State of the Union address that, “The United 

States is well adapted to be the home of one national family, and it is not well adapted for 

two or more.”  Over 150 years ago, Lincoln utilized the rhetoric of family, captivating 

listeners and asking them to unite together as one common “family.”  Today, politicians 

continue to discuss and unite the metaphorical “family of the United States.”  We hear 

varying definitions from these notable figures on what families are, what they deserve, and 

what their values should be.  It is clear, as Creed (2000) suggests, that the family has 

everyday “social consequence” (p. 330) and “economic significance” (p. 342).  Families 

control the market to a large degree and politicians understand that by using appealing 

rhetoric to implement programs for a “successful” family life may ultimately lead to 

successful capitalism (Creed, 2000, p. 331).   

From discussions in 1862 on the “American family” to modern debates over “family 

values,” the importance of family and its rhetorical benefits creates a “powerful tool in 

political discourse” (Cloud, 1998, p. 389).  Because of this ever-present rhetorical tactic it is 

important to understand the so-called “language of political ‘elites’” that Hart et al. (2005) 

studies in order to become educated as to what these strategic language choices “tell us 
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about our lives and times” (p. 3).  Without this understanding and examination, the 

discussion of what is best for the metaphorical “American family” may become a 

“fictionalized ideal” overlooking what is truly occurring (Creed, 2000, p. 345; Hart et al., 

2005). 

 Throughout the literature on families and politics, four themes are continuously 

explored in order to address the changing structure of American families and the impact 

they have on the political world and rhetorical strategy.  First, scholars look closely into 

how the “family” is defined; statistics are calculated to understand and illuminate not only 

how politicians address the family, but who actually comprises the “typical American 

family” from the time of Washington until now.  Second, families are discussed as an 

economic tool; an important unit within the economy that in large part dictates and 

controls the market through their spending habits (Creed, 2000).  Third, the moral values 

and responsibilities of families come into question within literature.  While researchers 

within the field of family studies seek to understand the more effective ways to raise 

children, political communication scholars note (especially since the 1990s) the use of the 

term “family values” and how that strategically affects the way families are encouraged to 

raise their children (Cloud, 1998).  Finally, scholars have looked into highlighting the past 

failures of administrations to govern family policy in order to prevent the problems of 

yesterday from occurring again.  There is a particularly contentious argument between 

liberals and conservatives over whether these policies should be implemented at all, or if 

families should simply govern themselves (Bogenschneider, 2000).  Hart et al. (2005) 

suggests that families are in fact “policed” (p. 34) by legislation, and politicians today are 

seeking out ways to regroup the collective back into a respectable institution that is no 

longer marred by deviant “non-families” raising children.  Overall, these four components 

of literature define the strong foundation for understanding the intimate connection 

between family and politics. 

The Evolving Family 

 As the policies of each president change from decade to decade, so too does the 

structure of the American family.  Because of this, within each new administration, 

presidents must address the common family and its varying structures in different ways.  
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As the number of “non-families” increase, the line muddies between where politicians can 

and cannot step in order to promote the family and its continued strength in society 

(Bachman, 2008).  Though families have evolved uniquely and uncontrollably for many 

centuries, there is no denying the impact that the U.S. government has on the “development 

of the American family” (Wiseman, 2008, p. 3). 

 The 1980s were a time of upheaval within families as the sexual revolution of the 

1960s and 1970s continued and divorce rates were rising (Hammond, Shibley & Solow, 

1994; Wiseman, 2008).  Youth began to notice the effects of divorce on their own lives; and 

doubt surrounding the institution of marriage began to trigger a rise in non-traditional, 

single-parent or cohabiting families (Wiseman, 2008).  Beginning with Reagan in 1981, the 

United States declared a proclamation of National Family Week to promote the ideals and 

awareness of stable and self-sufficient American families (Reagan, 1981).  It was during 

this time that American politics re-introduced the powerful rhetorical campaign of “family 

values” – a token of political discourse.  In 1984, Reagan stated “the best American 

traditions echo family values that call on us to nurture and guide the young” (Proclamation 

of National Family Week, 1984).  The late 1980s saw a surge in the “family values” 

campaign, which brought into the political spotlight the importance of instilling and 

reflecting proper values within the children of America.  Though the late 1980s and early 

1990s prominently experienced the rise in the “family values” campaign, the American 

family has always been a key component of the electorate from which candidates and 

presidents have sought approval.   

During the Truman administration in the 1940s and 1950s, married-couple 

households were at an all-time high, reaching up to 78.2 percent of all families (The 

American Family, 2001, p. 9).  From Eisenhower onward however, the percentage of 

couple-lead households steadily declined in dominance.  According to the U.S. Census 

Bureau, from 1970 to 2003, the “proportion of single-mother family groups grew to 26% 

from 12%” (America’s Families and Living Arrangements, 2003, p. 8; www.childstats.gov).  

This increasing trend does not appear to be dissipating (America’s Children: Key national 

indicators of well-being, 2009).  Into the 21st century, marriage rates have steadily declined 

to 50 percent, which has surely caused recent American presidents to re-examine the way 

families not only vote, but exist as a uniquely developing political entity that must be 
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preserved (America’s Families and Living Arrangements, 2003; America’s Children: Key 

national indicators of well-being, 2009).   

Within typical political discourse, there are “keywords” that have substantial 

influence over a diverse body of voters (Hart et al., 2005).  These “political keywords” are 

important to understand as rhetorical tools; Hart et al. (2005) notes the importance of 

knowing “when political language signals what its users have actually experienced and 

when it reflects their imagined worlds” (p. 124).  Politicians often speak of the American 

family and the ideals they hold, yet it is important to examine the historical background 

within which this address occurs.  With competing demands on the domestic economy, 

foreign policy and social agendas, families must be focused on with a historically accurate 

lens that sheds light on which families are experiencing the effects of implemented policies 

and which are being overshadowed by these “imagined worlds” (Hart et al., 2005, p. 124). 

 Each new presidential cabinet pushes for a series of their own potentially 

noteworthy and ground-breaking agendas; politicians and presidents devise their own 

unique machines to control and manage the country in order to leave behind their legacy.  

Walking out of office, notable presidents have left behind programs and policies such as 

“The Truman Doctrine,” Kennedy’s “New Frontier,” the “Vietnamization” under Nixon, 

“Reaganomics,” and Bush ‘43’s “No Child Left Behind.”  However, while many presidents 

have sought to improve foreign policy and domestic economies, others have attempted to 

“champion cultural politics” (Hart et al., 2005, p. 38).  Johnson’s “Great Society” and 

Clinton’s welfare reform program were moments in American history when social change 

took center stage (Kamerman & Kahn, 2001, p. 80).  Under these administrations, “new 

kinds of social change can be advanced” (p. 38) and the domestic and cultural issues of the 

homeland become top priority (Hart et al., 2005).  Yet these moments for social change do 

not happen often as wars are fought, budgets are managed, and crises are addressed.  

Because of this, presidents must be able to flawlessly incorporate the American family into 

political agendas so as not to lose their support; this means familial rhetoric must be 

commonplace in prominent speeches, addresses and statements that are distributed to the 

general public. 

Throughout the history of the American government, politicians have mobilized the 

families of our nation to become active, participating citizens of a democracy.  They have 
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implemented government programs that have supported families and “influenced the 

actual definition of the family” (p.4) by determining who can and cannot define a household 

(Wiseman, 2008).  Bringing the collective family, with all of its diverse compositions, into 

the light of American politics, as citizens we become capable of “express[ing] our 

considered judgment about our identity, our values, and our purposes back on ourselves” 

(Hart et al., 2005, p. 41; Beem, 1999, p. 256).  While the American family has a “moral 

backbone” (p. 41) that was not initially legislated by the government, Americans continue 

to express strong concern with the way this intimate institution is regulated and therefore 

demand, in their own right, that the “discussion [be moved] to a national level” (Hart et al., 

2005; Beem, 1999, p. 256). 

The Importance of Families in “Moving” the Economy 

 In Obama’s first State of the Union address to members of Congress he remarked, 

“We need to make sure consumers and middle-class families have the information they 

need to make financial decisions” (Obama, 2010).  Families pursuing the “American dream” 

have always been vitally important in stimulating the economy (Creed, 2000).  The drive 

for comfortable living and the desire to keep up with modern technology makes the family 

“economically essential” (p. 343) within a capitalist economy, as multiple incomes from 

multiple sources are oftentimes imperative in order to maintain a home and a family.  

Creed (2000) notes that politicians recognize the “strong force” (p. 349) behind the drive 

for family success, and also the downturn that can come about when families struggle 

within our economy.  The worth of families thus forces politicians to “pay attention” (p. 

349) to this institution that can control the deficits and surpluses of any economy (Creed, 

2000).   

 Hart et al. (2005) explains that the ability for marriages to stimulate the economy 

indicates how this institution is truly  “economic in character” (p. 35).  Not only do families 

have the ability to keep money flowing through the national economy, but they also exist 

within a familial economy that “can be conflict-ridden” and “beset by institutional 

arrangements” (p. 35).  As the average lifespan increases, families are spending more on 

maintaining their health and supporting elder family members.  These expenditures are 

difficult to avoid and contribute consistently to our modern day economy.  Politicians 
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address families in a multi-generational manner as older relatives and younger kin alike 

rely heavily on their family as “the first and frequently the last source of support” 

(America’s Families and Living Arrangements, 2003, p. 6).  The family is an all-encompassing 

forum, seen as both “a social and economic construct” (p. 22) that politicians acknowledge 

as “equally important in both civil society and the free market” (Tankersley, 2008, p. 22).  It 

is because of this political leverage that families become a target for rhetoric, seeking to 

stimulate economic movement, marital control, and moral responsibility.  

 Yet with the noted changes occurring within family structures, the role of family in 

the economy is changing as dramatically as the definition of “family” itself.  As Tankersley 

(2008) states: “the breathtaking change in family structure and family roles has prompted 

a significant evolution of social and economic policy” (p. 29).  The break-up of the nuclear 

family has led to many different outlets for economic expenditures and policy adjustments 

as these new “family definitions” (p. 3) affect “economic influences and government 

practices” (Wiseman, 2008, p. 3).  Family structures have been evolving for many decades 

and while politicians must address these changes, they must also acknowledge that 

“although any specific family may appear to be fragile or unstable, the family system as a 

whole is tough and resilient” (p. 6) and will continually maintain its role as a powerful 

institution in modern society (Wiseman, 2008). 

The Shaping of Values Within the Family and Government 

 In American homes, children are socialized to learn and obey the values of a 

particular family in order to create a “family identity” (p. 609) and acknowledge the “larger 

cultural patterns” (p. 609) within which a particular family exists (Gordon, 2004).  Some 

argue that rising divorce rates and single-parent families are causing “children’s 

socialization… [to be] less adequate than in the past, leading to social problems such as 

juvenile crime and poor school performance” (Brooks, 2002, p. 193).  It is due to this 

increase in adolescent problems, marital struggles, and atypical family trends that the 

politics of “family values” has resurfaced as a dominant tool of rhetoric.  According to Cloud 

(1998), the rhetoric of “family values” brings about a resurgent belief in the “utopian, 

mythical ideal family” (p. 388) that neglects the many different familial structures within 

the United States.  Today, “nonfamily” (p.41) households are increasingly popular as 
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couples are having children outside of marriage, divorcing, remarrying, and cohabiting in 

both opposite-sex and same-sex homes (Bachman, 2008).  However, politicians cling onto 

the appealing phrase of “family values” as it has garnered strong support and response 

from the American people (Garst & Bodenhausen, 1996).  This “ambiguous term” (p. 21) 

appeals to voters, while also making the political influence on family “vastly more 

complicated” (Tankersley, 2008, p. 21).  

Familial phrases, known as “kin terms,” spark interest within the average American 

who feels that a politician who supports “family values” and draws references to “brothers 

and sisters” or “mothers and fathers” must truly respect and uphold their message (Garst & 

Bodenhausen, 1996).  Complications arise within the structure of the token phrase, 

however, because of the word “values” (Tankersley, 2008).  As noted by Tankersley (2008), 

“‘values’ is an inherently political term with ideological connotations” (p. 21) that are 

incessantly debated and rarely universalized by both political parties.  While kin terms 

engage a “heuristic cue… [that sees] more positive reactions to a message” (p. 1127) from 

the electorate, there are varying definitions, meanings, and moral obligations encoded 

behind the blanket terminology of values (Garst & Bodenhausen, 1996).  Yet families 

continue to identify with “family values,” even if the definition varies.  The subjective 

nature of each family’s individual values are strong, and some researchers predict that this 

campaign could cause a split within political camps as issues such as abortion, abstinence-

only education, divorce, and same-sex marriage are divisive and impeding (Hammond et. 

al., 1994). 

In 2005, Hart et al. performed a thorough investigation of the term “the American 

people,” which proliferates within political discourse.  He notes that by itself, this token 

phrase “is either empty or vague. But when used by real people in real settings, it becomes 

filled with meaning” (p. 122).  The use of “family values” within political discourse may 

very well share this same power; just as the people of America are vastly different, so too 

are their values, yet both diverse entities are encompassed within these phrases as a whole 

unit that is undeniably appealing.  

While it is important to address the most basic and essential values that families 

support, it is equally important that the values addressed “reflect the reality of American 

society” (Bachman, 2008, p. 49).  Due to the continued importance of families in providing 
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“shelter, support, and comfort for their members” (p. 49) the government has an interest in 

“rethinking” (p. 48) what constitutes the values within our current society (Bachman, 

2008).  The realm of family is a bipartisan subject matter on which any politician can 

capitalize.  As Arnold & Weisberg (1996) state, it is strategic, even essential, for politicians 

to “find a successful new appeal that transcends traditional voting lines on which they are 

disadvantaged” (p. 198).  The rise of “family values” in the 1992 campaign between Bush 

‘411

The Continued Success and Failure of Family Policy 

 and Clinton was dominated by Republican appeals to voters of all party lines urging 

them to become more proactive in promoting the healthy and “traditional” family values of 

our forefathers (Arnold & Weisberg, 1996). Today, Bachman (2008) suggests that any 

politician willing to alter the definition of family to encompass the majority of American 

children who do not live within the “traditional” family can achieve significant gains in not 

only popularity, but policy initiatives as well (Bachman, 2008).  American families are an 

essential component to maintain the “health of our communities and our entire society” (p. 

48), which is why the rhetoric of “family values” has the potential to be transformational 

(Bachman, 2008).  By not only redefining these values, but “challeng[ing] false ‘values’ and 

offer[ing] real policy, structural support, political understanding, and activity” (p. 411) our 

society can not only preach “family values,” but practice these values as well (Cloud, 1998). 

 The American electorate is dynamic and polarized.  When debating over public 

matters, “most of the time, Americans differ with one another.  [Yet] even as they do, the 

promise of unanimity serves as a siren call for them” (Hart et al., 2005, p. 123).  While 

opinions remain divided on issues including “abortion, euthanasia, [and] child-rearing” (p. 

46), there is a sense that this desire for “unanimity” exists as voters on both sides of the 

aisle want policies that better the American family and strengthen its values (Hart et al., 

2005).  Because of this, “family policy legislation has been introduced in every single 

Congress since 1945” (p. 23) in an attempt to navigate and settle the “ideological battles” 

(p. 23) that are preventing this unanimity from being achieved (Tankersley, 2008, p. 23).  

                                                        
1 George H. W. Bush will be referred to as “Bush ‘41” because he served as the 41st 
President of the United States.  George W. Bush will be referenced as “Bush ‘43” as he 
served as the 43rd President of the United States. 
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The broad purpose of family policy is to address the needs and issues that arise 

within modern families on a federal level that yields a “more than negligible effect on 

families” (Tankersley, 2008, p. 23).  These needs and issues are controversial, as many 

believe they should not be included within the grasp of government, and are rather an 

intensely personal matter (Bogenschneider, 2000).  The United States was “built on 

individualistic principles” that affect where politicians can and cannot legislate, and the 

family often finds itself in the center of this controversy (Bogenschneider, 2000, p. 1149).  

As one of the only countries that does not mention “family” in its Constitution, America has 

been at times aggressive yet also passive when determining laws to help the institution of 

family without infringing on personal lives (Bogenschneider, 2000).  Academics posit 

various methods and strategies for politicians in order to bring the family within reach of 

their policies.   

Bogenschneider (2000) suggests that there are two ways for federal laws to affect 

the family, either implicitly or explicitly.  Explicit family policies directly affect families by 

focusing on “family creation, economic support, childrearing, and family caregiving” (p. 

1137); implicit policies have “indirect consequences” (p. 1137) on the family that 

ultimately affect their formation or functioning, such as health care and housing projects 

(Bogenshneider, 2000).  This breakdown of strategic policy dictates whether or not the 

federal government can “effectively modify behavior in the realm of family matters” 

(Tankersley, 2008, p. 33).  Tankersley (2008) examines the notion of implicit policy by 

explaining how families are affected by policies that do not solely use the family itself as the 

“unit of analysis” (p. 34).  Alternative methods for reaching the family can include 

legislating over households, individuals, communities, or children (Tankersley, 2008).  

These analyses are capable of being modified, and by reaching out to alternative domains 

the focus could be taken off “how the state defines family and place[d] on where the state 

targets its social support” (Tankersley, 2008, p. 34). 

One of the main problems deterring many family policies from reaching their 

ultimate goals is not only the cautious nature of families, but also the continued focus on 

the “ideal family” (p. 475) as a standard (Gring-Pemble, 2003).  This has prevented 

legislation from providing “adequate solutions to the material needs of ‘real’ families” 

(Gring-Pemble, p. 475).  Bogenschneider (2000) suggests that governments should initiate 
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a new position that utilizes family professionals who are committed to bettering the 

American family and implementing policy to help come up with effective legislation (p. 

1152).  Though the debate continues over “which kind of ‘family’ is ‘best’ for a stable, 

functioning society” (p. 47), professional researchers can be called upon “to pool insights, 

expertise, and intellectual resources” in order to determine policies that can reach the 

majority of American families (Tankersley, 2008; Bogenschneider, 2000, p. 1153).   

Whether or not debate continues over the family as a private versus public matter, 

there is no denying that “government programs have influenced the support that many 

families enjoy and oftentimes depend on” while also influencing “the actual definition of the 

family” (Wiseman, 2008, p. 4).  In 1996, the Clinton Administration passed the Defense of 

Marriage Act, which allowed for the government to define what constitutes a marriage: “a 

husband or wife of opposite sex from his or her partner” (Wiseman, 2008, p. 6).  Through 

this legislation we can see the direct, explicit effect that government has over the definition 

of marriage.  In this same year, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act was passed, defining the implicit policies that affect not only the 

economy, but families dependent on welfare as well (Wiseman, p. 15).  In one year, it 

became clear how significant the government is in many matters regarding the family, 

“from family support, to tax programs, to promoting marriage, to abortion” (Wiseman, p. 

15).  Yet if there is no adjustment to stop policies from “perpetuat[ing] the normative ideal 

of the traditional family structure” (p. 31), failed initiatives will continue to “legislate 

symbolically rather than responsibly” (Tankersley, 2008, p. 31).  Tankersley (2008) points 

to the example of Reagan’s Family Support Act of 1988, which took into consideration the 

popular opinion and desire for a future welfare policy without looking into the actual 

causes of previous failure.  Overall, there are many stages in which the government can 

interact with the family – from defining families, to creating jobs, to providing support.  It is 

within these public forums that a constructive restructuring of family policy must occur in 

order to prevent the 1950s ideal from holding on to imperfect policies. 
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Research Questions 

The Intended Direction of Research 

Through examination of an extensive collection of presidential speeches from 

Truman to Obama, this study will strive to address three questions surrounding the 

strategic use of the word “family” in presidential rhetoric.  First, how have the presidencies 

from Truman to Obama engaged and energized the family-dominated American electorate 

by directly addressing “families” and “children” throughout their prominent speeches?  

Second, have times of war, peace, economic depression, prosperity, and international and 

domestic crises affected how and when presidents use familial terms in their rhetorical 

addresses? Lastly, what words are purposefully coupled alongside “family” to create 

familiar tokens that voters can connect with and politicians can use to promote the agendas 

and policies of their party? 

The Engaging and Energizing Use of Familial Rhetoric 

 Although the topics of politics and presidencies pervade the American media 

landscape, only a narrow majority of the voting age population engage in our prized system 

of democracy on Election Day.  From the 1944 election of Truman until the recent election 

of Obama, the number of voters who cast their ballots has hovered in the low 50 percent, 

dropping as low as 49.08 percent in 1996 and as high as 63.3 percent in 1952 (American 

Presidency Project).  Because of this alarmingly mediocre turnout, politicians continue to 

devise new rhetorical strategies in an effort to grab voter attention and convince the 

electorate that the voice of the people is being heard in Washington.  One strategy to 

capture the hearts of the American populace is to incorporate familiar and identifiable 

words such as “family” or “children” into prominent speeches.   

The word “family” and “children” are easily recognizable and enticing terms for 

most voters, terms that resonate in the personal lives of most Americans.  Garst and 

Bodenhausen (1996) suggest, “invoking images of family in a listener’s mind” allows a 

political speaker to “bond the enduring value of family to the position of the message… 

[therefore] increas[ing] the persuasiveness of the message” (p. 1121).  Because of this 

potentially immediate connection to the voting public, it is important to understand and 
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elaborate on how this specific rhetorical strategy is used to inform and engage voter 

interest.  Within Hart et al.’s (2005) analysis of “the American people,” the authors note two 

key questions: How do politicians invite the electorate to understand themselves, and how 

does this understanding ultimately affect the actions and decisions of this population (p. 

109).  By discussing families in a public forum, political speakers directly connect with their 

fellow countrymen.  This connection has the potential of reassuring voters that the 

government cares about the well-being of the American family, both spouses and children.  

This personable, family-focused discourse has been used time and time again from Truman 

to Obama, however scholars rarely investigate the power that lies behind these heavily 

laden words.  The real question to research then becomes not whether or not familial 

language is laced throughout political rhetoric, but rather how terms related to families and 

their children are capable of strategically positioning politicians in a light that can excite 

American voters. 

RQ 1:  How have the presidencies from Truman to Obama engaged and energized the family-

dominated American electorate by directly addressing families and children throughout their 

prominent speeches? 

The Fluctuating Incidence of Family Rhetoric 

The rhetoric of presidents change with each passing political event – notable or 

admonished – that occurs within a particular term.  Presidents are not remembered for the 

number of years they sit in the White House, but rather by the events that take place within 

the United States and the world during the years in which they hold office.  Looking closely 

at the events that occurred both on-shore and off during each presidency may yield 

interesting results in the ways in which families are referenced within political speeches.  

Familial references may fluctuate markedly depending on the time in which the 

president is in office, whether a time of war, peace, economic depression, prosperity, 

international or domestic crisis.  “Perhaps because crisis so often obscures the future,” Hart 

et al. (2005) say, “people are naturally thrown back on their essential beliefs and 

commitments” (p. 121).  When families are drowning in a struggling economy or sons and 

daughters are fighting wars on foreign shores, presidents may inject familial terms into 

speeches more frequently, bringing the national family together in order to foster a sense 
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of unity within these “essential beliefs” (Hart et al., 2005, p. 121).  However, during these 

trying times, it may also be the case that presidents push policy over community thus 

avoiding social references in order to reassure the nation that significant work is being 

done. 

Political rhetoric is oftentimes described as deceiving, yet its ability to persuade the 

populace supports the conclusion that “communicating with the public is one of the central 

[functions] of the modern presidency” (Coe, 2008, p. 9).   Regardless of the domestic and 

international events that mark each presidency, communication is used to record the 

“presidents’ best attempts at persuasion – their on-the-record beliefs about the most 

important political events of the time period” (Coe, 2008, p. 15).   

During prosperous times, presidents reassure American families that the 

government is effective and therefore should receive the support of the country (Hart et al., 

2005).  In contrast, times of struggle also demand presidential speeches that garner 

support for the promise of a better future and acknowledge the concerns of struggling 

families.  More specifically, presidents addressing the nation during wartime must 

emphasize the rise in military families coping with changes to their family structure, 

uncertain futures, tragedy and loss, or sudden and dramatic healthcare costs.  Herbst 

(2007) notes that American presidents governing during times of tragedy and crisis must 

understand the notion that “intimacy and comfort are precisely what we [the American 

people], need” (p. 341).  This call for intimacy may be linked to the proliferation of familial 

terms used in presidential rhetoric and the strong support that presidents often receive 

from their populace during times of struggle.  Herbst (2007) also notes that it is important 

for presidents to develop a comprehensive understanding of this “desire for intimacy” in 

order to “figure out how – in normal times, not crises,” they can use their words to create 

compelling “American public rhetoric” (p. 341).  

Times of war, peace, depression, prosperity, and crisis have resulted in memorable, 

even famous, lines and slogans of American presidents.  In her article on presidential spin 

words, Nankani (2004) remarks that “carefully chosen words and well-crafted language are 

the keys to voters’ hearts” (p. 8).  While words such as “freedom,” “justice,” and “terrorist” 

stir up the American public, there is nothing as personally resonating as the voice of a 

president addressing what seems to be one’s own family.  It is important to note how 
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presidents not only captivate the voters of America through policy initiatives, but also 

through their direct appeals to the hearts of the American family.  

RQ 2: How have times of war, peace, prosperity, economic depression, and international and 

domestic crises affected the strategic use of the word “family” and “children”? 

The Many Family Tokens 

 After the surge of the term “family values” in the 1992 election between Bush ‘41 

and Clinton, scholars became interested in how the privatized domain of the family 

suddenly became publicly displayed as an area of major distress and dysfunction within the 

American framework (Cloud, 1998).  In her article on the rhetoric of “family values,” Cloud 

(1998) points to the concept of McGee’s ideographs in order to illustrate how “ordinary-

language” has become a strategic tool that “guides behavior and belief into channels easily 

recognized by a community as acceptable and laudable” (as cited in Cloud, 1998, p. 389).  

She suggests that in the 1990s, the call toward re-implementing traditional values and 

treating the ills that were striking down families allowed political speakers to use the 

“family values” token as an “ideograph that offered a utopian return to a mythic familial 

ideal” (Cloud, 2008, p. 388).  Political speechwriters find that creating ideographs allow 

politicians to capitalize on recognizable slogans that connect specific ideologies with key 

words that are easily identifiable by the voting public (Cloud, 1998).  While ideographs 

directed toward children may also be used, we will be looking more specifically at the 

patterns of family slogans.  

 Since the 1992 election brought the family to the forefront of political discussion, it 

has opened a new door for family life to be regulated and critiqued by the government  

(Arnold & Weisberg, 1996).  However, Cloud (1998) argues that the proliferation of the 

term “family” is actually a resurgence of a theme that dominated politics in the past, and its 

successful usage “reinvoked a long and deep-running familialist ideological thematic in U.S. 

culture” (p. 388).  Families have long been scrutinized in order to understand the powerful 

and vital roles they play in our country.  Political scholars remark on the institution of 

family as “economically essential” (p. 343) to the survival of our country, while family 

scholars continually address the importance of families in teaching “cultural patterns” (p. 

609) and implementing moral standards (Creed, 2000; Gordon, 2004).  Due to the natural 
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multiplicity of functions within families, politicians utilize the idealized construct of 

families to group together messages and agendas, while also targeting a large majority of 

the American people that consider themselves within a family of their own. 

 As political strategists continue to group together sellable token phrases that 

involve the family, consensus still has not been reached as to what exactly family policy 

entails, how it should be regulated, and just how far the political arms can extend around 

such a private institution (Bogenschneider, 2000).  Yet what has been established is that 

using the word “family” in rhetoric and discussing ways to improve child and family issues 

within the United States is seen as a “surefire vote winner” (p. 1138) that crosses the divide 

between conservatives and liberals (Bogenschneider, 2000).  Even though “the notion of 

‘family values’ has largely become associated with the political right” (p. 1123), there is 

question as to whether or not this rhetoric is truly party-specific or if it is a more “generic 

[indicator] of concern for the well-being of families” (Garst & Bodenhausen, 1996, p. 1123).  

Tankersley (2008) suggests that though both parties claim to have the best values in mind, 

“the struggle” that has occurred between these two parties “over whose ideologically 

defined values should guide American politics and public policy is generally considered the 

source of nearly all domestic political conflict” (p. 21).  By following how presidents of both 

parties use token phrases to reference, address and legislate over the family, we will look 

to see what Cloud (1998) refers to when she remarks that “family values” are used by both 

parties “in ways that privatiz[e] public perception of social experience” (p. 394).  

While the most recent era of “family values” has been thoroughly documented, few 

have looked closer into how similar rhetoric was strategically enacted prior to the 1992 

election.  As the family gets coupled with illustrative and ethical words such as “values,” 

“military,” “working” or “American,” political currency is collected by politicians who are 

capable of “owning an issue” and engaging subsections of the American electorate that are 

interested in and affected by these policy decisions (Bogenschneider, 2000; Hart et al., 

2005). 

RQ 3:  How have both parties capitalized on recognizable rhetorical slogans, such as the 

popularized “family values”? What other family tokens have been created and dominantly 

used in political discourse? 
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Hypotheses Exploration 

Hypothesis 1 

 While the 1990s marked a clear surge in the use of the world “family” within the 

political domain, questions remain on whether or not this was truly a new rhetorical 

tradition (Cloud, 1998).  Cloud (1998) suggests that by arguing the 1992 election on moral 

grounds, both Bush ‘41 and Clinton rehashed the notion of family in the social sphere, 

which caused “policy discourse [to delineate itself] across partisan lines” (p. 388).  This 

partisanship struck a chord within both politicians and voters, who were expressing their 

opinions on what the “family values” of America should be.  This engaging forum illustrated 

the clear strategy backing the “family values” campaign; a strategy that anticipated the 

American people would respond to the words of a leader speaking directly to them, and a 

strategy that has been put into action before the “phenomenon” in the 1990s (Cloud, 1998).   

 Tankersley (2008) suggests “the promotion of ‘family values’ has dominated 

political rhetoric in the United States for nearly sixty years” (p. 21).  He remarks that the 

“ambiguous” nature of this term has a strong “appeal to voters’ perceived desires for a 

return to an American past in which social and economic life was less complicated” (p. 21).  

Though the era of Truman may seem long ago for some, the truth is that Truman is 

considered a “modern-day” president who also profited from “family” rhetoric as an 

emotional appeal to voters – voters who, needless to say, were living amidst a world war 

and ultimately struggling through a post-war economy.  As the events since Truman have 

continued to make history, familial terms have become integrated into presidential 

discourse used by every administration since, no matter conservative or liberal, as our 

leaders continue to appeal to their electorate and show concern for American families 

(Bogenschneider, 2000). 

H 1:  The word “family” has heightened in popularity over the last 20 years, but it has been 

strategically used throughout the modern presidencies from Truman to Obama in order to 

capture the public’s attention. 

Hypothesis 2 

 Popularized keywords are seen throughout presidential rhetoric, with each 

administration using different, time-appropriate discourse to reach out to the American 
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public.  As with all of these token words, there are times in which particular words 

successfully entice the electorate, and other times when rhetorical decisions must be 

altered in order to appeal to a varying or emotionally charged populace.  While the family 

has been discussed both implicitly and explicitly in terms of policy, there is a function of 

this rhetoric that is used solely for the purpose of reaching out and connecting to listeners.  

The international and domestic events of each presidency can call for many responses from 

the Head of State, including legislative, immediate, or emotional actions.  Because of this, 

during economic struggles, domestic crises, and times of peace, it is posited that presidents 

discuss families continuously to show the American people that they are looking out for 

their best interests.  During times of international crises or wartime, however, while 

presidents must support the people, many other legislative and military decisions must 

also be focused on, which removes the spotlight from the social policies and emotional 

responses of the people.   

 It is suggested that the word “family” is used more during times of economic 

struggle when families become a main focus within the presidential mindset.  When the 

capitalistic economy became a rising American institution, families took on a larger role 

within the country’s framework for success (Creed, 2000).  Creed (2000) suggests that 

capitalism gave rise to families becoming “economically essential” (p. 343) as multiple 

incomes became necessary to support a family and individuals relied heavily on family 

assistance.  This newfound responsibility for families causes presidents to become 

increasingly interested in garnering family support for their economic legislations, whether 

tax cuts for the poor or government support for small business owners.  By using the 

rhetoric of “family” in times of economic struggle, politicians display their inability to 

ignore the “power of family” (p. 349) when it comes to moving the economy (Creed, 2000). 

During domestic crises, the word “family” is used more often as compassionate 

rhetoric, designed to address how the American family is coping with a particular drama. 

Hart et al. (2005) note that the phrase “the American people” is used as a “political 

keyword” within presidential discourse in order to “provoke special insight when the 

nation is under stress” (p. 112).  This may be similarly true for the keyword “family,” a 

word that aims directly at providing personal assurance to homes filled with upheaval, 

confusion, frustration, and even fear after a domestic crisis.  By acknowledging the 
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American family, presidents can calm the nation by collecting the American people 

together in a unified “family” that can ultimately understand what has happened and what 

is being done about the problem.  When focusing on domestic crises, it is to be expected 

that presidents will address the population in a more personal manner.  Hart et al. (2005) 

explain that by “examining how a nation’s people are described gives… unique insight into 

what makes the nation tick, what holds it together, and what worries it” (p. 111-112).  

Immediately after a domestic crisis, presidents must address the families of America in 

order to allay their fears and promote their continued “ticking” (p. 112).  Hart et al. (2005) 

note that these “value-laden emphases” (p. 117) are concentrated in the immediate 

aftermath of an event, and fade away as the populace is calmed and the government gets 

“back to… business” (p. 117).  The institution of families can be seen as a network that must 

be tapped into in order to reach the American people who are most concerned about their 

own well being as well as that of those around them.  Using the rhetoric of “family” allows 

politicians to pair events with future action plans in order to increase understanding and 

support (Hart et al., 2005). 

 Families during wartime are often placed in the background as rhetoric focuses in 

on the particular international dispute at hand.  However, during times of war, we see 

increases in references to “military families,” as their needs and concerns must be 

addressed.  Presidents often single out this population of families in order to gain 

emotional support for the troops and to promote government programs that address this 

unique population.  Though wartime marks a period of stress within the country, it is 

possible that these times may be overshadowed by military policy, preventing much 

discussion about the social climate of the country.  The word “family” is capable of 

collecting the electorate together in order to explain the current situation of families in the 

United States, however it is also capable of gathering a group of people together in order to 

underscore the military notion of “us versus them.”  During domestic crises, there is a 

personal connection to what is occurring within our country.  However, during 

international disputes, the experience is more impersonal for many families and politicians 

must then strive to bring Americans closer to supporting the government’s decisions by 

gathering the collective “we” as a unified force behind combat. 



Guest, 2010 

 24 

H 2a:  The use of the word “family” fluctuates based on the international and domestic events 

occurring during a particular presidency. 

H 2b:  The word “family” will be more prominently used during times of economic struggle 

than economic prosperity. 

H 2c:  Families will be focused on more heavily during times of domestic struggle rather than 

international struggle. 

H 2d:  Wartime moves familial terms out of the spotlight, though there is a rise in references 

specifically to “military families.”  Peacetime allows more opportunities for social change and 

therefore the word “family” appears more. 

Hypothesis 3 

 The “family values” movement of the 1990s was controversial, invigorating, 

persuasive and appealing.  Throughout the debate over what should constitute “traditional 

values,” both parties became deeply involved in using this token as their own.  Bachman 

(2008) explains that “no other society in the post-industrialized world” had the same 

“volatile, ideological, divisive, or… politically mobilized” (p. 44) response as the United 

States during the heightened discussion of family morality.  “Family values” soon became a 

token that crossed party lines and was not solely used by the conservative party who 

initially popularized the term.  Instead, both parties jumped at the opportunity to use this 

listener-friendly token, clutching onto the idea and running in opposite directions.  Overall, 

the “family values” rhetoric caused strife and differentiation due to the word “values,” 

which had so many different connotations that there was “never really any consensus as to 

which ‘values’ were important” (Bachman, 2008, p. 44).  With both parties vehemently 

defending and justifying their own set of values, the term became “inherently political… 

with ideological connotations” (Tankersley, 2008, p. 21).  Twenty years later, the term 

remains inextricably connected to the Republican Party.  Conservatives utilized the 

declining shift in the traditional family from the 1980s and framed this change as a “decline 

in morality” (p. 44) that both appealed to and enraged many voters (Bachman, 2008, p. 44).  

Garst & Bodenhausen (1996) question whether or not the Republican Party branded the 

term “family values," creating a “culture-specific coalition [badge] to a conservative world 

view” (p. 1123).  Regardless of the capitalization of “family values” by conservative 
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politicians, there remains a strong rhetorical value in the word “family” that is used 

frequently within both parties’ discourse.   

 While the “family values” slogan will be focused on in this research, it is also 

important to take note of other family tokens that evolved over time.  Presidents have not 

solely referred to families using value-based rhetoric, however, for over 60 years, this 

emotionally charged word has been coupled with many strategic words in order to 

promote policies and agendas.  It is ultimately through these familial slogans that the 

electorate is gathered and targeted in a purposeful and personal manner.    

H 3a:  Recently, the Republicans have capitalized on the token “family values,” but the 

Democrats have connected the word “family” with value-laden rhetoric for strategic purposes 

equally as much. 

H 3b:  The rhetorical value of “family” is substantial, and because of this, politicians often use 

the word to create popularized tokens within their own administrative discourse. 

 

Research Methods 

 An expansive content analysis was conducted in order to determine whether 

familial terms are widely used throughout political rhetoric in order to promote specific 

agendas and foster a sense of personal identity within the daunting public sphere.  The field 

for analysis in this study was a comprehensive collection of State of the Union, Inaugural, 

Farewell, and other major addresses to the nation (described here as Primetime 

Addresses) given during the presidencies of Truman through Obama.  Using these speeches 

as the foundation for research, key familial terms were searched for in order to examine 

whether or not the frequency and context of this particular diction bears signs of modern 

significance and strategy.  Though one could easily comprise a collection of twenty or more 

familial terms, this research chose to focus on two simple yet important family-based 

terms: family (famil*) and child (child*).  Within this examination of presidential rhetoric, a 

compilation of the models that Hart et al. (2005) use when discussing the political currency 

of “the American people” and the “government” were closely followed.  Hart et al. (2005) 

describe these models as a form of content analysis in which the researchers “take note of 

unusual linguistic frequencies and [then] explain why those patterns have developed” (p. 
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9).  By locating the words of “families” and “children” within political communication, along 

with the most popularized words surrounding these familial terms, we began to learn in 

which types of speeches, during which times in our history, and by which political party the 

words are most predominantly used to reassure, energize, or even manipulate the 

American public (Hart et al., 2005).  Through this examination, we noted the importance of 

familial terminology as “political keywords” used to connect and appeal with the masses 

(Hart et al., 2005).   

Prior Research 

 In order to conduct comprehensive research within this content analysis, current 

works within the fields of political communication and family studies were first understood 

for their significance in relation to this project.  From an in-depth literature review of 

previous analyses, it was clear that political rhetoric carried strategic goals, and families 

were often the targets of these goals.  Families in past research have been prominently 

discussed in four arenas:  First, through defining the word “family” and who exists within 

this dynamic and essential construct; second, families as economic tools that can strongly 

effect the successes and failure of any economy; third, previous attempts toward promoting 

and altering family policy; and lastly, the public opinion (often political and unique) on 

what families should value and how proper values can be instilled within the home. 

 When discussing the powers of rhetorical composition, Hart et al. (2005) remark 

that “the language of political ‘elites’… can tell us about our lives and times” (p. 3) in a 

unique way that highlights both our “recent cultural and political history” (p. 3).  Language 

has changed since the “ceremonial isolation of George Washington” (p. 341) and because of 

the abundance of political media that places presidents in a highly transparent and focused 

spotlight, politicians are continually looking to coin distinctive and memorable phrases and 

policies that can be easily understood by the population (Herbst, 2007).  Herbst (2007) 

explains that the public seeks intimacy on all levels and has come to expect that politicians 

will connect with them, especially during times of struggle, on an emotional level to 

provide comfort resulting in the general belief that stability will come.  Through this 

research, we hope to find purpose behind familial words in political rhetoric and highlight 

the strategic uses that Burke (1962) refers to when he suggests that within political 
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discourse speakers do not relay “ideology as much as… appeals aimed at specific people 

with specific susceptibilities” (as cited in Hart et al., 2005, p. 7). 

Methods for Current Research and Analysis 

Research began by locating texts and articles that discussed the concept of family, 

construction of family, legislation of family or importance of family, as well as other texts 

that were directly about the recent token of “family values” and political diction in general.  

Through attempting to understand the prior research in the realm of political 

communication and family studies, this subject became one of importance, variability and 

strategy.  After reading the work of Hart et al. (2005), it was clear that the task of gathering 

data on the frequency of a particular word within political discourse was attainable, 

although interpreting data statistics could be difficult and daunting as one moves past 

numbers into an analysis that addresses the purposes and effects of rhetorical choices.  Yet 

this study is one of much value and will seek out a particular goal:  To determine the 

frequency of the political keywords famil* and child* as used from the presidencies of 

Truman to Obama in order to not only understand when and where they were used most 

prominently, but why presidents have come to rely on this personal discourse (Hart et al., 

2005). 

After an extensive review of past literature, the next part of research began through 

locating an extensive collection of 306 speeches delivered to the nation by the last 12 

presidents.  The speeches were collected from the Papers of the Presidency located within 

the American Presidency Project (University of California – Santa Barbara), the Miller 

Center for Public Affairs (University of Virginia), and presidentialrhetoric.com (Baylor 

University & Vanderbilt University).  After these texts were compiled, they were separated 

into their respective categories and entered into the Yoshikoder content analysis software, 

developed at Harvard University’s Weatherhead Center for International Affairs.  This 

program is designed to perform a basic statistical content analysis of any text through the 

creation of a personalized content analysis dictionary.  The dictionary for this research 

included two familial terms to track throughout the collection of political rhetoric: famil* 

and child*.   
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Speeches were analyzed in order to collect the frequency of familial references in 

total, as well as specifically for famil* and child* within each speech.  Statistics were then 

calculated in order to note how often each president used the terms in the separate forums 

of public address.  This illustrated whether the “ritualized” speeches that Hart et al. (2005) 

refer to as State of the Union, Inaugural and Farewell addresses sought public response to 

familial terms as much or more than Primetime addresses to the nation.  Information was 

also obtained on the usage of familial terms noting any substantial differences between 

each party’s strategy to gain voter appeal.  In order to track the frequency of key family 

ideographs, or tokens phrases, such as “family values,” concordances were made to 

establish the context of the word within every speech analyzed (Hart et al., 2005).  These 

concordances isolated the 15-words preceding and following the target word so that the 

most prominent “accompanying adjectival phrases” (p. 70) were accounted for (Hart et al., 

2005).  Tables and graphs were calibrated to display the frequency of our dictionary terms 

and key phrases within each specific speech category in order to draw comparisons 

between presidents and political parties. 

Through gathering this quantitative data, more qualitative information will be 

presented.  Within each analysis, we expect the statistics to correspond to particular 

domestic and international events including economic recessions, large-scale wars, or 

domestic crises – that occurred during any particular presidency.  According to Cloud 

(1998), the “waves of familialist panic have occurred during periods of economic or social 

crisis” (p. 393).  This research noted whether or not presidents follow Cloud’s hypothesis 

by highlighting the family during moments of domestic crisis.  

In order to collect a comprehensive list of Primetime addresses delivered by the 

selected presidents, the search engine for the Public Papers of the President – distributed 

in the Document Archive of the American Presidency Project Database – was used.  These 

speeches were often identifiable by frequent similarities in presidential rhetoric.  Most 

presidents, for example, address the nation by calling on their “fellow Americans,” “fellow 

citizens,” or “you, [the people]”.  The majority of these Primetime addresses occurred when 

there was a prominent issue facing the nation – one that was important enough to deem 

worthy of national attention through a televised appearance.  The first nationally televised 

Primetime address occurred in 1947 during Truman’s presidency (American Presidency 
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Project, 2010).  Once the popularity of television addresses began, radio addresses were no 

longer collected, leaving seven of Truman’s “Radio Report’s to the American People” (made 

prior to his 1947 televised speech).  Within the Papers of the Presidency, the search engine 

provides an option to obtain a particular president’s “Oral: Address – major to the Nation.”  

Using this tool, 215 national addresses were collected – excluding radio addresses, 

Supreme Court nominations, addresses made directly to audiences from other nations, 

campaign speeches, and holiday addresses to the nation (with the exception of Johnson’s 

Thanksgiving Message that reflected on the recent assassination of Kennedy).  Important 

missing speeches were also added to the collection.  These speeches included Johnson’s 

1963 Address to a Joint Session of Congress days after the Kennedy Assassination, Clinton’s 

1993 Healthcare Address, Clinton’s 1995 speech after the Oklahoma City Bombings, 

Clinton’s 1995 addresses on Affirmative Action and Race Relations, Clinton’s two 1998 

addresses to the nation in regards to the Lewinsky Scandal, known as the I Have Sinned and 

I Am Profoundly Sorry speeches, Bush ‘43’s 2008 addresses on Volunteerism in America and 

the Financial Crisis, and lastly, Obama’s 2009 Address to the Schoolchildren of America, and 

Address on Health Care Reform.   

After collecting these 215 prominent Primetime speeches, domestic and 

international events highlighted within these speeches were noted in order to understand 

how the presidency, time and place of an address affected familial rhetoric.  Prominent 

domestic events included those which occurred during the civil rights movement that 

spaned numerous presidencies, the assassination of Kennedy, Watergate scandal, 

Challenger Disaster, Oklahoma City Bombings, Lewinsky Scandal, September 11th attacks, 

Hurricane Katrina, and the economic speeches of modern presidents in regards to the 

turbulent or triumphant economy.  These moments in history, along with many others, 

have all called for national attention and have often intimately involved American families 

that may be grieving, prospering, bewildered or intrigued. 

The six most prominent international war struggles of the last 12 presidencies were 

focused on and highlighted from research on the wartime rhetoric of presidents done by 

Coe (2008).  Combat was analyzed in order to determine whether or not presidents have an 

increasing interest in discussing families during periods of international struggle.  Events 

included World War II, the Korean War, Vietnam War, Persian Gulf War, Afghanistan War 
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and the most recent Iraq War.  Other international crises will be included in a separate 

category of “international addresses,” which included wartime addresses along with other 

important speeches such as those on the Geneva Conventions, Cuban Missile Crisis, Panama 

Canal, Somalia, Bosnia, Nicaraguan struggle, the Iran Hostage crisis and Iran-Contra affairs. 

Through highlighting presidential discourse designed to address nationally relevant 

events and progress, the frequency of familial terms referenced pointed to conclusions 

about the advantages (or disadvantages) to relaying a personal interest to the American 

family in key, national speeches.   

Political communication, as Hart et al. (2005) have defined it, is complex and 

controversial: 

[This communication] intrudes where it is not wanted and enforces 
compromises between opposing forces.  It makes private matters public, 
balances morality with expediency, and often declares a half loaf of  
bread sufficient. 
(Hart et al., 2005, p. 55) 

The American family is continually contested as a private matter that should not be 

politicized, yet countless scholars insist there is simply no way for laws made in 

Washington to avoid touching the lives of this diverse collective of family members 

(Bogenschneider, 2000).  Whether or not politics should directly affect the lives of the 

American family can continually be debated, however the importance of the familial terms 

used to address the population of our country is not as polarized.  This research sought to 

quantify the actual usage of familial terms within presidential rhetoric, while also 

describing the instances and motivations behind this continual usage that has been 

strategically capturing the populaces’ attention since the beginning of the American 

democracy, and highlighted prominently within the modern presidential discourse from 

Truman to Obama.   

 

Results 

 The familial terms of child* and famil* were mentioned in 82% of the addresses 

collected within this study (n=306).  This substantial proportion of speeches that made use 

of familial terms can be seen as a common strategy used by both Republicans and 

Democrats within their presidential rhetoric.  Throughout the entire collection of speeches, 
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family terms composed, on average, .19241% of each presidential speech delivered.  Within 

Table 1, a comprehensive table of the frequencies of usage is displayed for each party and 

overall speech category. 

 % Family Terms % child* % famil* 

Total Democrat .21543% .11649% .09894% 

Total Republican .17675% .09425% .08250% 

Total (both parties) 
Inaugural 

.18421% .12167% .06254% 

Total (both parties) 
State of the Union 

.27924% .15863% .12061 

Total (both parties) 
Primetime 

.16606% .08572% .08033% 

Total (both parties) 
Farewell 

.16103% .05249% .10853% 

Table 1  Percentage of Familial Rhetoric Based on Political Party and Speech Forum 

This study initially sought to analyze whether or not there is a difference between 

presidential usages of familial terms within each party and if this usage has increased from 

the times of Truman until the modern-day presidency of Obama.  Through these findings, 

it is noted if particular types of presidential discourse – Inaugural, State of the Union, 

Primetime or Farewell addresses – more often and prominently reference families.  

Information is also presented on how differing times of discourse affected a president’s 

inclination to use family terms within his rhetoric, including times of international versus 

domestic crises, wartime versus peacetime, and times of economic prosperity versus times 

of despair.  Lastly, the recent trend of “family values” was analyzed in order to obtain 

information about the progression of “value-laden” discourse from Truman to Obama.  

The overall results of the three research questions proposed are as follows: 

 

RQ 1:  How have the presidencies from Truman to Obama engaged and energized the family-

dominated American electorate by directly addressing families and children throughout 

their prominent speeches? 

To give some background on the collection of rhetoric, 121 speeches were given 

during the six Democratic presidencies of Truman, Kennedy, Johnson, Carter, Clinton and 

Obama, and 181 speeches by the six Republican presidents Eisenhower, Nixon, Ford, 
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Reagan, Bush ‘41, and Bush ‘43.  The average Democrat devoted 0.21543% of their speech 

to familial terms, while Republicans used the terms on average in 0.17675% of their 

speeches (see Table 1).  After standardizing the measure of these terms, Clinton stood out 

as the most prominent user of family rhetoric – by far.  During his first term, family terms 

appeared on an average of .47196% within his speeches.  He surpassed this percentage 

during his second term, when he used family terms an average of .52146% within each 

address.  Clinton also dominated the uses of child* and famil*, with child* appearing in his 

speeches an average of .28907% and famil* appearing .23239%.  Bush ‘43’s first term 

averaged the third most frequent usage of familial terms, after Clinton’s first two terms, 

with an average of .29211% of each speech including family rhetoric.   

When comparing the usage of this rhetoric within the four separate speech forums, 

State of the Union addresses contained significantly more familial references than 

Inaugural, Primetime and Farewell addresses.  Family terms appeared in .27924% of these 

addresses, with only one speech – Eisenhower’s 1958 address – having no references at all 

to famil* or child*.  Within the 68 State of the Union addresses that have occurred from 

Truman’s first in 1946 up until the most recent address by Obama in 2010, 36 of these 

addresses included ten or more familial terms.  In terms of frequency, from Reagan’s 1983 

State of the Union until today, no address has devoted less than .25207% of their speech to 

familial terms  (see Figure 1).  This generally rising trend can be seen most prominently 

within the eight State of the Union addresses delivered by Clinton, where not a single 

speech had less than 31 familial tokens, and both his 1996 and 2000 addresses surpassed a 

1% frequency of familial terms (1996: 1.10812%; 2000: 1.03328%).   

As observable in Figure 1, State of the Union addresses from Truman’s first term to 

Obama indicated a rising trend in the frequency of familial terms.  However, this increase 

does not signify a “new” trend, but rather an increasing trend.  From Reagan onward, the 

presence of familial terms rose almost steadily, yet we still see a strong presence through 

both terms of Johnson’s presidency as well as a slight rise during the Ford administration.  

The presidencies from Truman to Carter still referenced, on average, family terms in 

.12125% of their State of the Union addresses.  The 1968 and 1976 State of the Union 

addresses from Johnson and Ford respectively surpassed the average frequency of child* 
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and famil* references, with Johnson’s address containing .32560% family terms, and Ford’s 

address referencing family terms within .34357% of his speech. 

 
Figure 1 Percentage of Familial Rhetoric During State of the Union Addresses for Each 
Presidential Term 

When grouping together the 91 addresses of ritual – State of the Union, Inaugural 

and Farewell – delivered over the last 60 years, Democrats dominated Republicans in their 

use of familial language.  There have been 512 Republican references made to family terms 

(child* = 281, famil* = 231).  Democrats, on the other hand, cited family terms 680 times 

(child* = 411, famil* = 290) in fewer speeches.  Republicans gave 50 formal addresses in 

the data collection, and Democrats delivered only 41.  During the last 12 presidencies, there 

have been 215 Primetime have been delivered.  Within these speeches, Republicans have 

outweighed Democrats in their use of familial terms, but not by an overwhelming majority.  

Within the 135 Primetime addresses made by Republicans from Eisenhower to Bush ‘43, 

there were 457 references to family terms.  Democrats only delivered 80 Primetime 

addresses from Truman to Obama, and used 339 family terms.  However, when looking at 

the standardized prevalence of family terms, regardless of the number of speeches, 

Democrats used this language during times of national attention with a slightly higher 

percentage than Republicans (see Figure 2). 

As we can see from these numbers, while familial terms did not overwhelmingly 

dominate the percentage of words used in presidential rhetoric, their presence was felt 
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with only 18% of the addresses collected containing no references at all.  This rhetoric 

serves a strategic purpose as it appeared in significant frequencies within the collected 

speeches, none of which were intended specifically to address the topic of “family.”  These 

highlighted terms regarding families and their children connect voters and members of an 

incredibly diverse electorate to personal issues that can span across any political 

differences or internal confusion.  Because of strong family connections, if these words are 

mentioned even sporadically throughout an address, they resonate with the American 

family.  Though the most frequent usages of these terms appeared in the more recent 

administrations from Reagan onward, our findings have shown a prominence of these 

words before the widely discussed surge in the 1990s.  Only during the Truman 

Administration and Eisenhower and Nixon’s second terms did the average usage of famil* 

and child* fall under .1%.   

 
Figure 2  Percentage of Family Terms Used by Both Parties During Both Speech Forums  

 

RQ 2: How have times of war, peace, prosperity, economic depression, and international and 

domestic crises affected the strategic use of the word “family” and “children”? 

 Within the 18% of the collected speeches that did not contain family terms, 52 of 

these speeches were Primetime addresses, mostly surrounding topics of international 

struggle.  While wartime can bring stress to many families across the nation concerned 

about loved ones in the military and the safety of their own family, presidential discourse 
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during these times often focuses less on these terms and instead highlights more 

prominently legislative and authoritative discourse.  The average percentage of familial 

terms within a wartime speech fell below average, being mentioned only .14770% of the 

time (see Figure 4).  Contrasted with the mentioning of families within peacetime rhetoric 

that reached .20910%, there became a noticeable difference in the strategy for discourse 

(see Figure 4).  The 84 presidential addresses made during the six major wars of the past 

60 years were focused on; this included Truman’s discourse during World War II, the 

Truman and Eisenhower administration’s speeches during the Korean War, the rhetoric of 

Johnson and Nixon during Vietnam, Bush ‘41’s addresses in regards to the Persian Gulf, 

Bush ‘43’s speeches on Afghanistan, and the most recent addresses by Bush ’43 and Obama 

on the on-going Iraq war.  The lowest usage of family terms appeared during the Korean 

War, when Truman and Eisenhower only made familial references in .04269% of each 

speech (see Figure 3).  In contrast to this very low level of family terms, Bush ‘43’s speeches 

during the Afghanistan War showed the highest level of familial rhetoric, when these terms 

appeared in .27313% of each speech (see Figure 3).  Interestingly, Bush ‘41’s rhetoric 

within the Gulf War years showed the highest level of famil* usage.  While most other 

wartime speeches focused on rhetoric geared toward children, Bush ‘41 stepped away from 

this trend, and as one of the “founders” of the “family values” resurgence of the 1990s, used 

this rhetoric prominently within his seven speeches surrounding the events in the Gulf (see 

Figure 3). 

While addresses made during times of major war showed declines in familial terms, 

there were many speeches made by presidents on other international issues.  Primetime 

addresses often focus on these foreign issues, highlighting visits to foreign countries, 

conferences around the world, or situations occurring in other countries.  While the United 

States may not be intimately connected to these issues, the president may feel they remain 

important and pressing enough to be discussed in the national spotlight.  Primetime 

addresses on subjects of international importance composed nearly 56% of the Primetime 

collection.  Within this foreign-based rhetoric, family terms were used far less than in 

addresses related to domestic concerns (see Figure 4). According to the research 

represented in Figure 4, the 200 speeches on international issues referred to families and  
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Figure 3  The Presence of Familial Terms During Wartime Rhetoric 

children .12643% on average in each speech, while domestic-based addresses referenced 

family more than twice as much at .25192% on average.  While international events do 

bear some impact on the American family, domestic economic and social issues of the 

nation are far more significant and therefore utilize this rhetorical tool frequently.  It is 

important to note, however, that politicians are still interested in gathering the “American 

family” together during times of foreign struggle.  Hart et al. (2005) find that the “use of 

collective self-references (“we,” “our,” and “us)” actually “increased sevenfold when foreign 

[policies]... were being discussed” in the spotlight (p. 110).  While these self-references 

were found to rise within Hart et al.’s (2005) study, this was not reflected in the frequency 

of familial terms during similar discussions in these findings; though we must remember 

the collection of speeches within both studies were not identical, which could contribute to 

the differing results. 

Research was also conducted to determine whether American presidents refer to 

families more frequently during times of economic struggle or prosperity.  As previously 

mentioned, American families are intimately connected to the United States economy; it is 

through their financial decisions that the economy becomes either prosperous or 

disastrous (Creed, 2000).  When addressing the country during the last 11 recessions, 

presidential tone declined in usage of familial terms with the average speech during these 

economic struggles containing .13904% references (see Figure 5). The 75 collected 
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speeches made during times of economic recession were more widely given by 

Republicans, who made 60 of the total number. Regardless of Republican domination of  

 
Figure 4  Effects of War, Peace, International and Domestic Events on Familial Rhetoric 

this speech category, there was little difference between the referencing of familial terms 

during times of recession within the two parties (see Figure 5).  Some recessions 

overlapped presidencies and spread across political parties, which may indicate why there 

is such a strong similarity between parties discourse during economic recessions; both 

Eisenhower and Kennedy governed during the recession from 1960-1961; the Nixon and 

Ford administrations were both in power throughout the 1973-1975 recession; and Bush 

’43 and Obama each endured the late 2007 recession that persists today. 

During times of economic stability or prosperity, the number of familial references 

increased to .20925% within each speech (see Figure 5).  However, during any speech on 

the economy, whether during a period of recession or growth, presidents relied on family 

terms far more heavily in order to keep the family interested and confident in their ability 

to invest in the American economy (see Figure 5).  Democrats spoke more frequently on 

families during economic addresses, however both parties showed significant increases 

referencing families in .25952% of their speeches on the economy (see Figure 5).  As 

shown in the “Other” category of Figure 5, during speeches addressing domestic and 

foreign issues not related to the economy, family was referenced nearly half as frequently, 

found in .15471% of each speech. 
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Figure 5  Percentage of Familial Terms Used During Different Historical Moments and by 
Different Parties 

 
RQ 3:  How have both parties capitalized on recognizable rhetorical tokens, such as the 

popularized “family values”? What other family tokens have been created and dominantly 

used in political discourse? 

 Throughout this collection of presidential rhetoric, family discourse has been 

highlighted in many different ways.  One way to noticeably connect to the American 

populace within this formal and educated discourse has been to address the more 

simplistic yet important idea of families – but how exactly do presidents refer to these 

families?  To ascertain this information, 306 speeches were examined and nine familial 

tokens were collected.  These tokens were found by obtaining concordances for each 

speech within all four forums of discourse, and taking note of the words that were 

frequently paired alongside “family” or “families.”  The nine tokens included variations of 

the following rhetorical slogans:  “Family values,” “military families,” “strengthen the 

family” or “strong families,” “American families,” “low-income families” or “poor families,” 

“working families,” “typical” or “average families,” “the family of nations,” and “our 

families.”  While these tokens did not always appear side-by-side, through analyzing the 



Familial Terms in Presidential Rhetoric 

 39 

15-word concordances2

 The “family values” campaign of the early 1990s saw a significant rise in not only the 

token slogan appearing in presidential rhetoric, but also general discussions about the 

values of Americans and their families.  In 1992, this rhetorical tool exploded in popularity 

during Republican campaign speeches, with the party even dubbing one of their national 

convention nights “Family Values Night” (Arnold & Weisberg, 1996, p. 200).  Within the 

more formalized rhetoric of presidencies following campaign season, the discussion of 

values persisted.  Rhetoric on the influence of values on family structure occurred within 

31 speeches in this collection.  30 of these speeches occurred from the time of Reagan to 

Bush ‘43 (see Figure 6).  While these references were found within only 10% of the 

collected speeches, the recent rise in popularity signifies a unique discussion of the 

American family and its inherent values occurring from the time of Reagan onward. 

 gathered for each speech category, these words appeared within 

this context in a relatable manner (see Figure 7). 

 
Figure 6  Number of Speeches That Use the Family Values Token By Party and Speech 
Forum 

While the strategic rhetoric of “family values” has been discussed most rigorously 

in literature, the most popular token within this research was the commonplace 

references to the “American family.”  Nearly every president from Truman to Obama, with 
                                                        
2 Concordances gather each selected term (famil* or child*) mentioned in a particular 
speech and display the 15-words that come before the selected terms use and the 15-words 
that come after. 
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the exception of Eisenhower, made use of this phrase when addressing the public.  60% of 

references to this slogan were made during State of the Union addresses, as presidents 

sought to gather the electorate into one unified “family” in order to assure the public that 

the “three branches of government abide and… abide by one another” (p. 79) within their 

own political family (Hart et al., 2005).  In a similar fashion, 40 references were made by 

collaborating the collective reference “our” with the famil* term.  Throughout the 

references to “our families,” presidents connect with the American family on a personal 

level, suggesting that they too are a part of the common family struggle, and that in fact 

there are shared values between the president and his people. 

 Another frequent token popularized by presidents, especially during wartime or 

international addresses, were references to “military families” – their sacrifices, losses, 

and need for support.  This token appeared within 18% of speeches, and dominated the 

rhetoric of Bush ‘43’s presidency as he continually addressed the families of soldiers 

fighting in both Afghanistan and Iraq (see Figure 7).  Truman also frequently gave praise 

to the military families of soldiers in combat during both World War II and the Korean 

War.  The lowest amount of references came during the Vietnam War, when Johnson never 

referenced the families of soldiers and Nixon did only twice (see Figure 7). 

Clinton had a token nearly all to himself during his administration, the call for 

“strengthening” the American family or building “strong families.”  These token phrases 

were used within 61% of his addresses, while the three other presidents who highlighted 

this rhetoric paled in comparison – Carter only referenced this “strengthening” in 12% of 

his speeches, Reagan in nearly 10%, and Bush ‘41 in almost 16%.  Clinton’s administration 

used familial terms most frequently, and it is therefore no surprise that he too delivered 

the most number of token phrases in regards to the socially conscious and politically 

relevant concept of family.  He also popularized the discourse of “working families” as a 

target for political legislation, referencing the need to care for these specific hard-working 

families in 90% of his addresses.  Prior to the popularization of Clinton’s “working 

families,” most families that fell into this socioeconomic category were referred to as “low-

income” or “poor families.”  85% of the references to these “low-income families” occurred 

prior to Clinton’s administration, when “working families” became a more politically 

correct phrasing. 
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Another token that has stirred the mind of many family scholars is the continued 

reference to “typical” or “average families” within presidential rhetoric.  These tokens 

appeared within nearly 8% of the collected speeches and there appeared to be no 

significant trend in rises or falls within the popularity of these terms.  Instead, every 

president, with the exception of Eisenhower and Johnson, referred to these “average 

families” relatively similarly – with a small range from four references under Reagan to 

one reference during Bush ‘41 and Obama’s presidencies.  As the family has evolved so 

significantly throughout the sixty years from Truman to Obama, it might be expected that 

“typical families” are no longer the primary population highlighted by presidents, 

especially since this “typical family” has experienced so much change itself, making it far 

more “atypical” than in the past.  Through this research, however, it appeared to be a well-

used token to address the (perhaps imagined) “majority” of American families. 

 
Figure 7  “Military Family” References Within Presidential Rhetoric  

 The final token used least frequently within this research was presidential 

references to the “family of nations.”  While this phrase only appeared 12 times throughout 

the entire speech collection, it pointed to the diverse use of “family” within presidential 

rhetorical traditions.  Usually, families are referred to as nouns – a unit of close-knit people 

who are affected by the government, and in turn do their share to effect the government.  

But in this case, family is used as an adjective to describe a close group of nations who 

interact so frequently and peacefully with each other that they may be called a “family” in 
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their own right.  Reagan used this phrase most frequently, calling on the “family of nations” 

four times throughout his rhetoric.  The multi-faceted nature of the word “family” is 

apparent throughout presidential discourse, and this adjectival usage occurs more than 

once in order to enhance rhetoric and capture the attention of the word.  For example, 

Kennedy and Eisenhower both used “family” in an entirely new manner as they addressed 

the pressing issues of nuclear warfare that weighed heavily on their presidencies by 

referring to America’s “family of missiles.”    

 
Figure 8 References Made to Prominent Family Tokens Within Presidential Rhetoric 

Within the 2022 familial references examined throughout this research, the 340 

highlighted tokens composed 16.81503 % of the references made to familial terms.  These 

340 references to family tokens are broken down in Figure 8 in order to display which 

terms were most popularly coupled with “family.”   Through this research, the continued 

usage of these popularized, sound-byte slogans has been shown for its ability to allow 

politicians to create identifiable and popularized tokens that can serve multiple purposes 

by appealing to particular subgroups or promoting distinctive policies. 

 

Hypotheses 

H 1:  The word “family” has heightened in popularity over the last 20 years, but it has been 

strategically used throughout the modern presidencies from Truman to Obama in order to 

capture the public’s attention. 
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 This hypothesis was found to be true within the research conducted.  While the 

percentage of these familial terms increased from Reagan to Obama markedly, they were 

also found within the speeches of Truman to Carter.  Figure 1 shows the increasing trend 

clearly as it outlines the percentage of familial terms used within State of the Union 

addresses from Truman to Obama.  As we can see from this graph, while there is a 

significant rise in references over the last 30 years, there were also peaks during the 

Johnson and Ford administrations that indicate this strategic tool for rhetoric has been 

used before to capture public attention. 

H 2a:  The use of the word “family” fluctuates based on the international and domestic events 

occurring during a particular presidency. 

 This hypothesis is addressed in Figure 4, which shows a significant increase in 

references to familial terms during addresses on domestic events.  While family terms are 

used during times of international struggle at a significant percentage, this research found 

that these words are found twice as much during domestic speeches, where both famil* 

and child* were referenced with much higher percentages.  Figure 5 also highlights the 

changing usage of familial terms depending on current domestic events of economic 

recession or prosperity. 

H 2b:  The word “family” will be more prominently used during times of economic struggle 

than economic prosperity. 

 Within Figure 5 we can see that this hypothesis did not hold true.  While it is 

important to address families during times of economic struggle as they may be losing faith 

in the economic system of the country, they are referenced more prominently during 

moments of prosperity or stability when presidents can highlight the economic successes 

of their administration. 

H 2c:  Families will be focused on more heavily during times of domestic struggle rather than 

international struggle. 

 This hypothesis is shown through comparing Figures 4 and 5.  While families are 

referenced within roughly .14% of speeches during times of economic recession, they are 

referred to in nearly the same amount during times of war, roughly .15% (see Figure 5).  

This comparison shows that this hypothesis is not true, but in fact, both moments of 

struggle emphasize familial terms in almost equal amounts.  
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H 2d:  Wartime moves familial terms out of the spotlight, though there is a rise in references 

specifically to “military families.”  Peacetime allows more opportunities for social change and 

therefore the word “family” appears more. 

 As shown in Figure 5, families and children are mentioned more during times of 

peace, when domestic issues can be looked at more intently, rather than times of war, 

when presidential attention shifts overseas.  Figure 7 takes aim at the rise in “military 

family” rhetoric, which we can see fluctuates based on presidency and war.  The significant 

rise in references to “military families” during the recent wars of Afghanistan and Iraq 

show that while wartime rhetoric uses less familial terms in comparison to peacetime 

rhetoric, there is significant usage of this token phrase. 

H 3a:  Recently, the Republicans have capitalized on the token “family values,” but the 

Democrats have connected the word “family” with value-laden rhetoric for strategic purposes 

equally as much. 

 The results presented in Figure 6 show that Republicans reference “family values” 

more often than Democrats.  However, while the token has been nearly branded a 

conservative term, Democrats too have capitalized on its rhetorical value as seen in the 

prevalence of their usage alongside Republicans (see Figure 6).   

H 3b:  The rhetorical value of “family” is substantial, and because of this, politicians often use 

the word to create popularized tokens within their own administrative discourse. 

 Figure 8 illustrates the usage of family tokens within political rhetoric.  We can see 

from this pie chart and the subsequent statistics that politicians have capitalized on these 

tokens in their own ways.  Dominant tokens are used within nearly 17% of family 

references.  We also found that individual administrations have created their own 

popularized tokens. For example, Clinton’s frequent usage of “strengthening families” or 

the initial dominance of “family values” rhetoric by Reagan.  While these tokens do not 

comprise the majority of family references, they are used dominantly within the discourse, 

most often as “American families,” “military families,” and “our family.” 

 

Discussion 

The Future Discussion on Families in Political Rhetoric 
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 While the research done in this study gained important insight into the rhetorical 

tools of presidents with regard to family and children, far more research can be completed 

on the subject.  Throughout this study, three topics for future research have arisen – First, 

what about the presence of other familial terms, or “kin terms,” within presidential 

rhetoric?  Would these significantly increase the incidence of family-based rhetoric in 

presidential discourse and impact the feelings of the voting population?  Second, if 

campaign addresses were included – how would this information vary?  Would familial 

terms be used even more dominantly as presidents and their challengers head on the road 

seeking interest and support from everyday Americans?  And lastly, do presidents actually 

understand the composition of the American family? Or are they still discussing, legislating, 

and honoring the “traditional” nuclear family that is losing its power and prominence 

rapidly within this country?    

Familial Rhetoric and Kin Terms 

As frequently as presidents speak to their electorate on “family” and “children” they 

also speak about mothers and fathers; husbands and wives; sisters and brothers; sons and 

daughters; grandmothers and grandfathers; child care, pre-school, higher education; 

marriage and pregnancy.  All of these terms appear within rhetoric and are another 

component to the discussion on familial rhetoric within presidential discourse.  Garst & 

Bodenhausen (1996) discuss the impact of what they called “kin-related rhetoric” on the 

American electorate and the possibilities of these terms incurring separate processing 

routes through the brain when a listener identifies with them.  Through their research they 

find that the decision to elaborate on and scrutinize (or not) a political message depends on 

the presence of kin terms, the party preference of the listener, and the party of the speaker 

(Garst & Bodenhausen, 1996, p. 1135).  While their research focuses more on the listener, 

this research places an importance on the other side of the podium, the president.  Because 

of this focus, we could only extrapolate information on why presidents have begun to use 

more and more familial terms in their rhetoric – it must mean that listeners are 

responding.  However, a more inclusive and extensive study could not only include the 

presence of far more kin-terms, but also obtain an analysis from listeners in a similar 

fashion to Garst & Bodenhausen (1996).  From this information, the strategic motivations 
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behind political rhetoric could be more broadly discussed based on what it is the listeners 

indicate they are looking for within a presidential speech. 

The Influence of Campaign Rhetoric 

 After Bush ‘41 lost the 1992 re-election on the platform of “family values,” it was 

possible that this rhetoric could have dissipated.  As Arnold & Weisberg (1996) state, “A 

particular campaign can open up a sociodemographic and attitudinal fissure only for it to 

close up before the next election” (p. 215).  While our findings did not show the value-laden 

rhetoric on families to dissipate after Bush ‘41 lost the campaign, it is possible that our 

research lost some valuable information on familial rhetoric by not including campaign 

addresses.  As the heat of the “family values” campaign came during the electoral season, 

many prominent addresses made by Bush ‘41 and Clinton as well, were left out of the 

speech collection.  On the same note, other moments of heightening familial references 

between Truman to Reagan may too have been lost due to the exclusion of campaign 

speeches.  Campaign seasons often include the most highly viewed speeches by presidents 

and candidates as the 24-hour media stream becomes fully focused on the country’s 

opinions and candidate’s statements.  Nankani (2004) states that “in the months preceding 

an election, presidential candidates spend hours speaking directly to the American public 

about their visions for the nation’s future” (p. 9) and some of the most prominent discourse 

includes popularized metaphors.  As the candidates seek out the popular vote, they use 

many different rhetorical tactics to win over the populace – one of which may be making 

strong appeals to the diverse and powerful institution of families.  Through including 

convention addresses and campaign debates in this data collection, familial terms could be 

tracked for their ability to persuade the public during the months leading up to the most 

important political moment of a presidency: the election. 

The Question of “Who” Within the American Family 

While we examined the use of familial rhetoric within this study, it was not possible 

to understand if presidents speaking to “typical” or “average families” actually understood 

who those families were comprised of.  However, to compare presidential rhetoric that uses 

token phrases honoring the “traditional” family together with the legislation on families 
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during that particular time period could yield interesting results.  As previously stated, 

scholars today remain adamant that family policy in the United States is not “in tune” with 

the electorate.  Tankersley (2008) suggests that nuclear family policy stemmed directly 

from Roosevelt’s New Deal, which sought to protect families comprised of father, mother, 

and minor children from encountering “economic hardship” and ensuring that “young 

children or elderly woman who had lost their main breadwinner to death” could still 

receive support (p. 24).  Because of this indelible connection that brought the nuclear 

family and the economy together, “nuclear families” have become “the standard unit of 

analysis for economic and social policy” (p. 24) and remain known as the “typical American 

Family” (Tankersley, 2008). 

While the “average” family continues to be referred to, as we saw within this study’s 

examination of familial tokens, Wiseman (2008) states that the “definition of family will not 

return to that which was found in earlier times” (p. 17).  Yet when addressing modern 

struggles, the idealistic 1950s home lifestyle (as depicted often throughout the popular 

media) has continued to permeate political rhetoric and policy initiatives (Gring-Pemble, 

2003).  This is not to say that presidents do not understand the complications of divorce, 

cohabiting couples, same-sex marriages, and multi-generational families, but rather that 

the government most often suggests through policy the notion that “‘intact’ families are the 

best family form” (Gring-Pemble, 2003, p. 483).  After all, every first family from Truman to 

Obama have represented this traditional ideal, with the exception of Reagan who was 

divorced once before becoming head of household in a more traditional family.  With the 

public eye on the “average families” leading the nation, throughout most of modern history, 

legislative actions affecting families have been modeled after “the anachronistic nuclear 

family” (p. 46) upon which “all families are often judged” (Bachman, 2008, p. 46).   

The ever-changing family impacts, or should impact, presidential policy and rhetoric 

as each administration is presented with differing social concerns.  Without making the 

“pragmatic adjustments” to family policy “based on the new reality of American families” 

(p. 27), politicians face never becoming disillusioned by the statistical figures of who 

comprises the American family, preventing necessary public policies from actively 

addressing these same concerns (Tankersley, 2008).  Yet why is it that politicians continue 

to address this unrealistic structure?  Future research could look at whether this is due to a 
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drive to restore the typical American family; the ease in which the nuclear family can be 

legislated; a party’s desire to promote specific ideals; or finally and more simply, out-of-

touch political policymakers. 

Concluding Discussions on the Findings Within This Research 

 Throughout the findings presented in this study, it has become clear that the social 

fabric of the United States – the American family – has found a way to command the 

attention of modern presidents and build its reputation as the backbone of our society.  As 

presidents gain access to the public through increased media distribution, they understand 

the rhetorical capacity they have been given on the nation’s “pulpit” to capture the hearts of 

Americans.  Simon & Ostrom (1989) state that this forum “supplies the opportunity to 

focus public attention, cultivate public support, and use it to acquire leverage over 

competing decision makers” (p. 61).  With the formidable power of the American family to 

support the economy and promote the collective values of the United States as laid out in 

the Constitution, it is no surprise that Nixon remarked:  “We believe in the family as the 

keystone of the community” (State of the Union, 1972), or Reagan stated:  “Families stand at 

the center of our society” (State of the Union, 1984).  Throughout this research, these 

statements were acknowledged and documented as familial terms appearing in all arenas 

of presidential rhetoric including Inaugural, State of the Union, Primetime, and Farewell 

addresses.  These terms are used in a multiplicity of functions in order to make convincing 

political arguments, gather a cohesive electorate, acknowledge particular moments in 

history, mourn the losses of fellow Americans, and promote the promise for a better future.  

Regardless of how the words of “family” and “children” are strategically used, they have 

consistently appeared in presidential discourse across party lines, unifying and stimulating 

the minds and hearts of our diverse society. 

The Purposeful Goals of Family Terms Throughout Presidential Rhetoric   

 According to Lim (2002), there has been an increasing amount of “people-oriented” 

(p. 339) rhetoric within modern presidencies, as orators “have discovered the endearing 

effect that familial references have on their auditors” (p. 339).  By addressing families and 

children, presidents bring these large-scale national addresses down to a more manageable 
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and personal level.  While political jargon remains liberally incorporated into most 

presidential speeches, the simplistic usage of familial language helps listeners move past 

large-scale confusion, allowing them to easily identify the essential points that relate to 

themselves and their families.  Hart et al. (2005) suggest that because the “government is 

so complex, it daunts the rhetorical imagination” (p. 79); this complexity leaves those in 

power susceptible to using common-place words, such as “family,” to “[render the 

government] whole” and accessible (p. 79). 

As we examine the collections of State of the Union, Inaugural, Farewell, and 

Primetime addresses, the previous statement by Lim (2002) becomes increasingly true.  

While the rise in family rhetoric increased in the early 1990s, as Cloud (1998) previously 

explained, presidents long before Clinton and Bush ‘41 utilized familial terminology in 

order to create a bond between themselves and their constituents.  To look further into 

this, we will separately examine the actual usage of familial terms during different 

moments of national and international importance – through times of economic struggle, 

prosperity, wartime, peacetime, national and international crisis, and more simplistic 

domestic discourse – within the categories of ritualized and Primetime addresses. 

State of the Union Addresses 

 State of the Union addresses are in fact “mandated by Article II, Section 3 of the 

United States Constitution,” which requests that the President inform Congress each year, 

either in written or oral form, about the nation’s current state, while asking the members to 

help in moving along “measures… [that] he shall judge necessary and expedient” (Peters, 

2010, American Presidency Project).  Within the past sixty years, this ritual has most often 

become an oral tradition (rather than a written statement), allowing for increasing public 

intrigue and access (Peters, 2010).  This oral delivery has also been seen as a defining 

factor between the “modern” versus “traditional” presidency (Herbst, 2007).  Today, these 

speeches are thought of as “the presidents’ most significant rhetorical venue” (p. 367) as 

they continually “attract a large public audience [as] presidents are known to strategically 

schedule them so as to maximize their viewing audience” (Cummins, 2008, p. 367).  For 

these reasons, State of the Union addresses are a particularly important forum to assess in 
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order to understand and take note of familial terminology used to address a captivated 

audience during many different political climates.   

Before analyzing the State of the Union addresses made from Truman to Obama, it is 

important to note those “modern” presidents who made an exception to the rule and did 

not deliver their speech orally to a live audience.  Truman’s first and last State of the Union 

addresses in 1946 and 1953 were written as the transition into all-oral addresses was still 

relatively new since the time of F.D. Roosevelt (Peters, 2010).  In 1956, Eisenhower’s 

address was originally written and subsequently delivered to the public over the radio in a 

speech that highlighted the most important points of the written address (Peters, 2010).  

Eisenhower’s 1961 address, Nixon’s 1973 address and Carter’s 1981 address were also 

written (Hart et al., 2005; Peters, 2010).  While the public had access to the words of these 

presidents, and some presidents gave brief recaps of their plan to the public, they were not 

as widely distributed, which is important to acknowledge considering their presence in our 

collection. 

As previously mentioned, these addresses have typically been feverishly critiqued 

and fervently discussed by modern media pundits and average citizens.  According to the 

Nielsen Wire that monitors television ratings, more than 52 million Americans tuned in to 

watch President Obama’s first State of the Union address, which fares lower in comparison 

to the nearly 67 million viewers who watched as Clinton delivered his 1993 address (The 

Nielsen Company, 2010).  (To draw a modern comparison, this number significantly 

surpasses the 28 million Americans who watched Game 7 of the 2010 NBA Finals, but 

dwarfs in comparison to the 106.5 million viewers who tuned into the 2010 Super Bowl 

(The Nielsen Company, 2010).  It is through these prominent speeches that “the president 

is able to speak to the people and… seek to convince them that he is on their side” (Teten, 

2007, p. 674).  In his article on the affect of presidential rhetoric, Teten (2007) discusses 

the importance of the State of the Union address “to [not only] promote [the president’s] 

policy initiatives… [but also to] use popular address rhetoric” (p. 680) to appeal to modern 

listeners.  Through this current analysis, we can see legislative terminology coupled with 

the more everyday, appealing rhetoric of families so that listeners can identify and believe 

that the president has “the interests of the greater whole in mind” (Teten, 2007, p. 674).  



Familial Terms in Presidential Rhetoric 

 51 

Throughout the analysis of the last 68 State of the Union addresses, we can see 

common themes in the way presidents directly and purposely focus on the policies of 

families and their children.  Within the legislative and emotional rhetoric of State of the 

Union addresses, presidents underscore their goals of helping families and children 

through economic struggles; support the promise for future promotion of educational 

endeavors; acknowledge family health concerns and access to healthcare; support military 

families and their veterans, especially during wartime; and highlight the promise that the 

government understands and holds as top priority the concerns and needs of this 

important and unique collection of Americans who exist within the family unit.  These 

concerns are broad, all-encompassing, and naturally vary in specific detail depending on 

the time of the address and the events facing the nation at that particular moment.  

However, these main themes can be found in nearly every State of the Union address from 

1946 onward.  

Within Truman’s 1948 State of the Union, nearly all of these themes were addressed 

as he called on Congress to act on the economic downturn that families during this era 

were experiencing.  Throughout the eight mentions of “family” and “families” in this speech, 

Truman pointed out the disastrous effects of inflation on the family and the increasing 

poverty that was sweeping into the homes of “one-fifth of our families [who] now have 

average annual incomes of less than $850” (Truman, 1948, State of the Union).  He 

reassured the American people that the government “must see that every American family 

has a decent home” and also called on Congress to address the struggles of farm families 

who were only just beginning “to catch up with the standards of living enjoyed by those in 

the cities” (Truman, 1948).  In regards to education, Truman made a bold and firm claim: 

“It is deplorable that in a Nation as rich as ours there are millions of children who do not 

have adequate schoolhouses or enough teachers for a good elementary or secondary 

education” (Truman, 1948).  Through these references, we can see how members of an 

American family watching this address, whether impoverished, struggling in the inflated 

economy, or living in a dilapidated school district, would feel a connection to this president 

and believe that their government was working to meet their grave and pressing needs. 

Other presidential addresses have delivered strong messages on more than just 

legislative needs for families, but have also used familial terms to relay an air of promise for 
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the future, a message that government can in fact work for them as Teten (2007) suggests.  

Through phrases that call on our nation’s patriotism and proud history, or words that could 

be interpreted as a public-advertisement for America, politicians can gather the electorate 

at an optimal time when the majority of the nation is holding onto their every word.  

Eisenhower used familial terms in 1956 to encourage Americans to believe in the political 

system: 

We must walk ever in the knowledge that we are enriched by a heritage earned 
in the labor and sacrifice of our forebears; that, for our children’s children, we 
are trustees of a great Republic and a time-tested political system; that we 
prosper as a cooperating member of the family of nations. 

In Nixon’s 1981 State of the Union, he similarly called on Americans to consider the 

country they want their children to inherit and experience, using emotional discourse 

while saying: 

Let us leave a heritage as they did – not just for our children but for millions of 
yet unborn – of a nation where every American will have a chance not only to 
live in peace and to enjoy prosperity and opportunity but to participate in a 
system of government where he knows not only his votes but his ideas count. 

 In these highlights from Eisenhower’s and Nixon’s State of the Union addresses, the 

children of America, as well as their children’s children, are referenced in order to inject 

emotion into the powerful connection between family and an effective, trustworthy 

government.  Reagan and Clinton both drew similar appeals to American families, asking 

them to trust that the government would work for them.  Acknowledging the need for 

families to be understood and represented within politics, both presidents took the stage of 

their State of the Union addresses to expose the pressing need for politicians to consider 

the families when discussing legislation.  In 1988, Reagan stated:  “But let us make certain 

that the family is always at the center of the public policy process not just in this 

administration but in all future administrations” (Reagan, 1988, State of the Union).  

Clinton similarly outlined his 1993 “National Plan” to Congress, commenting on the need to 

“[change] the rhetoric of the past into the actions of the present by honoring work and 

families in every part of our public decision-making” (Clinton, 1993, State of the Union).  By 

incorporating families into the political frame of reference and highlighting the need for 

policies to be sensitive to the desires of the nation’s family, both presidents appealed to 

their listeners who were hopefully inspired and assured.  However, as the line continued to 
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blur between the public and private family and what government can and cannot do for the 

personal institution, Bush ‘43’s 2001 State of the Union made sure to note that the 

“government should never stand in the way of families achieving their dreams” (Bush ‘43, 

2001, State of the Union).  While the rhetoric of Reagan and Clinton remains, and the 

government considers the effects of policies on America’s families, we are reminded of 

Bush ‘43’s clarification about this hand of government on private lives never extending too 

far a grasp and must question how future administrations will respond. 

 Obama’s most recent State of the Union called on yet another strategic use of 

familial language, utilizing the word “family” to resonate with Americans by metaphorically 

symbolizing the government as a family in its own right.  He remarked:  “Like any cash-

strapped family, we will work within a budget to invest in what we need and sacrifice what 

we don’t” (Obama, 2010, State of the Union).  With this simple phrase, American families 

struggling through a devastated economy and war-torn nation gain perspective on the 

similar struggles of the current government.  Yet this strategic rhetoric did not originate 

within the Obama administration.  In Bush ‘43’s first State of the Union he similarly 

addressed the American economy and governmental struggles by saying: “We should 

approach our Nation’s budget as any prudent family would, with a contingency fund for 

emergencies or additional spending needs” (Bush ‘43, 2001, State of the Union). 

 Throughout this analysis of State of the Union addresses, familial terms are seen as 

strategic tools that capture voters’ attention and connect with their concerns and desires.  

In Cloud’s (1998) article, she cites McGee’s (1980) definition of an ideograph, noting it as 

“an ordinary-language term found in political discourse” (p. 389).  Within the ideographs of 

“family” and “children,” one can see how utilizing “ordinary” familial terms can 

immediately “evoke near-universal and rapid identification within a culture” (p. 389) from 

the millions of viewers searching for the understandable and relevant words relayed from 

their president into their homes (Cloud, 1998).  This apparent rhetorical tradition of “rapid 

identification” through familial terms has been an evolving strategy.  From the 1940s until 

today, there is clear evidence that both political parties acknowledge the importance of the 

family within their rhetoric in order to gain support and resonate with voters.  In 

commenting on the importance of presidential rhetoric, Nankani’s (2004) notes that 

“rhetoric is not so much about conveying emotions and ideas… as it is about evoking 
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emotions and responses” (p. 8).   Within this study, it appears that modern presidents have 

been able to increase the value of rhetoric through familial terms by not only using this 

powerful tool to engender emotional and identifiable responses from the nation, but also to 

do what Nankani (2004) suggests is not as important, convey their policy and legislative 

ideas to the American public in a manageable and meaningful way. 

Inaugural & Farewell Addresses 

  Inaugural and Farewell addresses work to create memorable rhetoric that focuses 

less on legislative language and more prominently on flowery, even pedantic, discourse.  

Through these addresses, presidents attempt to promote a collective consciousness from 

the American public that, in the case of an Inaugural address, they made the right choice by 

electing this particular president to office, or, in the case of a Farewell address, they should 

be content with the work that was accomplished over the last four to eight years.  

Regardless of their specific goals, presidential speakers are usually capable of turning these 

highly public addresses into forums where they can deliver memorable token phrases or 

sound-bytes for the media and public indulgers.  In her study on the ability of Inaugural 

addresses to relay national identity, Beasley (2001) suggests that these speeches often 

serve a “didactic function” whereby the president can “promote certain basic 

understandings of U.S. political culture that can transcend their own personal agendas or 

partisan views” (p. 175).  After citing an article by Hart (1984), Beasley (2001) suggests 

that this discourse, in fact, “teaches American culture to its listeners, consistently 

reminding them how they ought to know or believe” (as cited in Beasley, 2001, p. 175).  In 

the 1965 Inaugural address of Johnson, the president utilized a parental-sounding 

educational approach to highlight the ever-changing world:  “Even now, a rocket moves 

toward Mars.  It reminds us that the world will not be the same for our children, or even for 

ourselves in a short span of years” (Johnson, 1965, Inaugural Address).  He recalled this 

same rocket imagery later in the speech, remarking: 

Think of our world as it looks from that rocket that is heading toward Mars.  
It is like a child’s globe, hanging in space, the continent stuck to its side like the 
colored maps.  We are all fellow passengers on a dot of earth.  And each of us, in 
the span of time, has really only a moment among our companions. 
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 This imagery of space and time that Johnson reflected on is inline with the 

aeronautical adventures and achievements that occurred within his presidency, but the 

familial terms point to something more than just illustrations of the country’s success 

beyond the Earth.  These references incorporate children into the exciting imagery of 

space, in the hopes of teaching the youth of America about their valued culture and the 

promising opportunities available to them if they venture beyond the limits. 

 In Beasley’s (2001) article on how American “ideals have been explained and 

promoted to the American people by specific political actors” (p. 170), she remarks that 

regardless of the diverse, heterogeneous make-up of the American democracy, shared 

ideologies exist.  Beasley (2001) focuses on Inaugural addresses in her study, but similar 

findings could be found within the Farewell addresses of presidents, who are similarly 

looking to remind Americans of “the presence of collective needs and goals” (p. 180).  Due 

to the often tumultuous, incensed, even contestable elections of the past 60 years, Beasley 

(2001) suggests, “presidential inaugurals may be a sorely needed message of national 

unity” (p. 180).  Within Reagan’s 1989 Farewell address, we can see this unifying bipartisan 

approach that appealed to the youth, families, and this notion of national unity; it is in fact 

within this speech that he famously referred to John Winthrop’s description of the United 

States as “a shining city on a hill,” a description that few Americans would care to contest.  

The didactic nature of this Farewell address goes beyond the implicit language of 

education, with Reagan making a direct appeal to the families and children of America: 

And let me offer lesson number one about America: All great change in America 
begins at the dinner table.  So, tomorrow night in the kitchen I hope the talking 
begins.  And children, if your parents haven’t been teaching you what it means 
to be an American, let ‘em know and nail ‘em on it.  That would be a very 
American thing to do. 

 In this same speech, Reagan discussed the “great tradition of warnings in 

Presidential farewells,” a decision by outbound presidents to avoid focusing on the policies 

of their past, but the delicate promise for the future (Reagan, 1989, Farewell Address).  

Reagan began this warning by remarking on his feelings of accomplishment in “the 

resurgence of national pride that [he] called the new patriotism,” but continued to question 

whether or not we were “doing a good enough job teaching our children what America is 

and what she represents in the long history of the world” (Reagan, 1989).  The importance 
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of national identity and the value of education are reflected prominently in this speech, 

which connects Reagan’s Farewell intimately to Beasley’s (2001) research on the ability for 

presidents to collect the American electorate into a unified public, all striving to achieve the 

same lesson laid out for them by the president – even if it is just for a moment. 

 According to Hart et al. (2005), Inaugural and Farewell addresses serve a specific 

purpose in “bring[ing] together the outgoing and incoming administrations on the steps of 

the Capitol” (p. 79).  During the Inaugural addresses of Clinton, he prefaced his 

presidencies by emphasizing the importance of the public’s upcoming job that would go 

hand-in-hand with his own.  Through highlighting the importance of the people and their 

subsequent actions during any presidency, he afforded himself the opportunity to hold the 

American people and their families accountable, just as they could hold him responsible in 

a similar manner.  In 1993, he stated: “Let us all take more responsibility for not only 

ourselves and our families, but for our communities and our country” (Clinton, 1993, 

Inaugural Address).  This call on the nation’s people was nearly duplicated in his 1997 

address:  “Each and every one of us, in our own way, must assume personal responsibility 

not only for ourselves and our families but for our neighbors and our Nation” (Clinton, 

1997, Inaugural Address).  As his administration came to a close, Clinton wrapped up with 

a common theme found within Farewell addresses:  The strategic decision to ignite the 

American people with a feeling of individual responsibility for the good that was achieved 

over the past four to eight years.  After insisting on personal responsibility from Americans 

during his Inaugurals, he ultimately thanked his populace for their ability to stand up to his 

requests.  During his 2001 Farewell address, Clinton continually used familial terms to 

thank Americans for their support throughout his presidency.  Clinton utilized the dramatic 

forum of the Farewell address to include his own emotional appeal to American voters: 

This has been a time of dramatic transformation, and you have risen to every 
new challenge.  You have made our social fabric stronger, our families are 
healthier and safer, our people more prosperous… Working together, America 
has done well.  Our economy is breaking records…. The lowest unemployment in 
30 years, the highest homeownership ever… Our families and communities  
are stronger. 

 This acknowledgement of the American people and the boost of confidence given to 

the nation’s “strong families” is a strategic and successful one.  Through this rhetoric, 
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Clinton provided not only a clear wrap-up of his administration that satisfied Americans, 

but also encouraged them to maintain this era of family health and stability in the future.  

This appreciation of the public democracy can also be strategically used to assure 

American’s that the government will never become too large or too controlling.  We see 

within these addresses this common theme of success in the promise to maintain a balance 

between government and individuality, in order to remind the American people, as Barack 

Obama did in his 2009 Inaugural Address, that: 

For as much as Government can do and must do, it is ultimately the faith and 
determination of the American people upon which this Nation relies… It is the 
firefighter’s courage to storm a stairway filled with smoke, but also a parent’s 
willingness to nurture a child, that finally decides our fate. 

 Obama’s Inaugural address was delivered to a nation at war on foreign soil and 

disintegrating domestically at the hands of the economy.  By removing some (albeit not 

much) power from the government in this speech, Obama emphasized parents and their 

families, reminding Americans of the good they have done, the determination they have 

had, and the promises they have made on their own without the government’s support, 

which must be continued in order for the Nation to survive such struggles. 

Primetime Addresses to the Nation 

 In referring to the successes of presidential televised addresses, Welch (2003) cuts 

straight to the point: “One of the president’s most conspicuous and potentially powerful 

uses of the bully pulpit is the televised address to the nation” (p. 347).  With this phrase, 

Welch (2003) taps in on the many successes and downfalls of these Primetime presidential 

addresses.  The previously discussed ritualized addresses are all anticipated by the public 

at particular times of year, designed to fulfil certain expectations.  Primetime addresses, 

however, can often creep up on unsuspecting Americans hoping to tune into So You Think 

You Can Dance, and instead finding a somber president speaking about a national issue.  Yet 

these addresses are not always unexpected or ineffectual, as Welch (2003) agrees on their 

“tremendous” ability to “influence public opinion” (p. 347).  One can see this in effect when 

looking at the rhetorical events that took place after September 11, 2001.  Prior to the 

attacks, on September 7, 2001, Gallup Polls measured Bush ‘43 having a 51% approval 

rating.  However, by September 21, his rating skyrocketed to 90%, marking the highest it 
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would be his entire presidency (www.gallup.com).  Many contribute this jump to his 

Primetime address on September 20, 2001 that was widely viewed across the nation and 

the world.  The speech was appropriately emotional and impassioned while relaying the 

correct air of confidence and security that the American people needed, giving them a 

leader to look up to during frightening times.  The forums and reasons for these addresses, 

however, are not always as widely viewed and anticipated as Bush ‘43’s speech in 2001.  

Often the words of the president can get lost if they fall on the ears of an uneducated public 

unconcerned about the political state of the country.  Welch (2003) points out: “Faced with 

what many argue is an uninformed and inattentive public, how effective is the president in 

using televised addresses to get the public’s attention…?”  (p. 351).  Throughout his 

research, Welch (2003) notes three separate factors that contribute to the public’s ability 

to recall these less-formal though prominent presidential addresses: “political 

participation, demographics, and different levels of exposure to an address” (p. 354).  While 

there are many factors that ultimately contribute to the listeners’ understanding of these 

addresses, there is no better forum for a national address than on television and so it 

remains a prominent activity within the presidency, which only modern presidents have 

had access to (Welch, 2003). 

 The specificity of purpose found within each Primetime address allows for 

presidents to use familial terms to address a wide range of issues.  While State of the Union 

addresses focus on specific domestic and international issues of the preceding year, current 

pressing matters and goals for the upcoming year, and Inaugural and Farewell addresses 

present a narrative that connects the evolution of presidencies together, Primetime 

addresses do not speak to a definitive, overarching goal.  Each speech varies in importance, 

topic, length, viewership, and the time-specific backdrop of current affairs.  Within these 

diverse addresses, four central themes can be detected:  Addresses on specific legislative 

decisions, both economic and social; wartime updates and hostile situations; national 

emergencies, crises, or major domestic concerns; and speeches that Simon & Ostrom 

(1989) describe as “presidentially relevant events” (p. 62). 

Legislative Rhetoric 
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 When presidents propose legislative changes to the American public, family 

becomes a primary concern.  Within the 41 Primetime addresses made on the economy by 

the last 12 presidents, bills were promoted, taxes were raised or lowered, recessions were 

discussed, and the American family was at the expense of the federal government.  Because 

of the vulnerability of families during economic struggles, presidents speaking on economic 

matters must not only justify their decisions, but also reassure the economically-essential 

family units that this decision is ultimately the best for them and their children.  During 

Truman’s 1951 speech on Inflation Controls, he called on the American family to stand 

together, stating:  “If we work together as a team… we can beat inflation, we can secure the 

defenses of this Nation and keep down the cost of living for the average family” (Radio and 

Television Report to the American People on the Need for Extending Inflation Controls, 1951).  

Kennedy similarly called on the support of families when he proposed his Tax Reduction 

Bill in 1963, concluding his speech with a direct appeal to the American family.  He 

requested:  “I strongly urge you to support this bill for your family’s sake and for your 

country’s sake” (Radio and Television Address to the Nation on the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty 

and Tax Reduction Bill, 1963).  Nixon highlighted the unity of families in 1974 during his 

address on the economy when he remarked:  “And together, we can achieve the goal that all 

of us want: the goal of full prosperity without war and without inflation for ourselves, for 

our children, and for America’s future” (Address to the Nation About Inflation and the 

Economy, 1974). 

 Another common theme that was expressed in Nixon’s quote from 1974, and 

frequently permeates presidential rhetoric during national discussions, was the promise 

that the burdens of today will not be passed down to the children of tomorrow.  In 1982, as 

Reagan proposed a new tax and budget for America, he stated: “Let’s look forward to the 

day when we begin making payments to reduce the national debt, instead of turning it all 

over to our children” (Address on Tax and Budget Legislation, 1982).  By connecting rhetoric 

to the emotions that exist among families and their children, presidents can grasp support 

for legislative goals if they promise to better the future so that the economic pains and 

parental anxieties of a particular decade will never spread to their children.  Within the 

first line of Clinton’s 1993 address on the economy, he intertwined the economic needs of 

the country with his hope for the future, stating that he was there to talk “about the serious 
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problems and the great promise of our country and the absolute necessity for change if 

we’re to secure a better future for ourselves and for our children” (Address to the Nation on 

the Economic Program, 1993). 

 While most Primetime addresses on legislation are devoted to meeting economic 

goals, there have also been speeches made on the subject of controversial social 

amendments.  During the Civil Rights Movement that spanned several presidencies, 

Kennedy and Johnson each made national addresses on the proposed, and ultimately 

signed, Civil Rights Bill.  When discussing this social legislation, Kennedy used “children” to 

highlight the topic of equality.  At the end of his address, he appealed to the parental 

emotions within any person of dissenting opinion, stating: 

As I have said before, not every child has an equal talent or an equal ability or 
an equal motivation, but they should have the equal right to develop their 
talent and their ability and their motivation, to make something of themselves. 
(Address on Civil Rights, 1963) 

 After Johnson signed the Civil Rights Bill, he sought to clarify the notion of equality 

that Kennedy had discussed.  He explained the Bill by dispelling rumors and re-asserting 

the necessity for humane, civil rights for all citizens and their children.  During a moment of 

clarity, Johnson explained:  “[The Bill] does say that the only limit to a man’s hope for 

happiness, and for the future of his children, shall be his own ability” (Remarks Upon 

Signing the Civil Rights Bill, 1964).  Through these familial references, both Kennedy and 

Johnson reminded the public that the Civil Rights Bill was passed as legislation to, most 

importantly, promote equality for the future of each and every child.  

Wartime and Hostile Rhetoric 

 During times of war and hostility, familial rhetoric is oftentimes minimized as 

presidents focus on the specific international missions over domestic concerns or social 

issues.  However, throughout the many Primetime addresses made during international 

struggles and wartime, the television address has been used to highlight families in order 

to justify military action, call on the people’s support, salute the armed forces, or honor 

those who have loved ones overseas.  As Nixon discussed his plans for peace in Southeast 

Asia during a Primetime address on the Vietnam War, he talked to a conflicted nation – one 

filled with families who lost loved ones or remained concerned about their safety overseas. 



Familial Terms in Presidential Rhetoric 

 61 

Questioning whether or not the war was just and necessary, an exhausted public who had 

been hearing of American wars overseas for their entire life-course felt great trepidation.  

As his speech concluded, Nixon remarked:  “Let us give our children what we have not had 

in this century, a chance to enjoy a generation of peace” (Address to the Nation About a New 

Initiative for Peace in Southeast Asia, 1970).  Using familial terms to address the tragedies 

and dangers of war allows for this similar theme to be repeated once again in presidential 

rhetoric: the promise for peace, and reassurance for families that – with all hope – their 

children will not be subjected to the face of war as they had been.   

 Familial terms are primarily used during wartime to emotionally appeal to listeners 

about the “necessary” decision to go to war as well as acknowledge and thank the families 

of soldiers for their continued strength and devotion to their country.  When Bush ‘41 

decided to send American troops to the Persian Gulf, he utilized both of these strategies.  As 

he highlighted the “atrocities” committed by Saddam Hussein, Bush ‘41 included the 

description of “those maimed and murdered” under Hussein’s rule as “innocent children” 

(Address to the Nation Announcing Allied Military Action in the Persian Gulf, 1991).  Using 

children within this justification for war ignites an emotional response from listeners.  

Bush ‘41 also acknowledged the strife of military families, stating:  “Tonight, as our forces 

fight, they and their families are in our prayers” (Address to the Nation Announcing Allied 

Military Action in the Persian Gulf, 1991).  In 2005, as the War on Terror continued with no 

end in sight, Bush ’43 found himself addressing a nation filled with apprehension.  Through 

his 18 Primetime addresses regarding the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, he not only 

discussed the status of combat, but the reasons for the continued presence of troops.  His 

call for support was emphasized through the frequent usage of familial rhetoric, as he 

reminded Americans: 

Many terrorists who kill innocent men, women, and children on the streets of 
Baghdad are followers of the same murderous ideology that took the lives of 
our citizens in New York… We are removing a source of violence and instability 
and laying the foundation of peace for our children and our grandchildren. 
(Address to the Nation on the War on Terror from Fort Bragg, NC, 2005) 

 Through this address, Bush ’43 was capable of using family terms to serve many 

purposes as he addressed the American people.  Through these emotional words that 
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connected with parents of all kinds, he justified the war, its causes, its necessity, and its 

promise for a better future. 

National Emergencies, Crises, or Major Domestic Concerns 

 Eight days after the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001, as previously 

mentioned Bush ‘43 delivered arguably the most notable and famous speech of his 

presidency in attempts to settle the devastated and alarmed nation.  Within this speech, 

delivered during a time of intense uncertainty, familial rhetoric was used to remind the 

American people of the continued certainty, security, and comfort within their own families 

that was so vacant from the nation.  Bush ’43 stated:  “Americans are asking: What is 

expected of us?  I ask you to live your lives, and hug your children” (Address to the Nation, 

2001).  During times of national crises and concern, families are frequently referred to as a 

foundational building block for those struggling to lean on, and those willing to help to 

focus on.  Clinton made similar appeals after the Oklahoma City bombings in 1995.  As he 

addressed the nation, he spoke to the parents watching:  “Let us teach our children that the 

God of comfort is also the God of righteousness… Let us let our own children know that we 

will stand against the forces of fear” (Time for Healing Ceremony, 1995).  After these 

devastating acts of terrorism on our own soil, with the country shaken to the core, these 

American presidents repeatedly gave direction to parents and appealed to families to 

placate the confused children of the nation in a way that no president can.  

 Other moments of national concern have come about during political scandals.  

During the Watergate investigations of Nixon and the Clinton/Lewinsky scandal, both 

presidents addressed the nation in order to relieve a different sense of concern – not one of 

pain and sorrow, but distrust and anger.  Throughout the Watergate investigations, Nixon 

made four Primetime addresses in his attempts to regain the trust of Americans, clarify 

their confusion, and attempt to put the past behind them.  In 1973, Nixon addressed the 

nation for the second time about the scandal and after attempting once again to clarify his 

innocence in the Watergate affairs, called on Americans to return their focus to something 

far more important – themselves.  Nixon stated: “Let me turn now to an issue that is 

important above all else and that is critically affecting… your life and your children’s life in 

the years to come” (Address to the Nation About the Watergate Investigations, 1973).  As 
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Nixon proceeded to list the current, pressing problems of the nation from inflation to 

national security, he tried to direct the attention of American families away from the 

scandal and onto the more important needs of themselves and their children.  Later, as 

Nixon announced his decision to resign, he once again stepped away from the dramas of 

scandal and moved to the more important issues and accomplishments of his presidency.  

He confirmed that “the world is a safer place today… and that all of our children have a 

better chance than before of living in peace rather than dying in war” (Address to the Nation 

Announcing Decision To Resign the Office of President, 1974). 

 During the Clinton administration, the Lewinsky scandal carried a different tone for 

families as the upsetting display of adultery posed a moral dilemma that parents knew 

children would question.  Prior to admitting to his wrongdoings, Clinton deemed the 

scandal as something “private” for his family to handle as it was “nobody’s business but 

[theirs]” (Statement on his Testimony Before the Grand Jury, 1998).  However, as the scandal 

increasingly became the dominant focus of the country, Clinton confessed to his adultery 

famously stating, “I have sinned” (1998).  He soon adjusted his rhetoric and spoke to 

parents about the lessons that could be learned and taught from his struggles: 

The children of this country can learn in a profound way that integrity is 
important and selfishness is wrong… I want to embody those lessons for the 
children of this country – for that little boy in Florida who came up to me and 
said that he wanted to grow up and be President and to be just like me.  I want 
the parents of all the children in America to be able to say that to their children. 
(I Have Sinned, 1998) 

 National concern has also been raised during times of pressing domestic 

environmental tragedy, from oil spills to hurricanes.  After Hurricane Katrina, Bush ’43 

gave a Primetime address in order to explain the devastation that had occurred, mourn the 

losses of those who did not survive, assure the residents of New Orleans of government 

support, and express these feelings of support on a national level, including information on 

what American families across the country could do to help.  Bush ’43 spoke of a man from 

Biloxi, Mississippi, and delivered a powerful and moving quote from a survivor that 

resonated into the homes of millions:  “I lost my house, and I lost my cars, but I still got my 

family, and I still got my spirit” (We Will Do What It Takes, 2005).  After reiterating this 

quote, Bush ’43 engendered support from the masses and targeted a motivated group in 
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order to gain supporters for the USA Freedom Corps.  He called on families to help, saying 

that through this service, “families anywhere in the country can find opportunities to help 

families in the region” (Bush ‘43, 2005).   

As Obama delivered his Primetime address on the recent oil spill that has poured 

thousands of barrels of oil into our ocean and onto our country’s shores, he too frequently 

referenced familial terms.  These terms sought to garner support for the devastated 

families of the Gulf, offering a veil of transparency in the steps being made to address the 

issue, and confirm for Americans that action is being made to protect future generations.  

During his speech, Obama stated:  “And today, as we look to the Gulf, we see an entire way 

of life being threatened by a menacing cloud of black crude.  We cannot consign our 

children to this future” (Address to the Nation on the BP Oil Spill, 2010).  While much 

uncertainty remained in the mind of Americans after this speech, this declaration of 

promise for a better future was meant to leave families feeling safe and motivated towards 

action.  Obama also make an appeal to the devastated families who lost fathers and sons 

during the oil rig tragedy, stating:  “The families I met with last week who lost their loved 

ones in the explosion – these families deserve to know why” (Obama, 2010).  While these 

speeches are often made to calm the electorate after tragedy, they can also be strong tools 

for engaging and garnering support from families across the nation, removing the feeling of 

helplessness and re-vitalizing the feeling of contribution to society. 

Presidentially Relevant Rhetoric 

 There have been numerous times when presidents have delivered Primetime 

addresses on topics not of major concern or crisis, but rather more simply of presidential 

importance.  These speeches have ranged from Eisenhower’s discussions on the “Purposes 

and Accomplishments” of his administration; to Johnson’s decision to not seek re-election; 

to Carter’s frequent talks on energy; to Reagan and Bush ‘41’s campaigns against drug 

abuse; to Clinton’s fight for Affirmative Action.  While these speeches may not carry the 

same national importance as those made the day of a terrorist attack or natural disaster, 

television has “[provided] the president… with a medium that is more direct and less 

resistible than alternative forms of communication” (p. 61), which has afforded him the 

opportunity to speak freely and frequently to American families on these “presidentially 
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relevant” topics (Simon & Ostrom, 1989).  Because of their varying goals, presidents have 

addressed the American family in different manners throughout these speeches.   

 In 1954, as Eisenhower laid out the purposes and accomplishments of his 

administration, he used familial discourse to address the unity of Americans, stating:   

This administration believes that no American – no one group of Americans – 
can truly prosper unless all Americans prosper.  We are one family made up of 
millions of Americans with the same hopes for a full and happy life. 
(Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Administration’s 
Purposes and Accomplishments, 1954) 

 While this speech was not given to an emotionally charged or confused populace, it 

gained relevance and interest through collecting Americans together by using familial 

terms to capture audience attention.  Just as Eisenhower gathered the united family of 

America, other presidents have focused on the children of the present and future, 

suggesting ways parents and families can help support them in order to create a stronger, 

better America.  While these ends are achieved through different rhetorical means, we can 

see this approach to the nation’s children come alive throughout many Primetime 

presidential addresses.  During Johnson’s address on not seeking re-election for a third 

term, and Carter’s address on energy, the theme of engaging in action to create a better 

future for the children of the country is seen once again.  Johnson discussed the successes 

of his administration, stating: “Our reward will come in the life of freedom, peace, and hope 

that our children will enjoy through ages ahead” (Remarks on Decision not to Seek Re-

Election, 1968).  Carter similarly remarked on the drive for a better future for America’s 

children through seeking out new forms of energy: 

We must not be selfish or timid if we hope to have a decent world for our 
children and our grandchildren…  We’ve always been proud of our vision of the 
future.  We’ve always wanted to give our children and our grandchildren a 
world richer in possibilities than we have had ourselves.  They are the ones that 
we must provide for now. 
(Address to the Nation on Energy, 1977) 

 In 1986, Reagan launched a national campaign against drug abuse, and spoke 

frequently on the benefits this change would bring for America’s families and children.  

Reagan spoke to the misfortunes of drug use, targeting children by saying: 

Drugs steal away so much.  They take and take, until finally every time a drug 
goes into a child, something else is forced out...  Drugs take away the dream 
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from every child’s heart and replace it with a nightmare, and it’s time we in 
America stand up and replace those dreams. 
(Speech to the Nation on the Campaign Against Drug Abuse, 1986) 

Bush ‘41 continued the pursuit of Reagan in 1989, similarly reminding the nation 

with impassioned diction the effects drugs can have on a child.  His speech, however, called 

on action from not only the government drug abuse program, but from American families 

to help remove the rebellious drug culture that was sweeping the nation.  Through 

appealing to the nation’s homes, he said:   

To win the war against addictive drugs... will take more than just a Federal 
Strategy: It will take a national strategy, one that reaches into every school, 
every workplace, involving every family… Parents and families must set the first 
example of a drug-free life. 
(Address to the Nation on the National Drug Control Strategy, 1989) 
As presidents have called on family responses to their plans of action, they also 

reiterate Americans that the government is not too large.  Through the requests of Bush ‘41 

for families to contribute to this national drug strategy, he reminded the nation that the 

government can never step into the family home and do this action for them.  However, 

there are times when presidential addresses tackle social issues that they feel must be 

taken under control.  One example is Clinton’s address on his administration’s plan to 

promote Affirmative Action.  During this speech, Clinton acknowledged the need for 

governmental action in order to promote equality.  In his speech, he called on families to 

support the government action, reminding them that they have an important role to uphold 

as citizens of a free nation.  He stated: 

We’ve got to find the wisdom and the will to create family-wage jobs for all the 
people who want to work… to strengthen families and reduce the awful 
problems to which our children are exposed… This is the work of our 
administration… to give families and communities the tools they need to solve 
their own problems. 
(Address on Affirmative Action, 1995) 

 Overall, the distinct collection of varying Primetime addresses has served a 

multitude of functions for the American president.  As they often speak during moments of 

importance, marred by economic struggles or pressing wars, domestic disputes or social 

concerns, presidents are given the spotlight and afforded the opportunity to speak directly 

and without interruption to the nation.  While the formal State of the Union, Inaugural and 
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Farewell addresses follow specific structures, and come with given expectations, the 

Primetime address does not have such an outline.  It is through this discourse that the 

president has the unique opportunity to make his presidency one of success and respect.  

Since the dawn of the modern presidency with the increasing publicity and attention 

presidents receive, these addresses are now essential in order to understand the 

undulating patterns of American society, and the significance of the family within it all. 

The Floodgates Opened and Value-Laden Discourse Came Through 

 Within presidential discourse, there has been a sizable use of familial terms.  

Through these various incidences of family rhetoric, what we have called “family tokens” 

have been established and used to address particular subsets of families as well as collect a 

common mindset of families and their values.  These tokens have evolved alongside the 

actual American family, as different presidencies have called on certain terms more 

frequently than others, and politically correct discourse has been modified.  This study 

presents nine familial tokens that have been found across the last 12 presidencies – family 

values, military families, American families, low-income (poor) families, working families, 

typical (average) families, strengthen (strong) families, our family, and the family of 

nations.  Throughout the continued references to these separate tokens, presidents give 

some insight into why it is they speak to the families – who it is they are talking to, and for 

what ultimate purpose.  Hart et al. (2005) quote Connolly on the difficulty of understanding 

political rhetoric, as he states:  “To understand the political life of a community, one must 

understand the conceptual system within which that life moves” (as cited in Hart et al., 

2005, p. 8).  Within this research, our main focus has been on the emerging usage of “family 

values” within political discourse – and what the “conceptual system” behind this 

emotionally charged, controversy-ridden token actually was and is today. 

 In the 1992 election, politicians were seeking out new ways to reach voters (Arnold 

& Weisberg, 1996).  With the institution of marriage becoming less stable and the 

continued rise of the divorce rate families seemed to be on the decline in America.  This 

institution therefore became an easy target on the campaign trail.  However, through this 

research it became clear that the discussion of values began before 1992, emerging briefly 
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during the end of the Carter administration, and becoming popularized under Reagan.  

Within his 1981 Farewell address, Carter stated: 

If we are to serve as a beacon for human rights, we must continue to perfect 
here at home the rights and the values which we espouse around the world: a 
decent education for our children, adequate medical care for all Americans, an 
end to discrimination against minorities and women, a job for all those able to 
work, and freedom from injustice and religious intolerance. 

This calling on the common values launched a new line of rhetoric that Reagan 

capitalized on and seemingly perfected.  Presidents before Carter and Reagan had 

discussed their own values – Eisenhower’s 1956 address on the Farm Bill veto: “My fellow 

Americans, I value the trust you have placed in me to do the right thing” – or the values of 

natural resources – Truman’s 1950 State of the Union:  “The value of our natural resources 

is constantly being increased by the progress of science” – but no president had ever 

collected a united set of “values” for Americans and their families as Reagan had.  For the 

first time in his 1982 address on the economy, Reagan brought the rhetoric of common 

American values to the spotlight.  As he read a letter from a struggling American, he replied 

to her call for a “better life” by remarking:  “Millions of other men and women like you 

stand for the values of hard work, thrift, commitment to family, and love of God that made 

this country so great and will make us great again” (Address on the Economy, 1982).  As 

Reagan pulled Americans out of the early 1980s recession, these “values” continued to be 

called upon more and more frequently, igniting a new form of political discourse within 

America – one that was free to collect Americans together as not only Americans who share 

the same nation, but Americans who share personal lifestyles, families, religious beliefs, 

struggles, and most importantly, “values.”  During his 1984 State of the Union address, 

Reagan called on these universal values six times: 

• The cynics were wrong; America never was a sick society.  We’re seeing 
rededication to the bedrock values of faith, family, work, neighborhood, peace, 
and freedom.  Values that help bring us together as one people, from the 
youngest child to the most senior citizen. 
 

• We can develop America’s next frontier.  We can strengthen our traditional 
values.  And we can build a meaningful peace to protect our loved ones and this 
shining star of faith that has guided millions from tyranny to the safe harbor of 
freedom, progress, and hope. 
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• We can help build tomorrow by strengthening our community of shared values.  
This must be our third great goal.  For us, faith, work, family, neighborhood, 
freedom, and peace are not just words; they’re expressions of what America 
means, definitions of what makes us good and loving people. 
 

• Economic recovery, better education, rededication to values, all show the spirit 
of renewal gaining the upper hand.  And all will improve family life in the 
eighties. 
 

• It’s not just the home but the workplace and community that sustain our values 
and shape our future. 
 

• Some days when life seems hard and we reach out for values to sustain us or a 
friend to help us, we find a person who reminds us what it means to be 
Americans. 

Reagan continued to utilize the rhetoric of values throughout the remainder of his 

presidency.  As he was inaugurated into office for his second term, he called on families to 

meet the rising challenges, stating:  “And if we meet this challenge, there will be years when 

Americans have restored their confidence and tradition of progress; when our values of 

faith, family, work, and neighborhood were restated for a modern age” (Inaugural Address, 

1985).  Although the token of “family values” was popularized during the 1992 election, 

Reagan was truly the founder of this value-laden rhetoric, the unifying token for all other 

presidents after him to accept and utilize freely.  From Reagan’s Address on the Economy in 

1982 up until today, we have seen values permeate into the American language – 

attempting to unite the remarkably heterogeneous electorate of Americans under the 

umbrella of one “universal” set of values.   

Note:  While the direct token of “family values” was not found 
predominantly within the collection of speeches in this study, the addressing 
of shared American families and values was.   

In 1990, Bush ‘41 – who is also known for coining the “family values” token – 

delivered his State of the Union address.  During this address, he called on American 

parents:  “We’ve got to take the time after a busy day to sit down and read with our kids, 

help them with their homework, pass along the values we learned as children” (Bush ‘41, 

State of the Union, 1990).  Later, as he addressed the nation on his new education strategy, 

Bush ‘41 similarly discussed the need for shared values:  “If we mean to prepare our 

children for life, classrooms also must cultivate values and good character – give real 
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meaning to right and wrong” (Address to the Nation on the National Education Strategy, 

1991).  These shared values were similarly emphasized on the campaign trail during the 

1992 election, and although the “Family Values Party” of Bush ‘41 lost to Clinton, the token 

idea of common values within families, the community, and the nation was not left behind. 

Clinton capitalized on this phrase of common values nearly as much as Reagan and 

Bush ‘41 In five of his eight State of the Union addresses, Clinton stated similar concepts of 

shared values in order to promote a “better” America.  However, Clinton laid out his values 

in a new way.  He described, in the broadest sense, just what America’s values were, or 

what they should be.  He stated: “If we value responsibility, we can’t ignore the $34 billion 

in child support absent parents ought to be paying… If we value strong families, we can’t 

perpetuate a system that actually penalizes those who stay together” (Clinton, State of the 

Union, 1994).  As the administrations of Reagan and Clinton sought to explicitly define and 

tap into the private realm of families, Clinton made sure to clarify that this wasn’t 

government overstepping its bounds, infringing on the actual, personal responsibilities of 

families.  He remarked at the end of this same speech:  “And let’s be honest, we all know 

something else too: Our problems go way beyond the reach of Government.  They’re rooted 

in the loss of values, in the disappearance of work, and the breakdown of our families and 

our communities” (Clinton, 1994).  Clinton sought to re-build these values, and during a 

proposal for a Middle Class Bill of Rights, he discussed how he would measure the success 

of this initiative:  “My test will be: Does an idea expand middle class incomes and 

opportunities?  Does it promote values like family, work, responsibility?” (Address to the 

Nation on the Middle Class Bill of Rights, 1994).  These themes only continued during a 1995 

speech on the budget:  “Balancing our budget can help to change… if we do it in a way that 

reflects our values and what we care about the most:  our children, our families, and what 

we leave to generations to come” (Address to the Nation on the Plan to Balance the Budget, 

1995). 

Throughout the discussions of “family values” during both the Clinton and Reagan 

administrations, American families felt the power of the strong economies that both 

leaders had championed.  The nation was no longer amidst large and terrifying wars 

overseas.  Instead, there was a moment in history when the family could be focused on, and 

the family could come first.  Yet many were left to wonder, and many scholars continued to 
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question, just what were these values?  As Bachman (2008) states, “there was never really 

any consensus as to which values were important, only that the traditional nuclear family… 

was naturally (and best) suited to reproduce and transmit proper norms of social behavior 

to all its members” (p. 44).  As the breakdown of this “traditional nuclear family” sparked 

the discussion of values, there was never much more discussion on what exactly these 

“family values” were – other than that they were lost, and must be regained.  Throughout 

the Clinton era, his promotion of values centered on the need for paternal support, welfare 

reform, and racial inequalities.  In 1995, his State of the Union addressed the need to 

improve paternal responsibility in order to address the struggles of the welfare system, 

stating that “… it undermines family values, it lets millions of parents get away without 

paying their child support, it keeps a minority, but a significant minority, of the people on 

welfare” (Clinton, State of the Union, 1995).  Later that year, Clinton addressed the nation 

on the current racial climate of the U.S., discussing the continued “divide” between races.  

He stated:  “The reasons for this divide are many.  Some are rooted in the awful history and 

stubborn persistence of racism.  Some are rooted in the different ways we experience the 

threats of modern life to personal security, family values, and strong communities” (Address 

on Race Relations, 1995).  As Clinton’s administration reached its final year, he made his 

last State of the Union address, and though he did not specifically address families or 

children, he declared success in the rebuilding of values:  “We restored the vital center, 

replacing outward ideologies with a new vision anchored in basic, enduring values: 

opportunity for all, responsibility from all, a community of all Americans” (Clinton, State of 

the Union, 2000). 

As the Bush ‘43 presidency began, he too adopted this notion of shared values:  

“Values are important so we’ve tripled funding for character education to teach our children 

not only reading and writing but right from wrong” (Bush ‘43, State of the Union, 2001).  

While Bush ’43 continued to discuss values within his presidency, the controversy 

persisted over what exactly “family values” were.  While both party lines sought to claim 

the token as their own, the division only grew more heated as to what these were – pro-life 

versus pro-choice; abstinence-only education versus comprehensive sex education; same-

sex marriage versus traditional heterosexual marriage; not being permitted to break the 

bond of marriage versus allowing no-fault divorce.  As Tankersley (2008) states, “[w]hile 
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both Republican and Democratic Party candidates claim to carry the mantle of traditional 

American values, they most certainly define those values in different ways” (p. 21).  And so, 

as the “traditional” family continues to evolve and corrode in the eyes of politicians, “its 

continuing presence as a vital social institution has not changed” (p. 40), which has allowed 

for “the longstanding and continuing heated debates over its ‘value’” (Bachman, 2008, p. 

40).  Yet the persistent usage of familial tokens filled with value-laden rhetoric remains 

strong, and does not appear to be dissipating regardless of any inter-party conflict.  

In his 2005 State of the Union, Bush ‘43 fell back on, once again, the importance of 

promoting values within the family – something that government can encourage, but in fact 

cannot actually do.  Bush ’43 alluded to this fact when he remarked: 

Our second great responsibility to our children and grandchildren is to honor 
and to pass along the values that sustain a free society.  So many of my 
generation, after a long journey, have come home to family and faith, and are 
determined to bring up responsible, moral children.  Government is not the 
source of these values, but government should never undermine them. 

 While this notion has always been dubbed “conservative” in nature, it, in fact, has 

spanned party lines from Carter to Bush ‘43, prominently used on both sides of the aisle.  

As volatile and controversial as the discussion of “family values” has been, they remain an 

indispensible tool for connecting with the American electorate.  Since Carter first spoke on  

“family values” in 1981 until the most recent presidency of Obama, these values have 

appealed to the deepest emotions of the nation.  The rhetoric of “values” sends a feeling of 

responsibility to all Americans – responsibility to their families, their communities, their 

nation.  Regardless of the divisive debates over what these particular “values” are, there 

remains all-encompassing and unique values within the core of each and every American 

that presidents continue to promote and capitalize on for their truly bi-partisan nature.  As 

Obama addressed the nation during his 2010 State of the Union, he brought the discussion 

of values once again into the home of American families: 

In the end, it’s our ideals, our values that built America, values that allowed 
us to forge a nation made up of immigrants from every corner of the globe, 
values that drive our citizens still.  Every day, Americans meet their 
responsibilities to their families and their employers.  Time and again, they lend 
a hand to their neighbors and give back to their country.  They take pride in 
their labor and are generous in spirit.  These aren’t Republican values or 
Democratic values that they’re living by, business values or labor values, they’re 
American Values. 
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Appendix:  

Presidential Addresses Analyzed in Chronological Order 

Truman (1st Term), Announcing the Surrender of Germany, 5/8/45 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Report to the American People on the Postdam Conference, 8/9/45 

Truman (1st Term), Announcing the Surrender of Japan, 9/1/45 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Address to the American People on Wages and Prices in 
Reconversion Period, 10/30/45 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Report to the American People on the Status of the Reconversion 
Period, 1/3/46 

Truman (1st Term), State of the Union (written), 1/21/46 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Address to the American People on the Railroad Strike Emergency, 
5/24/46 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Address to the Nation on Price Controls, 6/29/46 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Report to the Nation Announcing the Lifting of Major Price 
Controls, 10/14/46 

Truman (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/6/47 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Address to the American People on the Veto of the Taft-Hartley Bill, 
6/20/47 

Truman (1st Term), Radio and Television Address Concluding a Program by the Citizens Food 
Committee, 10/5/47 

Truman (1st Term), Radio Address to the American People on the Special Session of Congress, 
10/14/46 

Truman (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/7/48 

Truman (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/5/49 

Truman (2nd Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/49 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the State of the 
National Economy, 7/13/49 

Truman (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/4/50 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Situation in 
Korea, 7/19/50 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Situation in 
Korea, 9/1/50 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People Following the 
Signing of the Defense Production Act, 9/9/50 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the National 
Emergency, 12/15/50 
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Truman (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/8/51 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio Report to the American People on Korea and on U.S. Policy in the 
Far East, 4/11/51 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the Need for 
Extending Inflation Controls, 6/14/51 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on International 
Arms Reduction, 11/7/51 

Truman (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/9/52 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Mutual 
Security Program, 3/6/52 

Truman (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Need for 
Governmet Operation of the Steel Mills, 4/8/52 

Truman (2nd Term), State of the Union (written), 1/7/53 

Truman (2nd Term), Farewell Address, 1/15/53 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/53 

Eisenhower (1st Term), State of the Union, 2/2/53 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People Announcing the 
Signing of the Korean Armistice, 7/26/53 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the 
Administrations Purposes and Accomplishments, 1/4/54 

Eisenhower (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/7/54 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Tax 
Program, 3/15/54 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the State of 
the Nation, 4/5/54 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the 
Achievements of the 83rd Congress, 8/23/54 

Eisenhower (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/6/55 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People Prior to 
Departing for the Big Four Conference at Geneva, 7/15/55 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Geneva 
Conference, 7/25/55 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Remarks on the State of the Union Message, Key West, Florida, 
1/5/56 

Eisenhower (1st Term), State of the Union (written), 1/5/56 
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Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People Following 
Decision on a Second Term, 2/29/56 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Farm Bill 
Veto, 4/16/56 

Eisenhower (1st Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the 
Developments in Eastern Europe and the Middle East, 10/31/56 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/10/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Inaugural Address, 1/21/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the 
Situation in the Middle East, 2/20/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the Cost of 
Their Government, 5/14/57 

 Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Need 
for Mutual Security in Waging the Peace, 5/21/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the 
Situation in Little Rock, 9/24/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on Science in 
National Security, 11/7/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on “Our Future 
Security”, 11/13/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the NATO 
Conference in Paris, 12/23/57 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/9/58 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People Regarding the 
Situation in the Formosa Straits, 9/11/58 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/9/59 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People: Security in the 
Free World, 3/16/59 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Need for 
an Effective Labor Bill, 8/6/59 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the European 
Trip, 9/10/59 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People Before Leaving 
on Good Will Trip to Europe, Asia, and Africa, 12/3/59 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/7/60 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Eve of 
South American Trip, 2/21/60 
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Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the South 
American Trip, 3/8/60 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the Events in 
Paris, 5/25/60 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the Trip to 
the Far East, 6/27/60 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), State of the Union (written), 1/12/61 

Eisenhower (2nd Term), Farewell Address, 1/17/61 

Kennedy, Inaugural Address, 1/20/61 

Kennedy, State of the Union, 1/30/61 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Report to the American People on Returning from Europe, 
6/6/61 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Report to the American People on the Berlin Crisis, 7/25/61 

Kennedy, State of the Union, 1/11/62 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Address to the American People: “Nuclear Testing and 
Disarmament”, 3/2/62 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Report to the American People on the State of the National 
Economy, 8/13/62 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Report to the Nation on the Situation at the University of 
Mississippi, 9/30/62 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Report to the Nation on the Soviet Arms Buildup in Cuba, 
10/22/62 

Kennedy, State of the Union, 1/14/63 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Address to the American People on Civil Rights, 6/11/63 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Nuclear Test Ban 
Treaty, 7/26/63 

Kennedy, Radio and Television Address to the Nation on the Test Ban Treaty and the Tax 
Reduction Bill, 9/18/53 

Johnson (1st Term), Joint Session of Congress – Kennedy Assassination, 11/27/63 

Johnson (1st Term), Thanksgiving Message, 11/28/63 

Johnson (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/8/64 

Johnson (1st Term), Radio and Television Remarks Upon Signing the Civil Rights Bill, 7/2/64 

Johnson (1st Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People Following Renewed 
Aggression in the Gulf of Tonkin, 8/4/64 

Johnson (1st Term), Television Address to the American People, 10/7/64 
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Johnson (1st Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on Recent Events in 
Russia, China, and Great Britain, 10/18/64 

Johnson (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/4/65 

Johnson (2nd Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/65 

Johnson (2nd Term), Radio and Television Report to the American People on the Situation in 
the Dominacan Republic, 5/2/65 

Johnson (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/12/66 

Johnson (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/10/67 

Johnson (2nd Term), Remarks to the Nation After Authorizing the Use of Federal Troops in 
Detroit, 7/24/67 

Johnson (2nd Term), The President’s Address to the Nation on Civil Disorders, 7/27/67 

Johnson (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/17/68 

Johnson (2nd Term), The President’s Address to the Nation: The Situation With North Korea, 
1/26/68 

Johnson (2nd Term), The President’s Address to the Nation Announcing Steps to Limit the War 
in Vietnam and Reporting His Decision Not to Seek Re-Election, 3/31/68 

Johnson (2nd Term), Address to the Nation Upon Proclaiming a Day of Mourning Following 
the Death of Dr. King, 4/5/68 

Johnson (2nd Term), Address to the Nation Following the Attack on Senator Kennedy, 6/5/68 

Johnson (2nd Term), The President’s Address to the Nation Upon Announcing His Decision to 
Halt the Bombing of North Vietnam, 10/30/68 

Johnson (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/14/69 

Nixon (1st Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/69 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Vietnam, 5/14/69 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Domestic Programs, 8/8/69 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Rising Cost of Living, 10/17/69 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the War in Vietnam, 11/3/69 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Progress Toward Peace in Vietnam, 12/15/69 

Nixon (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/22/70 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Progress Toward Peace in Vietnam, 4/20/70 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Situation in Southeast Asia, 4/30/70 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Cambodian Sanctuary Operation, 6/3/70 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Economic Policy and Productivity, 6/17/70 
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Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation About A New Initiative for Peace in Southeast Asia, 
10/7/70 

Nixon (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/22/71 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Situation in Southeast Asia, 4/7/71 

Nixon (1st Term), Remarks to the Nation Announcing Acceptance of an Invitation to Visit the 
People’s Republic of China, 7/15/71 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation Outlining New Economic Policy: “The Challenge of 
Peace” – 8/15/71 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Post-Freeze Economic Stabilization Program: 
“The Continuing Flight Against Inflation”, 10/7/71 

Nixon (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/20/72 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Making Public a Plan for Peace in Vietnam, 
1/25/72 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Equal Educational Opportunities and School 
Busing, 3/16/72 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Vietnam, 4/26/72 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Situation in Southeast Asia, 5/8/72 

Nixon (1st Term), Address to the Nation: “Look to the Future, 11/2/72 

Nixon (2nd Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation Announcing a Conclusion of an Agreement on Ending 
the War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam, 1/23/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), State of the Union (written), 2/2/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation About Vietnam and Domestic Problems, 3/29/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation About the Watergate Investigations, 4/30/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation Announcing Price Control Measures, 6/13/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation About the Watergate Investigations, 8/15/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation About Policies To Deal With the Energy Shortages, 
11/7/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation About the National Energy Policy, 11/25/73 

Nixon (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/30/74 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation Announcing Answer to the House Judiciary 
Committee Subpoena for Additional Presidential Tape Recordings, 4/29/74 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Returning from the Soviet Union, 7/3/74 

Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation About Inflation and the Economy, 7/25/74 
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Nixon (2nd Term), Address to the Nation Announcing Decision to Resign the Office of 
President of the United States, 8/8/74 

Nixon (2nd Term), Farewell Address, 8/9/74 

Ford, Remarks on Taking the Oath of Office, 8/9/74 

Ford, Address to the Nation on Energy and Economic Programs, 1/13/75 

Ford, State of the Union, 1/15/75 

Ford, Address to the Nation Upon Signing the Tax Reduction Act of 1975, 3/29/75 

Ford, Remarks to the Nation Following Recovery of the SS Mayaguez, 5/15/75 

Ford, Address to the Nation on Energy Programs, 5/27/75 

Ford, Address to the Nation on Federal Tax and Spending Reductions, 10/6/75 

Ford, State of the Union, 1/19/76 

Ford, State of the Union, 1/12/77 

Carter, Inaugural Address, 1/20/77 

Carter, Report to the American People – Remarks from the White House Library, 2/2/77 

Carter, The Energy Problem: Address to the Nation, 4/18/77 

Carter, National Energy Plan: Address to the Nation, 11/8/77 

Carter, State of the Union, 1/19/78 

Carter, Address to the Nation on the Panama Canal Treaties, 2/1/78 

Carter, Anti-Inflation Program Address to the Nation, 10/24/78 

Carter, Address to the Nation on Diplomatic Relations Between the United States and the 
People’s Republic of China, 12/15/78 

Carter, State of the Union, 1/25/79 

Carter, Energy Address to the Nation, 4/5/79 

Carter, Address to the Nation on Energy and National Goals: “The Mailaise Speech”, 7/15/79 

Carter, Peace and National Security Address to the Nation on Soviet Combat Troops in Cuba 
and the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, 10/1/79 

Carter, Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan Address to the Nation, 1/4/80 

Carter, State of the Union, 1/21/80 

Carter, Address to the Nation on the Rescue Attempt for American Hostages in Iran, 4/25/80 

Carter, Farewell Address, 1/14/81 

Carter, State of the Union (written), 1/16/81 

Reagan (1st Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/81 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Economy, 2/5/81 
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Reagan (1st Term), State of the Union, 2/18/81 

Reagan (1st Term), Address on Federal Tax Reduction Legislation, 7/27/81 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Program for Economic Recovery, 9/24/81 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation About Christmas and the Situation in Poland, 
12/23/81 

Reagan (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/26/82 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Fiscal Year 1983 Federal Budget, 4/29/82 

Reagan (1st Term), Address on the Federal Tax and Budget Reconciliation Legislation, 
8/16/82 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on United States Policy for Peace in the Middle East, 
9/1/82 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation Announcing the Formation of a New Multinational 
Force in Lebanon, 9/20/82 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Economy, 10/13/82 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Strategic Arms Reduction and Nuclear 
Deterrence, 11/22/82 

Reagan (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/25/83 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Defense and National Security, 3/23/83 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Soviet Attack on a Korean Airliner, 9/5/83 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Events in Lebanon and Grenada, 10/27/83 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation and Other Countries on United States-Soviet 
Relations, 1/16/84 

Reagan (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/25/84 

Reagan (1st Term), Address to the Nation on United States Policy in Central America, 5/9/84 

Reagan (2nd Term), Inaugural Address, 1/21/85 

Reagan (2nd Term), State of the Union, 2/6/85 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Federal Budget and Deficit Reduction, 
4/24/85 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Tax Reform, 5/28/85 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Upcoming Soviet-United States Summit 
Meeting in Geneva, 11/14/85 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Explosion of the Space Shuttle “Challenger”, 
1/28/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), State of the Union, 2/4/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on National Security, 2/26/86 
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Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Situation in Nicaragua, 3/16/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the United States Air Strike Against Libya, 
4/14/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the United States Assistance for the Nicaraguan 
Democratic Resistance, 6/24/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), Speech to the Nation on the Campaign Against Drug Abuse, 9/14/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Meetings with Soviet General Secretary 
Gorbachev in Iceland, 10/13/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Iran Arms and Contra Aid Controversy, 
12/2/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Investigation of the Iran Arms and Contra 
Aid Controversy, 12/2/86 

Reagan (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/27/87 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Iran Arms and Contra Aid Controversy, 
3/4/87 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Venice Economic Summit, Arms Control, and 
the Deficit, 6/15/87 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Iran Arms and Contra Aid Controversy and 
Administration Goals, 8/12/87 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Soviet-United States Summit Meeting, 
12/10/87 

Reagan (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/25/88 

Reagan (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Aid to the Nicaraguan Democratic Resistance, 
2/2/88 

Reagan (2nd Term), Farewell Address, 1/11/89 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/89 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), State of the Union, 2/9/89 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the National Drug Control Strategy, 9/5/89 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation Announcing United States Military Action in 
Panama, 12/20/89 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/31/90 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation Announcing the Deployment of United States 
Armed Forces to Saudi Arabia, 8/8/90 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Federal Budget Agreement, 10/2/90 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation Announcing Allied Military Action in the Persian 
Gulf, 1/16/91 
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Bush ’41 (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/29/91 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation Announcing Allied Military Ground Action in the 
Persian Gulf, 2/23/91 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Iraqi Statement on Withdrawal from 
Kuwait, 2/26/91 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Suspension of Allied Offensive Combat 
Operations in the Persian Gulf, 2/27/91 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the National Education Strategy, 4/18/91 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Reducing United States and Soviet Nuclear 
Weapons, 9/27/91 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Commonwealth of Independent States, 
12/25/91 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/28/92 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Civil Disturbances in Los Angeles, 
California, 5/1/92 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Balanced Budget Amendment, 6/10/92 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Hurricane Andrew Disaster Relief, 9/1/92 

Bush ’41 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Situation in Somalia, 12/4/92 

Clinton (1st Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/93 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Economic Program, 2/15/93 

Clinton (1st Term), State of the Union, 2/17/93 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Strike on Iraqi Intelligence Headquarters, 
6/26/93 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Economic Program, 8/3/93 

Clinton (1st Term), Address on Health Care Reform, 9/22/93 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Somalia, 10/7/93 

Clinton (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/25/94 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Haiti, 9/15/94 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Haiti, 9/18/94 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Iraq, 10/10/94 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Middle Class Bill of Rights, 12/15/94 

Clinton (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/24/95 

Clinton (1st Term), Time for Healing Ceremony, 4/23/95 

Clinton (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Plan to Balance the Budget, 6/13/95 
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Clinton (1st Term), Address on Affirmative Action, 7/19/95 

Clinton (1st Term), Address on Race Relations, 10/16/95 

Clinton (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Implementation of the Peace Agreement in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, 11/27/95 

Clinton (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/23/96 

Clinton (2nd Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/97 

Clinton (2nd Term), State of the Union, 2/4/97 

Clinton (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/25/98 

Clinton (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Testimony Before the Independent Counsel’s 
Grand Jury, 8/17/98 

Clinton (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Military Action Against Terrorist Sites in 
Afghanistan and Sudan, 8/20/98 

Clinton (2nd Term), “I Have Sinned”, 9/11/98 

Clinton (2nd Term), “I Am Profoundly Sorry”, 12/11/98 

Clinton (2nd Term), Address to the Nation Announcing Military Strikes on Iraq, 12/16/98 

Clinton (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/19/99 

Clinton (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Airstrikes Against Serbian Targets in the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, 3/24/99 

Clinton (2nd Term). Address to the Nation on the Military Technical Agreement on Kosovo, 
6/10/99 

Clinton (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/27/00 

Clinton (2nd Term), Farewell Address, 1/18/01 

Bush ‘43 (1st Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/01 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), State of the Union, 2/27/01 

Bush ‘43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Stem Cell Research, 8/9/01 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Terrorist Attacks, 9/11/01 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation, 9/20/01 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation Announcing Strikes Against Al Qaida Training 
Camps and Taliban Military Installations in Afghanistan, 10/7/01 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation from Atlanta on Homeland Security, 11/8/01 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/29/02 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Proposed Department of Homeland 
Security, 6/6/02 
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Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Anniversary of the Terrorist Attacks of 9/11 
from Ellis Island, 9/11/02 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Iraq from Cinncinnati, Ohio, 10/7/02 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/28/03 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Loss of Space Shuttle “Columbia”, 2/1/03 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Iraq – Message to Saddam, 3/17/03 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Iraq – War Message, 3/19/03 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on Iraq from the USS Abraham Lincoln – End of 
Combat in Iraq, 5/1/03 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the War on Terror, 9/7/03 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), Address to the Nation on the Capture of Saddam Hussein, 12/14/03 

Bush ’43 (1st Term), State of the Union, 1/20/04 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Inaugural Address, 1/20/05 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Iraqi Elections, 1/30/05 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), State of the Union, 2/2/05 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the War on Terror from Fort Bragg, NC, 
6/28/05 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Hurricane Katrina Recovery from New Orleans, 
LA, 9/15/05 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Iraq and the War on Terror, 12/18/05 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/31/06 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on Immigration Reform, 5/15/06 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the Five-Year Anniversary of 9/11, 9/11/06 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the War on Terror in Iraq – New Strategy 
Speech, 1/10/07 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/23/07 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), The Progress and Future of the “Surge”: Primetime Address to the 
Nation, 9/13/07 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), State of the Union, 1/28/08 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), America and the Spirit of Volunteerism, 9/8/08 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Address to the Nation on the National Economy, 9/24/08 

Bush ‘43 (2nd Term), Remarks on the Financial Crisis, 10/10/08 

Bush ’43 (2nd Term), Farewell Address, 1/15/09 

Obama, Inaugural Address, 1/20/09 
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Obama, State of the Union, 2/24/09 

Obama, Address to the Nation’s Schoolchildren, 9/8/09 

Obama, Overhauling Health Care: Address to a Joint Session of Congress, 9/9/09 

Obama, Address to the Nation at the United States Military Academy, West Point, 12/1/09 

Obama, State of the Union, 1/27/10 

Obama, Address to the Nation on the BP Oil Spill, 6/15/10 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


