Page | 10


RE-MAKING AMERICA

A self-portrait of a leader and of the changes he intends to make

as revealed in a close analysis of Obama’s Inaugural Address

W. Barnett Pearce

Professor Emeritus, Fielding Graduate University


Barack Obama’s inauguration on January 20, 2009, was celebrated by the largest crowd ever to gather in our nation’s capital and by observers around the world. In a letter to the new President, Nelson Mandela – whose opinions about such things carry a certain credibility – noted “a sense of hopelessness [that] had set in as so many problems remain unresolved and seemingly incapable of being resolved.” But, he added, “You, Mr. President, have brought a new voice of hope that these problems can be addressed and that we can in fact change the world and make of it a better place.”

Had Barack Hussein Obama merely stepped to the podium on this day-after-Martin Luther King, Jr., Day, acknowledged the millions of people on the Mall where King gave his “I have a Dream” speech and overlooked by Abraham Lincoln’s Memorial, and said nothing – or perhaps simply “Thanks for coming. Now, let’s get to work!” – January 20, 2009 would still have been a day memorialized in all the history books as a turning point in American history. For many observers, the inauguration of America’s first black “First Family” represented a substantial payment toward the balance of America’s “defaulted promissory note” of “the riches of freedom and the security of justice” to “her citizens of color.”
 Although slightly garbled, the Oath of Office was administered against the background of glass ceilings crashing. Only the most audacious among us would ever have hoped or dreamed of this day.
Mindful that the multiple symbolisms of the day provide an enhanced context for – and the subtext of – all else that was done, I want to focus on Obama’s speech. Specifically, I look at the speech as a communicative act, asking what he did in giving the speech, what the speech contributes toward making in our social worlds, and how we should evaluate it.

Despite his reputation as a gifted orator, what Mandela called Obama’s “new voice of hope” did not fare so well with expert critics of his Inaugural Address. Former Presidential speechwriters found it good but not great. William Safire described it as “solid, respectable…but … short of the anticipated immortality.” Using a baseball metaphor, Jeff Shesol said that while it was “well written, structured and paced…there was no swinging for the rhetorical fences.” Several others noted that there seemed no consistent theme and few if any memorable phrases destined for inclusion in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations.
 New York Times columnist Roger Cohen said that he “sat 30 feet away and felt stirred but not transported.” Generously, he added “Perhaps that was the point. There’s too much work to do for high rhetorical flourish.”
 
Compendiums of familiar quotations do include this from the 19th century philosopher Schopenhauer: “Talent hits a target no one else can hit; Genius hits a target no one else can see.”
 In the spirit of this observation, I disagree with assessments that the speech hit near but not on (what the critics took to be) the target and I agree with E. J. Dionne, Jr., who described it as “radical” and predicted that it “will confuse a lot of people.”
 If I’m right, what Obama did was so profound that – like Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address -- the immediate audience and the day-after critics didn’t know what hit them. Picking up Shesol’s baseball metaphor, Obama did swing for rhetorical fences but these were the fences encompassing a bigger and more challenging ballpark than most critics had in mind. And, continuing the metaphor, he hit a long fly ball that might yet become an out-of-the-park home run. 
Among other things, this paper explores what of value might be achieved from taking a distinctive “communication perspective” in understanding Obama’s Inaugural Address. It is part of the Transforming Communication Project; an initiative based on these assumptions: 
1) Communication can be seen as doing things in coordinated activities with other people; transmitting information about things outside the conversation is just one – and not necessarily the most important thing – being done; 
2) Communication matters; the patterns of coordinated activities and the discursive structures we use to make sense of them provide the architectural structure for our lives; 

3) Transforming patterns of communication is a powerful and efficient way of promoting the social evolution of individuals, organizations, and society; 
4) We now know more about how to transform patterns of communication than ever before; and, 
5) Never before have we needed transformed patterns of communication as we do now.
 
I believe that an analysis grounded in these assumptions helps understand and appreciate Obama’s speech and thus makes a small but useful contribution to the work of the new Administration which that speech began. If it also holds the feet of the new Administration to the fires of its own announced radical agenda…well, that would be alright too. 
WHAT “RHETORICAL FENCES” WERE OBAMA’S TARGET?
 I believe that Obama’s purpose was most fully articulated in the middle of his speech – paragraphs 15 and 16.

This is the journey we continue today. We remain the most prosperous, powerful nation on Earth. Our workers are no less productive than when this crisis began. Our minds are no less inventive, our goods and services no less needed than they were last week or last month or last year. Our capacity remains undiminished. But our time of standing pat, of protecting narrow interests and putting off unpleasant decisions—that time has surely passed. Starting today, we must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and begin again the work of remaking America.
For everywhere we look there is work to be done. The state of the economy calls for action, bold and swift, and we will act – not only to create new jobs, but to lay a new foundation for growth. We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together. We will restore science to its rightful place, and wield technology’s wonders to raise health care’s quality and lower its cost. We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories. And we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands of a new age. All this we can do. And all this we will do. (emphasis added)
From the beginning of his campaign for the Presidency, Obama often declared that his purpose was to change the way Washington works, and that if we worked together, we can “change this country and change the world.” Many heard these claims as rhetorical flourishes; the hyperventilated rhetoric typical of campaigns. But what if he were serious and speaking literally?
If this is the key passage, then the structure of the speech can be seen including a three part section leading up to it and a four part section building on it. 
The section leading up to the call to remake America functions to create identification and solidarity with the speaker and with each other and a sense of empowerment to accomplish the task of remaking America.

The 1st paragraph is conventional, marking the peaceful transition of power and thanking the former President for his service and help during the transition.

In marked contrast to the jubilant mood of the audience, and perhaps frustrating their desire to celebrate the symbolisms of the day, he gave a bleak description of the crisis we face in the 2nd – 6th paragraphs. Despite the joyous smiles of the millions gathered on the Mall (MSNBC commentator Chris Matthews said that he had never before seen so many teeth!), Obama described the occasion as one of “gathering clouds and raging storms.” Whatever else might be said, this was a bold and risky rhetorical choice. Speakers do not lightly dampen delight and enthusiasm.

Still in the 2nd paragraph of the printed text, Obama foreshadowed the rest of the speech. The ability of the nation to meet crises is “not simply because of the skill or vision of those in high office” but “because we the people have remained faithful to the ideals of our forebears, and true to our founding documents.” One might hear a subtext of criticism of the Bush Administration whose adherence to historic ideals and documents were widely questioned by Obama’s supporters, but the primary thrust of this passage is to prepare those who listened for the call to responsibility and service as a continuation of our “better history” and legacy to “our children’s children.”
The bulk of this section, though, consists of an unremittingly stark description of the challenges we face (wars, a weak economy, too costly health care, failing schools, dangerous patterns of using energy, loss of confidence and “a nagging fear that America’s decline is inevitable, and that the next generation must lower its sights.) Obama sure knows how to spoil a party, and that is (part of) what was being done in this section of the speech. 

Paragraph 6 ends, of course, with the assertion that the challenges, though real, serious and many, “will be met.” This promise, however, is issued more in gritty determination not to fail than in joyous anticipation of the consequences of success. 

The chilly assessment of the occasion begins to thaw in paragraphs 7 – 15. Obama begins the task of constructing the “we” who will confront the challenges he has described. Strategically, this “we” is expanded to include our forebears as well as those of us now living. They are characterized as having passed on “that precious gift, that noble idea…the God-given promise that all are equal, all are free and all deserve a chance to pursue their full measure of happiness.” They have done that by hard work. They have been “the risk-takers, doers, the makers of things” who “packed up their few worldly possessions … toiled … settled … endured … plowed … fought and died … struggled and sacrificed and worked till their hands were raw…and saw America as bigger than the sum of our individual ambitions.” 
It’s clear what Obama was talking about, but what was he doing by this telling of our nation’s history? Perhaps two things. First, he created the identity of his audience. In this sense, it was not just the people gathered on the Mall and those watching by television. We are to see ourselves as one with all of those who have brought us to this place. Second, he set a standard for the kind of commitment and service that “we” are called to do. It requires maturity (“to set aside childish things”), deliberate authoring of our own story (“to choose our better history”), hard work (“greatness is never a given. It must be earned.”), sacrifice (“raw hands,” toil, strife and death), and commitment to the common good (“bigger than the sum of our individual ambitions; greater than all the differences of birth or wealth or faction”). 

As Obama constructs us, we are already a powerful force, fit to be led in the task of remaking America. We have already made important choices (“hope over fear, unity of purpose over conflict and discord”) and are gathered “to proclaim an end to the petty grievances and false promises, the recriminations and worn out dogmas, that for far too long have strangled our politics.” We have already demonstrated “our enduring spirit” and, even if we were “obscure in [our] labors,” we have “carried us up the long, rugged path towards prosperity and freedom.” Note: Obama is not urging us to be resolute and powerful; he describes us as already being what we need to be … and what he needs for us to be. That’s one form of leadership.
All of this leads up to the summary (in paragraph 15) that “This is the journey that we continue today…Starting today, we must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and begin again the work of remaking America.” I believe that Obama was being very careful in calling his audience to continue in the line with our “better history” (9th paragraph) rather than denouncing the failures of the previous Administration and asking us to redress its faults. Not only because it would have been unseemly, given the occasion, but because he has always been careful to channel the energies of his supporters (and now his Administration) toward positive things, he sought to focus on that which was right in our history rather than that which was not.
Following the call to “pick ourselves up…and begin again the work of remaking America,” the speech has four sections. Then first is a pre-emptive first strike against critics (paragraphs 17-18); which a lesser man than Obama might describe as applying the Bush Doctrine
 rhetorically. The second demonstrates how to transform the discursive formations for sense-making in conventional politics (paragraphs 18-21). The third lays out the strategic initiatives of the new Administration (paragraphs 22-27). The fourth is a stirring call to service (paragraphs 28-34). 
Taken together, these four parts describe the new America that he intends for us to make together and hints at the means by which it will be accomplished. It will be an America of work, of ambitious projects, and – he graces these with the title of “new eras” -- peace and responsibility. We will be able to accomplish this transformation by leaving behind “stale political arguments,” committing ourselves to traditional values (“hope and virtue”), and, perhaps most significantly, developing a new form of political consciousness. 

If I’m right that “remaking America” is the theme of the speech, why was this buried at the end of a paragraph, and that paragraph in the middle of the speech? 
We have room to speculate because the speech was not titled (the version posted on www.whitehouse.gov only describes it as calling for a “new era of responsibility”). I believe that Obama’s vision of a transformed America makes sense only from a certain perspective, and that perspective consists of a different form of consciousness than is embedded in conventional politics. His rhetorical challenge was how to do two things in one speech: to describe the transformation he hopes for and to create the form of consciousness in which it would be compelling. Quite rightly, he realized that “telling” people that they need to change their minds – not just what is “in” their minds, but their minds themselves – is not a particularly effective technique.  If I’m right, then this second half of the speech is remarkably subtle, responding to a difficult rhetorical challenge.

All rhetors are enabled and constrained by the circumstances of the occasion, and their success judged by the way they dealt with those circumstances.
 
The very crisis that Obama described as “well understood” and challenges that are “real … serious and many” makes his ambitious agenda credible. He does not have to convince anyone that “change” is necessary and desirable. Even the campaigns of Hillary Clinton and John McCain got that message; in the final days they each tried to don the mantle of the authentic bearers of change. 

But Obama was constrained by (at least) two factors. First, he must assemble an Administration that will “change the way Washington works” using, for the most part, the very people and institutions that made it work the way it does and who have a vested interest in keeping it working that way. How can he criticize what they have done and been while inspiring them to join him in transforming the government and the country? 

The speech is a none-too-subtle reminder to the political class that he, personally, is the leader of an unprecedented organization of voters, who are interconnected among themselves and connected with him in a way that none of us have ever before seen. From his comments about the resilience of the nation stemming from “we the people” in the 2nd paragraph to the determined construction of the “we” who extend backward and forward in history in solidarity based on traditional values, he put the political class on notice that their positional power does not trump his support from the people who elected and support him. Three days after the inauguration, Obama forcefully and, according to all involved, respectfully invoked this powerbase. He and Representative Eric Cantor (R-Virginia) had argued about certain provisions of the proposed economic stimulus package. As Cantor recounted the incident, Obama ended the discussion by telling him “You’re correct, there’s a philosophical difference (between us on this issue). But I won (the election), so we’re going to prevail on that.”
  


The second constraint is the form of consciousness that informs the discursive structures of politics. These discursive structures make some things “obvious” and other things either incomprehensible or blatantly foolish. Noting the “new lexicon of American power” (responsibility, restraint, humility, peace) in Obama’s speech, Cohen asked, “Are Americans ready to die for responsibility? Perhaps not, but they may well seek dialogue in its name. ‘The world has changed – and we must change with it,’ Obama said. Even change has changed now: no longer a clarion call, it is a responsibility.”

The transformed America that Obama envisions summons the joy and energies of people with an appropriate form of consciousness, but this is not the way campaigns have been run, laws written, or public policy formed.
 To be successful, Obama must – to put it bluntly – change the dominant forms of political discourse and support the evolution of the forms of consciousness of his supporters. 

Discursive formations are notoriously difficult to change, but there is an accumulating body of knowledge about what it looks like when it happens. Based on an analysis of specific examples of political discourse, members of the Transforming Communication Project described three vectors of constructive change. If Obama is to be successful, political discourse must change in these directions.
 

Sense-making: 

· from simple assessments of situations to more complex ones;

· from giving preference to definite, finite ways of thinking to valorizing provisional, open, contingent thinking; 

· from “certainty” in one’s own understanding and affirmation of its completeness  to openness, tentativeness, explicit acknowledgement of the “localness” of one’s own understanding and of the existence of alternatives;

· from treating reality as “solid” or stagnant to treating reality as fluid, with us as the potential alchemists who can change it;

· from a categorical description of the situation (everyone and everything fits neatly into previously established and named categories) to one which recognizes the limits of discourse and linguistic descriptions;

· from a story centered in the speaker to one involving many participants in the co-creation of the story, including specific invitations to others to contribute.

Relationships (who “we” are): 

· From polarization to inclusion;

· From creating boundaries to creating bridges;

· From proudly defiant to humbly vulnerable;

· From an assumption of monolithic, irreconcilable differences to a commitment to opening doors and exploring alternatives;

· From distancing “us” from “them” to a call to be “with” those who are not like us;

· From a sharp division of we (“good”) and them (“evil)” to a much more inclusive definition of common humanity and shared participation;

· From a theological identification of “us” with God and them with “Evil” to a call to explore the conditions and causes of the situation that implicate and affect us all;

· From a “we” based on those who support “me/us” to a much more complex definition of “we” who have different agendas and perspectives;

· From little or no expression of empathy or understanding for others who are “not us” to a deeply expressed empathy with and compassion for many if not all people; 

Eliciting responses from other people and responding to what they do:
· From a call for specific “next acts” to a call for a much more complex and nuanced response;

· From a reaction (based in fear; controlled by the brain stem/reptilian part of the brain) to a free choice (in which the limbic and neocortical parts of the brain are integrated with the reptilian); 

· From obeying a leader (what “I” or the Presidential “we” have decided) to a more mutually determined response;

· From an invitation to respond linearly (taking the obvious next step) to an invitation to respond reflexively (considering who we might become if we act in certain ways, and asking what we are making together by acting in certain ways); 

· From a completed decision-making process to a process that explicitly involves curiosity, reflection, deliberation, and a quest for good judgment.
Discursive structures express and construct forms of consciousness, and if Obama’s project of remaking America is to be successful and sustainable, a sufficiently large and powerful public must have the form of consciousness in which the new America is comprehensible and compelling.


Everyone knows that people have different sensibilities and, because of that, different abilities. We do not expect children to be able to comprehend the complexities of adult relationships or make competent decisions about the consequences of their behavior, and thus we do not allow them to enter into some forms of legal contracts, to own credit cards, etc.  We even have legal procedures for declaring an adult “incompetent” and so that others have “the power of attorney” and can make decisions for them. At the other end of the spectrum, there are social geniuses who can – for good or ill, as therapists or con artists – attune themselves to others or influence others in a manner that exceeds the abilities of normal people as an Olympic athlete exceeds someone who works out on weekends. If it doesn’t rain. 

So what sensibility is required to comprehend, support, and participate in Obama’s remade America? I know of two projects designed to map and develop vocabularies for describing them. 


In terms used in Robert Kegan’s theory of adult development, Obama is clearly calling for a “level three” form of consciousness to be replaced by elements of what he calls levels four and five.  These are terribly abbreviated descriptions that might be useful for present purposes:

· Level three is that of the “socialized self,” in which we learn to be a member of the tribe; we identify with the values of those around us. It is particularly evidenced in a proclivity to dichotomies between “us” and “them; “good” and “evil;” and other “black and white” judgments. In this sensibility, there is little virtue in exploring grey areas or wrestling with moral uncertainty; virtue consists of commitment to do what is already and by everyone known to be right. 
· Level four is that of the “self-authoring self” in which we can take responsibility for choosing which aspects of our environment we will respond to and make decisions about which among a variety of options we will be. At level four, the moral imperative is to be the author of our own story, not written by our society or culture or role. 
· Level five is the “self-transforming self” in which the limits of self-authoring are perceived. This form of consciousness holds as absolute the principle that no way of thinking is absolute; it is friendly to contradiction and oppositeness. The moral principle is to acknowledge multiple, each full and rich, cultures, philosophies, and ways of being.


 The “new era of responsibility” described in the 28th paragraph seems a call – to those who can hear it – for a level 4, “self-authoring,” form of consciousness:

Our challenges may be new. The instruments with which we meet them may be new. But those values upon which our success depends – hard work and honesty, courage and fair play, tolerance and curiosity, loyalty and patriotism – these things are old. These things are true. They have been the quiet force of progress throughout our history. What is demanded then is a return to these truths. What is required of us now is a new era of responsibility – a recognition, on the part of every American, that we have duties to ourselves, our nation, and the world, duties that we do not grudgingly accept but rather seize gladly, firm in the knowledge that there is nothing so satisfying to the spirit, so defining of our character, than giving our all to a difficult task.

Consider what is being called for here. Throughout the campaign, Obama had been explicit about the deleterious effects of politics based on fear; in recent months, the failure of the economy had been explained as the result of a morality in “the market” of “fear and greed.” The unspoken subtext all through this section was a repudiation of the politics of fear, replacing it with – in then-General Washington’s phrase – “hope and virtue” and valuing virtue as its own reward: “satisfying to the spirit…defining of our character. Clearly this is a call for a radical change in the forms of consciousness and discursive structures of our politics. 


The description of our strength as a people and our resources for meeting the current challenges in the 23rd paragraph are a call – for those who can hear it – for a level 5, “self-transcending,” form of consciousness:
For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus – and non-believers. We are shaped by every language and culture, drawn from every end of this Earth; and because we have tasted the bitter swill of civil war and segregation, and emerged from that dark chapter stronger and more united, we cannot help but believe that the old hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribe shall soon dissolve; that as the world grows smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself; and that American must play its role in ushering in a new era of peace.

Many commentators have noted the this list breaks the de facto association of our country with the Judeo-Christian heritage; that it is the first such Presidential statement to identify Muslims as part of “us;” and that it is the first to acknowledge, respectfully, “non-believers.” It is a radical expansion of “us” to the extent that there is no “them,” and so “old hatreds” dissipate before our “common humanity” in “a new era of peace.”
Spiral Dynamics is another attempt to understand human development, focused on societies as a whole rather than on individuals. It argues that societies develop conceptual models of the world organized around core values (vmemes) that allow them to handle new problems. Each new model includes and transcends all previous models. Beck and Cowan offer a two-tier system for differentiating among these systems of core values.
  
Looking at the first tier, Obama was explicitly calling to move beyond “red” (stories of heroes, conquest, respect) to elements of blue (traditions, fairness, honoring service and loyalty) and green (the importance of people, responsiveness to feelings, creating a caring community). In the 24th paragraph, he addressed “the Muslim world, urging leaders to “know that your people will judge you on what you can build, not what you destroy” and promising to “extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your fist.” 

Kegan’s level 5 and the transition from what Spiral Dynamics calls “yellow” to “turquoise” are called for in Obama’s statement “to the people of poor nations” and to “nations like ours that enjoy relative plenty” in the 25th paragraph:
…we pledge to work alongside you to make your farms flourish and let clean waters flow; to nourish starved bodies and feed hungry minds. And to those nations like ours that enjoy relative plenty, we say we can no longer afford indifference to suffering outside our borders; nor can we consume the world’s resources without regard to effect. For the world has changed, and we must change with it. (emphasis added)

I emphasized the last sentence of the 25th paragraph to note the parallelism with Spiral Dynamics’ concept of how new vmemes are formed: by responding to changing conditions.
With these vocabularies available, it seems possible to suggest that Obama’s purpose was to call forth a change in the form of consciousness of this nation, both in the discursive structures of politics and in the minds of the public. But if this was his purpose – returning to the baseball metaphor – did he hit a home-run or a pop-fly? Hold that question for a moment.
TAKING A COMMUNICATION PERSPECTIVE


My assessment of the purpose of Obama’s speech varies quite a bit from the consensus, and it is obvious that I’m coming at the task from a substantially different perspective than most. It is time to articulate that perspective, both as a way of being intellectually honest and as a means of exploring whether that perspective has anything of value to offer.

The communication perspective consists of looking at communication rather than through it. The difference in these prepositions signals a shift among philosophical positions
 and leads to radically different ways of hearing a speech. In this way of thinking, communication is constitutive or performative as well as referential. The meaning of what is said is at least as much what is “done” by saying it as that to which the words refer.
 


Let me show what I mean by the communication perspective by making some comparisons. 


Gordon Stewart, who once wrote speeches for President Jimmy Carter, looked through what was said to what the words supposedly referred to, and came away disappointed.

But apart from touching more bases in less time than even a great politician would have thought possible, what was this “historic” inaugural address actually about — and what does it really mean for us now? The speech was written with intelligence, compassion, worldliness and skill. The delivery? Just imagine yourself trying it. And there are no real dress rehearsals.
Still, what does it tell us about the actions of tomorrow? Not very much, except that this administration will try to offend as few people as possible. What did it tell us about what went so wrong that we have to pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and remake America? 

Is our badly weakened economy really as much “our collective failure” as “a consequence of greed and irresponsibility on the part of some”? No parent I know from our morning school bus stop gamed the American financial system, trashed the global economy and brought poverty to billions.

Who isn’t for responsibility? Liberals accept the concept, and its code-music for conservatives.

But who’s responsible for what? If accountability is simply some childish thing we must put behind us, how are we to have “an era of responsibility” when no one is held responsible?

Who is against hope? Who thinks our “challenges will be easy or met in a short span of time?” Yet President Obama wants us to “know they will be met.” It is not clear how, at what price, paid by whom. In real terms, it’s remarkable how little the speech asks of us or threatens any interest anywhere in America.

Who doesn’t wish for more unity? But how can any concrete actions be taken that don’t disappoint or disadvantage someone or something?

Like those of us taking “the communication perspective” would, Stanley Fish looked at what was actually said and done. In fact, he said that Obama’s speech fares better when critics read it (in his words, when the text is “spread out like a patient etherized on a table”) than hearing it. Citing a study by USA Today that counted the most frequently used words in the speech (America, common, generation, nation, people, today, and world), Fish said that “this is exactly the right kind of analysis to perform” for this speech, because of its unusual rhetorical style. In his view, the “speech’s energy” comes from the “repetition of key words and the associations forged among them by virtue of that repetition.”
 The difference between this and the communication perspective is that he did not see communication as “performative” – doing things in the world, not just evoking meanings and associations. In our way of thinking, insults, threats, promises and the creation of an empowered “we the people” are “things” to be reckoned with, not just word-play. 

Part of Nicholas Kristof’s response to the speech is a good example of “the communication perspective.” He reported that he was “startled” when Obama:

… described America as ‘a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus – and non-believers.’ That’s the first time I can recall an American president ever saying anything inclusive about atheists (who constitute about 8 percent of Americans, are fast-growing and much reviled; Americans say in polls that they are willing to elect almost anyone president but an atheist).
Looking at what Obama was “doing” by saying what he did; Kristof suggested that he was trying “to tug everyone into his big tent.” I agree.
Applying this perspective to the speech as a whole yields some interesting perspectives. I want to describe it at two levels; first in a closer reading of the text and then from a more distant perspective.
WHAT DID OBAMA DO?

This question guided my analysis of the speech throughout. 
I believe that the bulk of the first half of the speech can be seen as the “performative” statement of constructing the “we” who have already powerfully decided to remake America, even if we had not known it before he told us so. In this sense, Obama’s use of words was like those of a minister at a wedding pronouncing the couple before him as married. He was not so much describing a reality as creating one. 

The second half of the speech is more complex, and follows the classic model of persuasion: “unfreezing” from the old beliefs, changing to a new set of beliefs, and then “re-freezing” or solidifying the new beliefs. 

The “unfreezing” function began in the uncharacteristically harsh 17th and 18th paragraphs, which signaled a decisive change from conventional wisdom and ways of doing things. Critics are shortsighted and forgetful of our history; they fail to understand the changes we are in the midst of (“the ground has shifted beneath their feet”); they use stale political arguments; and they pose the wrong questions. Wow! So much for – as Gordon Stewart put it – not offending anyone!
In my judgment, the 18th – 21st paragraphs are the most crucial, serving three functions. By describing the old, stale, childish ideas that have served us poorly and are to be set aside, they continue the “unfreezing” function. By articulating a new way of thinking about these issues, they support the change to a new way of thinking and acting. Listen to these specific discursive formations that are to characterize our way forward and are described, in paragraph 22, as “our legacy:”
· Does government work (not whether it is too big or small)?
· Does our economy increase the reach of our prosperity, our ability to extend opportunity to every willing heart, and to the common good (as well as the gross national product)? 

· Are we committed to the ideals of the rule of law and the rights of man? 

· Are we a friend of each nation and every man, woman, and child who seeks a future of peace and dignity?

· Are we ready to lead once more?
· Is our military force buttressed by sturdy alliances?

· Are we using power prudently? In service of the justness of our cause? Consistent with the force of our example? Tempered with humility and restraint?

Note that the direction of the shift in each instance is along the vectors identified by the Transforming Communication Project and points toward the evolution of more sophisticated forms of consciousness.  
What I’ve called the description of the new initiatives of the Obama Administration in paragraphs 22 – 27 depend on some measure of success in the previous sections. These are the changes that Obama wants to make, and the receptivity to them – both by “we the people” and by the government officials who will implement them – depend on having “unfrozen” their allegiance to the old discursive formations for sense-making and their development – at least partially, at least temporarily – of the form of consciousness that Obama is calling forth. 


In these paragraphs, Obama turns to international relations, cultural diversity, the relation with Muslim nations, and the spirit of service among Americans. In each, he is careful to take a progressive position that includes the concerns of conservatives. The call for greater “cooperation and understanding between nations” is followed immediately by the stern “we will not apologize for our way of life, nor will we waver in its defense, and for those who seek to advance their aims by inducing terror and slaughtering innocents, we say to you now that our spirit is stronger and cannot be broken; you cannot outlast us, and we will defeat you.” This might be the classic “both…and” model of political rhetoric, but in the context of all else going on, I prefer to believe that it represents the wisdom articulated by those who study human development, that each stage of development includes all those that preceded it. 
The final section of the speech is the call for a new era of responsibility which “is the price and the promise of citizenship.” It is a conservative call (to “hope and virtue”) for progressive actions in service to “the meaning of our liberty and our creed – why men and women and children of every race and every faith can join in celebration across this magnificent mall, and why a man whose father less than sixty years ago might not have been served at a local restaurant can now stand before you to take a most sacred oath.” 

WHAT DID HE MAKE?

I believe that Obama was attempting to describe a transformed America and to call forth the discursive structures in politics and a new form of consciousness in which to make sense of them. Such “transformational learning” experiences happen. Robert Kegan said:
Every adult has a history of a number of extraordinary developmental transformations, and each transformation builds a more complex and elaborated edifice [of sense-making mechanisms]. The process of its undoing – the capacity of the universe to win through these increasingly complex defenses that have better and better ways of deluding us into the belief that we have grasped reality as it actually is – gets harder and harder to do…The great glory within my own field…has been the recognition that there are these qualitatively more complex psychological mental, and spiritual landscapes that await us and that we are called to after the first twenty years of life.

But did such a sensibility actually get made? The crowd was unusually quiet for an Obama speech, and most commentators did not cite anything like this as what the speech was “about.”
This question takes us back to the goals of the Transforming Communication Project (TCP). Those of us in the TCP take a step beyond the communication perspective. Not only do we see communication as performative (“doing things”), we also see it as “constitutive” (“making things”). That is, organizations can be seen as “made” in the patterns of conversations that comprise them; persons can be seen as constituted by the relationships they have, and these relationships as made of repertoires of conversations; etc. If, as David Cooperrider puts it, “language is fateful,” then the situated use of language in conversation is … well, of overwhelming importance to the way that we live, move, and have our beings and to the societies in which we do all of that.
But things are “made” not just in words on a page (think of Fish’s preference for a text sedated and spread out on an operating table), in that to which they refer (think of Stewart’s disappointment that the speech did not lay out – as might be more appropriate in a State of the Union address – detail plans and proposals), or even in that which is “done” in single turns, like this speech. Rather, things are made in conversations: in sequences of “turns” in the back-and-forth, to-and-fro interactions of life. For all its ceremony and significance, the Inaugural Address is just one “turn” – albeit a long and very public turn – in longer conversations. So whether this new sensibility got “made” or not is a question that can only be answered when we know what are the “next turns.”
And so, at the time of this writing, it is too early to say what got made. But this is not a declaration of analytical agnosticism. Rather, it points attention to those events that will unfold that will answer the question. Obama’s speech was not the first turn in the conversation, but it was an unusually important one. Its meaning will be determined not only by what is in the text and by the immediate responses to it, but by what “next turns” are taken. Where will the conversation be 3, 5 and 15 turns after the inaugural address?

Look at how the public responds to Obama’s initiatives to make government transparent, participatory and collaborative. On the day of the inauguration, Obama signed a memorandum to heads of executive departments and agencies, instructing them that his Administration was to be “transparent, participatory and collaborative” and tasking high-level officials to develop – within 120 days -- specific policies and methods for making it so.
 Five turns from now, how will members of the public have responded? How will government officials have responded to that? How will the public respond to these responses?

Look at the discursive structures used by journalists, by members of the Administration, and – particularly – Republicans in the House and Senate as they respond to Obama’s initiatives. If they lay aside the old sense-making structures and adopt the new ones, whether they support his policies or not, he will have been successful. Three days after the Inauguration, I listened to a speech by a former economic advisor to John McCain. She spoke of the burning controversy in Washington about how “big” government should be. That’s the old discursive structure that Obama specifically urged us (in the 18th paragraph) to lay aside because no matter how you answer it, it doesn’t remake America in the way that Obama is offering to lead us. So in this “next turn,” Obama has not been successful, but will she and others begin talking not about how big government is but whether it works? If so, how will that change the conversation, and change the nation?
When the next crisis comes – and come it will – look to see how it is framed, and what form of consciousness informs our response. If the framing moves along the vectors described by the Transforming Communication Project, of fits what Kegan would call level 4 or 5 or the higher vmemes of Spiral Dynamics, then we can say that, in his Inaugural Address, Obama not only swung for fences that most of his critics couldn’t see, but he hit it out of the park.
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There is a story going around that, when Barack Obama was informed that he had won the election to be President, he gulped and demanded a recount. Few political leaders have ever faced a more daunting set of challenges and there have been few situations in which so much rested on the shoulders of a single person. Failing to get a recount that changed the outcome of the election, we know that Obama began thinking about how to govern in a way that would accomplish the purposes for which he campaigned.





A careful reading of Obama’s Inaugural Address discloses his concept of a “remade America” and of the tactics he intends to use to redeem his promise of “change.” This analysis uses unconventional tools to display the rhetorical challenges Obama confronted and the remarkably subtle and complex manner in which he addressed them. He had to dampen expectations, change the discursive structures of contemporary politics, unify a previously polarized public, criticize and change “the way Washington works” while using the people and institutions of Washington to do it, and promote the evolution of a more sophisticated form of consciousness in which to form policy and respond to crises. In 18 minutes! 





Read in this way, the speech reads like the script of the old television show “Mission: Impossible.” We knew what he wanted to do and the challenges he faced; the dramatic tension – and pleasure – came from seeing how he did it. 





This reading of Obama’s Inaugural differs significantly from most. It uses a distinctive set of analytic tools. It gives a deeper appreciation of the man, the occasion, and the rhetorical skill displayed. It lays out Obama’s own blueprint for what to expect from his Administration. Finally, it clarifies what Obama is asking for each of us to do if we are to “remake America.” Spoiler Alert: he calls for a far more radical response than most critics have realized. 











� Quoted in the San Francisco Chronicle, January 21, 2009, p. A14,


� King, M. L. Jr. (1963). I have a dream. Retrieved on January 24, 2009 from �HYPERLINK "http://www.usconstitution.net/dream.html"�http://www.usconstitution.net/dream.html�. 


� Retrieved on January 21, 2009 from �HYPERLINK "http://roomfordebate.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/20/the-speech-the-experts-critique/?8ty&emc=ty"�http://roomfordebate.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/20/the-speech-the-experts-critique/?8ty&emc=ty�.


� Cohen, R. (2009) The age of responsibility. New York Times, January 22. Retrieved on January 22, 2009 from �HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/22/opinion/22cohen.html?th&emc=th"�http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/22/opinion/22cohen.html?th&emc=th�. 


� Retrieved on January 23, 2009 from �HYPERLINK "http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/26030.html"�http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/26030.html�. 


� Dionne, E. J., Jr. (2009). Liberals, conservatives find solace in Obama’s speech. Houston Chronicle. January 22, 2009. Retrieved on January 23, 2009, from �HYPERLINK "http://www.chron.com/disp/story.mpl/editorial/outlook/6226216.html"�http://www.chron.com/disp/story.mpl/editorial/outlook/6226216.html�. 


� For fuller description of this project, go to �HYPERLINK "http://www.transformingcommunication.org/about.html"�http://www.transformingcommunication.org/about.html�. 


� See Donnally, T. (2003). The underpinnings of the Bush Doctrine. Retrieved on January 24, 2009 from � HYPERLINK "http://www.aei.org/publications/pubID.15845/pub_detail.asp" �http://www.aei.org/publications/pubID.15845/pub_detail.asp�. 


� Bitzer, Lloyd (1968). The rhetorical situation. Philosophy and Rhetoric, 1: 1-14; and Branham, R. J. & Pearce, W. B. (1985), "Between Text and Context: Toward a Rhetoric of Contextual Reconstruction," Quarterly Journal of Speech, 71: 19-36.  


� Calmes, J. & Herszenthorn (2009). Obama, legislators crafting stimulus plan. San Francisco Chronicle, January 24, p. A7.


� Cohen, 2009.


� For analyses of the deliberate use of discursive structures to create an environment for favored political policies, see Weiler, M. & Pearce, W. B. (1991). Ceremonial discourse: The rhetorical ecology of the Reagan Administration. Pp. 11-42 in Michael Weiler and W. Barnett Pearce (Eds.) Reagan and Public Discourse in America. Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press; and Lakoff, G. (2002). Moral politics: How liberals and conservatives think. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


� Adapted from Pearce, W. B. (2008). Articulating what we mean by ‘transforming communication:’ A report of a workshop. Unpublished paper available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.transformingcommunication.org/resources.html" �http://www.transformingcommunication.org/resources.html�. 


� Kegan, R. (1994). In over our heads: The mental demands of modern life. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. President Bush’s speeches on 9-11 and 9-12 are examples of “level three” form of consciousness. See my analysis of those speeches in chapter 1 of Pearce, W. B. (2007). Making social worlds: A communication perspective. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.


� Beck, D. E. & Cowan, C. C. (2006). Spiral dynamics: Mastering values, leadership, and change. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.


� A shift from the Enlightenment concepts as articulated by John Locke and Thomas Hobbes to a worldview informed by the American pragmatists William James, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead, by the later Wittgenstein, and by the social constructionists who weave these threads together. For a further description of this shift, see chapters 2 and 3 of Pearce. (2007).


� See chapters 1 and 2 of Pearce (2007).


� Retrieved on January 21, 2009 from �HYPERLINK "http://roomfordebate.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/20/the-speech-the-experts-critique/?8ty&emc=ty"�http://roomfordebate.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/20/the-speech-the-experts-critique/?8ty&emc=ty�.


� Fish argued that the style is parataxis, a list of propositions without explicit information about how they relate to each other. This style lends itself, Fish says, to lingering study of the text as an object rather than as a performance in time, and is contrasted with the more familiar hypotaxis in which the structure of thought is made more explicit. See Fish, S. (2009). Barack Obama’s prose style, New York Times, January, 22, 2009, retrieved on January 23, 2009 from �HYPERLINK "http://fish.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/22/barack-obamas-prose-style/?th&emc=th"�http://fish.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/22/barack-obamas-prose-style/?th&emc=th�. 


� Kegan, R. (2002). Epistemology, Fourth Order Consciousness, and the Subject-Object Relationship. Retrieved from �HYPERLINK "http://www.wie.org/j22/kegan.asp?pf=1"�http://www.wie.org/j22/kegan.asp?pf=1� on November 6, 2005. 


� Memorandum for the heads of executive departments and agencies, January 21, 2009, signed by the President and directed to be published in the Federal Register.








Text of President Obama's inaugural address on Tuesday, as prepared for delivery and released by the Presidential Inaugural Committee.


OBAMA: My fellow citizens:


I stand here today humbled by the task before us, grateful for the trust you have bestowed, mindful of the sacrifices borne by our ancestors. I thank President Bush for his service to our nation, as well as the generosity and cooperation he has shown throughout this transition.


Forty-four Americans have now taken the presidential oath. The words have been spoken during rising tides of prosperity and the still waters of peace. Yet, every so often the oath is taken amidst gathering clouds and raging storms. At these moments, America has carried on not simply because of the skill or vision of those in high office, but because we the people have remained faithful to the ideals of our forebears, and true to our founding documents.


So it has been. So it must be with this generation of Americans.


That we are in the midst of crisis is now well understood. Our nation is at war, against a far-reaching network of violence and hatred. Our economy is badly weakened, a consequence of greed and irresponsibility on the part of some, but also our collective failure to make hard choices and prepare the nation for a new age. Homes have been lost; jobs shed; businesses shuttered. Our health care is too costly; our schools fail too many; and each day brings further evidence that the ways we use energy strengthen our adversaries and threaten our planet.


These are the indicators of crisis, subject to data and statistics. Less measurable but no less profound is a sapping of confidence across our land - a nagging fear that America's decline is inevitable, and that the next generation must lower its sights.


Today I say to you that the challenges we face are real. They are serious and they are many. They will not be met easily or in a short span of time. But know this, America - they will be met.


On this day, we gather because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of purpose over conflict and discord.


On this day, we come to proclaim an end to the petty grievances and false promises, the recriminations and worn out dogmas, that for far too long have strangled our politics.


We remain a young nation, but in the words of scripture, the time has come to set aside childish things. The time has come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to choose our better history; to carry forward that precious gift, that noble idea, passed on from generation to generation: the God-given promise that all are equal, all are free and all deserve a chance to pursue their full measure of happiness.


In reaffirming the greatness of our nation, we understand that greatness is never a given. It must be earned. Our journey has never been one of shortcuts or settling for less. It has not been the path for the faint-hearted - for those who prefer leisure over work, or seek only the pleasures of riches and fame. Rather, it has been the risk-takers, the doers, the makers of things - some celebrated but more often men and women obscure in their labor, who have carried us up the long, rugged path towards prosperity and freedom.


For us, they packed up their few worldly possessions and traveled across oceans in search of a new life.


For us, they toiled in sweatshops and settled the West; endured the lash of the whip and plowed the hard earth.


For us, they fought and died, in places like Concord and Gettysburg; Normandy and Khe Sahn.


Time and again these men and women struggled and sacrificed and worked till their hands were raw so that we might live a better life. They saw America as bigger than the sum of our individual ambitions; greater than all the differences of birth or wealth or faction.


This is the journey we continue today. We remain the most prosperous, powerful nation on Earth. Our workers are no less productive than when this crisis began. Our minds are no less inventive, our goods and services no less needed than they were last week or last month or last year. Our capacity remains undiminished. But our time of standing pat, of protecting narrow interests and putting off unpleasant decisions - that time has surely passed. Starting today, we must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and begin again the work of remaking America.


For everywhere we look, there is work to be done. The state of the economy calls for action, bold and swift, and we will act - not only to create new jobs, but to lay a new foundation for growth. We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together. We will restore science to its rightful place, and wield technology's wonders to raise health care's quality and lower its cost. We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories. And we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands of a new age. All this we can do. And all this we will do.


Now, there are some who question the scale of our ambitions - who suggest that our system cannot tolerate too many big plans. Their memories are short. For they have forgotten what this country has already done; what free men and women can achieve when imagination is joined to common purpose, and necessity to courage.


What the cynics fail to understand is that the ground has shifted beneath them - that the stale political arguments that have consumed us for so long no longer apply. The question we ask today is not whether our government is too big or too small, but whether it works - whether it helps families find jobs at a decent wage, care they can afford, a retirement that is dignified. Where the answer is yes, we intend to move forward. Where the answer is no, programs will end. And those of us who manage the public's dollars will be held to account - to spend wisely, reform bad habits, and do our business in the light of day - because only then can we restore the vital trust between a people and their government.


Nor is the question before us whether the market is a force for good or ill. Its power to generate wealth and expand freedom is unmatched, but this crisis has reminded us that without a watchful eye, the market can spin out of control - and that a nation cannot prosper long when it favors only the prosperous. The success of our economy has always depended not just on the size of our gross domestic product, but on the reach of our prosperity; on our ability to extend opportunity to every willing heart - not out of charity, but because it is the surest route to our common good.


As for our common defense, we reject as false the choice between our safety and our ideals. Our founding fathers, faced with perils we can scarcely imagine, drafted a charter to assure the rule of law and the rights of man, a charter expanded by the blood of generations. Those ideals still light the world, and we will not give them up for expedience's sake. And so to all other peoples and governments who are watching today, from the grandest capitals to the small village where my father was born: know that America is a friend of each nation and every man, woman, and child who seeks a future of peace and dignity, and that we are ready to lead once more.


Recall that earlier generations faced down fascism and communism not just with missiles and tanks, but with sturdy alliances and enduring convictions. They understood that our power alone cannot protect us, nor does it entitle us to do as we please. Instead, they knew that our power grows through its prudent use; our security emanates from the justness of our cause, the force of our example, the tempering qualities of humility and restraint.


We are the keepers of this legacy. Guided by these principles once more, we can meet those new threats that demand even greater effort - even greater cooperation and understanding between nations. We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people, and forge a hard-earned peace in Afghanistan. With old friends and former foes, we will work tirelessly to lessen the nuclear threat, and roll back the specter of a warming planet. We will not apologize for our way of life, nor will we waver in its defense, and for those who seek to advance their aims by inducing terror and slaughtering innocents, we say to you now that our spirit is stronger and cannot be broken; you cannot outlast us, and we will defeat you.


For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus - and non-believers. We are shaped by every language and culture, drawn from every end of this Earth; and because we have tasted the bitter swill of civil war and segregation, and emerged from that dark chapter stronger and more united, we cannot help but believe that the old hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribe shall soon dissolve; that as the world grows smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a new era of peace.


To the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward, based on mutual interest and mutual respect. To those leaders around the globe who seek to sow conflict, or blame their society's ills on the West - know that your people will judge you on what you can build, not what you destroy. To those who cling to power through corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, know that you are on the wrong side of history; but that we will extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your fist.


To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work alongside you to make your farms flourish and let clean waters flow; to nourish starved bodies and feed hungry minds. And to those nations like ours that enjoy relative plenty, we say we can no longer afford indifference to suffering outside our borders; nor can we consume the world's resources without regard to effect. For the world has changed, and we must change with it.


As we consider the road that unfolds before us, we remember with humble gratitude those brave Americans who, at this very hour, patrol far-off deserts and distant mountains. They have something to tell us today, just as the fallen heroes who lie in Arlington whisper through the ages. We honor them not only because they are guardians of our liberty, but because they embody the spirit of service; a willingness to find meaning in something greater than themselves. And yet, at this moment - a moment that will define a generation - it is precisely this spirit that must inhabit us all.


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 kindness to take in a stranger when the levees break, the selflessness of workers who would rather cut their hours than see a friend lose their job which sees us through our darkest hours. 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.


Our challenges may be new. The instruments with which we meet them may be new. But those values upon which our success depends - hard work and honesty, courage and fair play, tolerance and curiosity, loyalty and patriotism - these things are old. These things are true. They have been the quiet force of progress throughout our history. What is demanded then is a return to these truths. What is required of us now is a new era of responsibility - a recognition, on the part of every American, that we have duties to ourselves, our nation, and the world, duties that we do not grudgingly accept but rather seize gladly, firm in the knowledge that there is nothing so satisfying to the spirit, so defining of our character, than giving our all to a difficult task.


This is the price and the promise of citizenship.


This is the source of our confidence - the knowledge that God calls on us to shape an uncertain destiny.


This is the meaning of our liberty and our creed - why men and women and children of every race and every faith can join in celebration across this magnificent mall, and why a man whose father less than sixty years ago might not have been served at a local restaurant can now stand before you to take a most sacred oath.


So let us mark this day with remembrance, of who we are and how far we have traveled. In the year of America's birth, in the coldest of months, a small band of patriots huddled by dying campfires on the shores of an icy river. The capital was abandoned. The enemy was advancing. The snow was stained with blood. At a moment when the outcome of our revolution was most in doubt, the father of our nation ordered these words be read to the people:


"Let it be told to the future world ... that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue could survive...that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet (it)."


America, in the face of our common dangers, in this winter of our hardship, let us remember these timeless words. With hope and virtue, let us brave once more the icy currents, and endure what storms may come. Let it be said by our children's children that when we were tested we refused to let this journey end, that we did not turn back nor did we falter; and with eyes fixed on the horizon and God's grace upon us, we carried forth that great gift of freedom and delivered it safely to future generations. 
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