BUSH USESWELL-KNOWN LINGUISTIC TECHNIQUESTO MAKE CITIZENS HEEL DEPENDENT.
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eorge W. Bush isgenerally regarded as a

mangler of the English language. What i

overlooked is his madtery of emationd lan-
guage—epedialy negatively charged emotiond
language—as a paliticd tool. Take a closer look
a his gpeeches and public utterances, and hi
politica success turns out to be no surprise. It i
the predictable result of the intentiond use
language to dominate others

Presdent Bush, like many dominant person-
dity types, uses dependency-creating language. e

He employs language of contempt and intimidation to

shame othersinto submission and desperate admiration. While
wetend to think of the dominator as using physica force, in
fact most dominators use verbd ause to control others
Abusive language has been a mgjor theme of psychologica
researchers on marital problems, such as John Gaottman, and
of philosophers and theologians, such as Josef Pieper. But
little has been said about the key role it has cometo play in
politica discourse, and in such "hot medid' as tak radio and
televison.

Bush usesseverd dominating linguidtic techniques to induce
surrender to hiswill. Thefirst is empty language. Thisterm
refers to broad gtatements that are so abdtract and mean 0
little that they are virtudly impossble to oppose. Empty
language is the emationa equivadent of empty caories. Just
as we sddom quedtion the content of potato chips while
enjoying their pleasurable taste, recipients of empty language
are uaudly digracted from examining the content of what
they are hearing. Domina-tors use empty language to conced
falty genadizaions to ridicule viable dternatives, to
attribute negative motivations to others, thus making them
appear contemptible; and to rename and "reframe’ opposing
viewpoints.

Bush's 2003 State of the Union speech contained thirty-
nine examples of empty language. He used it to reduce complex
problemsto imegesthat | eft the listener rdieved that George W.
Bush was in charge. Rether than explaining the rdaionship
between madpractice insurance and skyrocketing hedlthcare
cogts, Bush summed up: "No one has ever been heded by a
frivalouslawalit." The multiple fiscd and monetary pdlicy tools
that can be usad to dimulate an economy were downsized to:
"The best and fairest way to meke sure Americans have thet
money isnot to tax it away in thefirg place™ The controversid
plan to wage another war on Iraq was smplified to: "We will
ansve every danger and every enemy that threatens the
American people”" In an earlier sudy, | found that in the 2000
presdentid debates Bush usad a leegt four times as many
phrases containing empty language as Carter, Resgan,
Clinton, Bush Senior or Gore had used in thelr debates.

nother of Bush's dominant-language
echniques is personalization.. By
persondization | mean locdizing the attention
the ligtener on the spesker's persondity. Bush
ojects himsdf as the only person capable of
oducing reaults. In his post-9/11 speech to
Congresshesad, "'l will not forget thiswound to
r country or those who inflicted it. | will not
e yidd; | will not regt; | will not rdent in waging
| this druggle for freedom and security for the

American people” He subditutes his determina:
tion for that of the nation's In the 2003 State of the Union
spesch he vowed, "1 will defend the freedom and security of the
American people” Contrast Bush's "'l will not yidd" etc. with
John F. Kennedy's "Ask nat what your country can do for
you, ask what you can do for your country."

The word "you" rardy gppears in Bush's speeches.
Insteed, there are numerous satements referring to himsdf or
his persond characteridics—falksness, confidence, righteous
anger or determination—as the answer to the problems of the
country. Even when Bush uses "we," as he did many times
in the State of the Union gpeech, he does it in a way that
focuses dtention on himsdf. For example, he dated: "Once
agan, we are cdled to defend the sefety of our people, and the
hopes of dl mankind. And we accept thisrespongibility.”

In an article in the January 16 New York Review of
Books, Joan Didion highlighted Bush's high degree of
persondization and contempt for argumentation in presenting
his case for going to war in Irag. As Didion writes " ‘| made
up my mind, he had said in April, ‘that Saddam needsto go.’
This was one of many curious, amogt petulant statements
offered in lieu of actudly presenting acase. I've made up my
mind, I've said in gpeech after gpeech, 1've made mysdf dear.
Therepested gatements became their own reason.”

Poll after poll demongtrates that Bush's palitical agenda
is out of step with most Americans core beliefs. Yet the
public, their eectora resistance broken down by empty
language and persuaded by persondization, is susceptible to
Bush's mogt frequently used linguigtic technique: negative
framenork. A negative framework is a pessmigtic image of
the world. Bush crestes and maintains negetive frameworksin
his ligeners minds with a number of linguigtic techniques
borrowed from advertising and hypnoss to indill the image
of adark and evil world around us. Catastrophic words and
phrases are repeatedly drilled into the ligtener's head until the
oppostion feds such a high levd of anxiety thet it appears
pointlessto do anything other than cower.
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Psychologist Martin Sdigman, in his extensive studies
of "learned helplessness" showed that people's motivation
to respond to outsde threats and problems is undermined by
a belief that they have no control over their environment.
Learned heplessness is exacerbated by beliefs that problems
causd by negdive events are permanent; and when the
underlying causes are perceived to goply to many other
events, the condition becomes pervasive and pardyzing.

Bush is a master a inducing learned helplessnessin the
eectorate. He uses pessimigtic language that creates fear
and disbles people from feding they can solve ther
problems. In his September 20, 2001, speech to Congresson
the 9/11 atacks, he chose to increese peoples sense of
vulnerability: " Americans should not expect one battle, but
alengthy campaign, unlike any other we have ever seen....
| ask you to live your lives, and hug your children. | know
many citizens have fears tonight.... Be cadm and resolute,
even in the face of a continuing threat." (Subsequent terror
derts by the FBI, CIA and Depatment of Homdand Security
have maintained and expanded this fear of unknown,
snigter enemies)

Contragt this rhetoric with Franklin Roosevet's speech
delivered the day after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.
He said: "No matter how long
it may take us to overcome

Bushisamader at inducing learned help-
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George W. Bush'sOctober 7, 2002, mgor policy speech on
Irag, on the other hand, began with forty-four consecutive
statements referring to the crisis and citing a multitude of
possible catastrophic repercussions. The vast mgority of
these statements (for example: "Some ask how urgent this
danger is to America and the world. The danger is dready
significant, and it only grows worse with time"; "Iraq could
decide on any given day to provide a biologicd or chemicd
wegpon to aterrorist group or individud terrorists’) imply
that the crisiswill last into the indeterminate future. Thereis
also no specific plan of action. The absence of plans is
typicd of a negative framework, and leaves the listener
without hope thet the crisis will ever end. Contrast this with
Reegan, who, a third of the way into his explanation of the
criss in Lebanon, asked the following: "Where do we go
from here? What can we do now to hdp Lebanon gain
greater stability so that our Marines can come home? Well, 1
believe we can take three deps now that will make a
difference.

To create a dependency dynamic between him and the
electorate. Bush describes the nation as being in a
perpetual state of crisis and then attempts to convince the
electorate that it is powerless and that he is the only one
with the strength to deal with it. He attempts to persuade
people they mugt transfer
power to him, thus crushing

this premeditated invasion, |essnessin thedectorate his |anguage makes the power of the citizen, the

the American people in

their righteous might will Peoplefed they cannot solvetheir problems.

win through to absolute

victory.... There is no blinking at the fact that our people,
our territory and our interests are in grave danger. With
confidence in our armed forces—with the unbounding
determination of our people—we will gain the inevitable
triumph—so help us God." Roosevet focuses on an
optimigic future rather than an ongoing threat to
Americans persond survivd.

All palitical leaders mugt define the present threets and
problems faced by the country before describing their
gpproach to a solution, but the ratio of negative to optimistic
gatements in Bush's speeches and policy declarations is
much higher, more pervasve and more long-agting than thet
of any other Presdent. Let's compare "crisis’ speeches by
Bush and Ronald Reagan, the President with whom he mosgt
identifies himsdlf. In Reagan's October 27, 1983, televised
address to the nation on the bombing of the US Maine
baracks in Berut, he used nineteen images of criss and
twenty-one images of optimiam, evenly baancing optimistic
and negative depictions. He limited his evduation of the
problems to the past and present tense, saying only that "with
patience and firmness we can bring peace to that strife-
torn region—and make our own livesmore secure”

Congress, the Democratic
Paty, even condtitutional
liberties, to concentrate

all power in theimperial presidency and the Republican
Party.
Bush's palitical opponents are caught in a fantasy that
they can win againt him smply by proving the
superiority of their ideas. However, people do not support
Bush for the power of hisideas, but out of the despair and
desperation in their hearts. Whenever people are in the
grip of a desperate dependency, they won't respond to
rationd criticisms of the people they are dependent on.
They will respond to plausible and forceful statements
and dternatives that put the American eectorate back in
touch with their core optimism. Bush's opponents must
combat his dark imagery with hope and restore
American vigor and optimism in the coming years. They
should heed the example of Reagan, who used optimism
against Carter and the "nationa maaise’; Franklin
Roosevelt, who used it against Hoover and the pessimism
induced by the Depression ("the only thing we have to
fear is fear itsdf"); and Clinton (the "Man from Hope"),
who used positive language against the senior Bush's
lack of vision. Thisisthe linguistic prescription for those
who wishto retireBushin2004. m
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