
The Military Commissions Act of 2006: A Post-Structural Analysis of the Speeches of President Bush and Senator Clinton

INTRODUCTION


My name is Elisabeth Toecker and I am an undergraduate student at Saint Louis University majoring in Political Science and Women’s Studies.  In this paper, I will analyze two speeches given by Senator Hillary Clinton and President George W. Bush in regards to the Military Commissions Act of 2006.  Senator Hillary Clinton’s speech was given on the Senate floor on September 28, 2006, while the Act was being debated.  Senator Clinton is attempting to persuade Congress and the President that the Military Commissions Act should not be passed. President Bush’s speech was given in the East Room of the White House on October 17, 2006, as he signed the Act into effect.  President Bush’s speech, given right before he signs the bill, argues for the positive aspects that the bill gives to Americans.  My focus is not on the party lines of these two politicians, but rather on the arguments that each pose for and against the bill.  

I will use a post structural analysis to analyze the two speeches, a methodology that has been employed by Michel Foucault and Judith Butler.  I have been influenced by their works This is Not a Pipe and Precarious Life, respectively.  I have also been highly influenced by Dr. Eloise Buker and her article, "Storytelling Power: Personal Narrative and Political Analysis."  I have drawn on her use of discovering oppositions, rhetoric, transformations, and contradictions in the words of others.  I will be analyzing the words of President George Bush and Senator Hillary Clinton in their speeches regarding the Military Commissions Act of 2006.  
OPPOSITIONS


I will begin with the oppositions repeated in the speeches of Senator Hillary Clinton and President George Bush.  A primary opposition in these two speeches is the argument for the Military Commissions Act and against the Military Commissions Act.  This argument stands out as a primary opposition.  In fact, it is the underlying reason why the speeches were written: to convince the audience to be for or against the Act. 

The secondary opposition is the rights of the detainee versus the security of the country.  This is a secondary opposition as Hillary Clinton uses the rights of the detainee to argue against President Bush’s national security concerns.  Clinton’s argument centers around the point that those detained through the Military Commissions Act will lose their Geneva Convention-given rights through the signing of the bill.  Bush argues that the passing of the bill is necessary for the security of the country.  

Rhetorical Devices


The oppositions I have discussed are represented by many images used throughout the two speeches.  Hillary Clinton, in her argument against the bill, uses the visual picture of “American values.” In fact, she specifically uses the term “values” eleven times in her speech.  She says that America’s values are “in danger” (Clinton, ph 11) in this bill; that we are sacrificing our values for legislation that has not been fully discussed and that has been affected by election-time politics (Clinton, ph 13).  Clinton also uses the imagery of a “blank check” to describe what some are issuing President Bush in his quest on the war on terror, as Clinton describes further, “…a blank check to torture, to create secret courts using secret evidence, to detain people, including American, to be free of judicial oversight and accountability, to put our troops in greater danger” (Clinton, ph 31).  The words “blank check” invoke a very strong image of a government that is allowing the Executive free rein to do anything.   Clinton denounces this idea through her speech.  

Another central image that Clinton employs in her argument is that of the first President of the United States, a revered figure in American culture.  Clinton argues that in the time of the American Revolution, George Washington also faced a choice about how to treat captured prisoners, and that his decision to “treat them with humanity” formed the values of our nation (Clinton, ph 11).  Clinton implies that to pass the Military Commissions Act of 2006 is to regard those values laid by President Washington as obsolete.  


President Bush’s argument for the bill centers on the image of “justice” and “fairness”.  These two words are used a total of ten times throughout Bush’s speech.  One example involves of Bush’s use of the word “justice’ involves the allusion to September 11th.  “With the bill I’m about to sign, the men our intelligence officers believe orchestrated the murder of nearly three thousand innocent people will face justice” (Bush ph 3). There are two main points in the Detainee legislation that Bush states will promote justice for the victims of 9/11.  The first is that the bill makes clear certain offenses that are considered crimes in the handling of detainees so that those who question terrorists can perform to the fullest extent of the law (Bush, ph 9).  The second point is that the bill provides a way to deliver justice to terrorists through military commissions that will be used to try those accused of war crimes.   These two main points show the definite threat that the American people face.  The use of the words “national security” automatically generates in all Americans a picture of the Twin Towers engulfed in flames and the chaos that surrounded 9/11.  Bush declares that the bill should be passed for America’s protection, so that there will never be another September 11th.  

Other image words used by Bush that invoke strong feelings on the part of the American people include “the war on terror”.  Bush states that the passing of the Detainee legislation will affirm the determination of the United States to win the war on terror (Bush, ph 19).  Bush here invokes the first person point of view common in the speech to speak about the United States and its war on terror, highlighting the supremacy and leadership of the United States.  “We will fight…We will protect…We will work” (Bush, ph 19).  Bush begins to formulate the perception that one is either “with us or against us” in regards to the Military Commission Act.  There is no room for debate or narratives delivered in the second or third person.  

TRANSFORMATIONS


The transformations in these two speeches are less apparent than the contradictions and rhetorical devices.  The transformations take place at the climax of the speeches, when the argument turns from straight fact to emotional appeal.  At this point in both speeches is where the use of image rhetoric appears the most.  For Hillary Clinton, the transformation occurs at the point of her speech when she submits for the record letters and statements from various sources, including military leaders and 9/11 families, expressing concern about the bill.  At this point, Clinton’s voice shifts from stating fact to an emotional appeal.  The argument that follows includes an appeal to Congress to put aside its differences and work together to form the right piece of legislation to protect “our troops” (Clinton, ph 16).  Clinton appeals to the morals and values of Congress and of the American people to pass a values-oriented piece of legislation.  She utilizes similar rhetoric as Bush, calling terrorists “evil and nihilistic extremists” (Bush, ph 42).  Clinton’s last line is a perfect example of the standpoint switch from fact to emotion, as she says, “This is a moment when we need to remind ourselves of the confidence and bravery of George Washington.  We cannot, we must not, subvert our ideals- we can and must use them to win” (Clinton, ph 47).  At this last line, Clinton draws on the American feeling towards George Washington and uses this image to support her argument against the Detainee bill.  She transforms her argument from fact and reason to emotional appeal, framing the argument over the Detainee Bill as a battle in which the very basis of our American values is at stake.


The transformation of President Bush’s argument occurs in the same general area as Clinton’s, where rhetoric turns from fact into emotional appeal.  Bush is talking about the CIA program, stating facts about the program and what it has done for national security.  The transformation occurs with the idea that the Military Commissions Act will deliver retribution for the attacks of 9/11.  Bush uses the emotionally charged issue of 9/11 to rally support for the act, saying:

There is nothing we can do to bring back the men and women lost on September 11th, 2001.  Yet we’ll always honor their memory and we will never forget the way they were taken from us.  This nation will call evil by its name. We will answer brutal murder with patient justice.  Those who kill the innocent will be held to account (Bush, ph 17).

 Bush turns the argument away from the criticisms of people such as Senator Clinton by making the issue about September 11th, not about the civil rights of detainees.  He uses rhetoric and emotion in a masterful way to rally support behind an otherwise questionable bill.  

These two transformations teach me that certain issues in politics often become less about the truth of the matter, but more about how the matter is framed.  The use of framing controversial legislation through emotion rather than reason makes it easier to amass public support. Using an issue such as the tragedy of September 11, 2001, the safety of “our troops”, or national security as a frame is a tool of American politics.  Both liberals and conservatives, Republicans and Democrats use this method to rally public support for their respective causes.  But a negative outcome can occur when this method is used too often, as people begin to recognize the rhetoric and lose trust in the arguments.  

CONTRADICTIONS


There are definite contradictions in both speeches.  One contradiction is the challenge that Clinton gives to Bush, saying that the Military Commissions Act undermines the Geneva Conventions.  Clinton states, “The bill undermines the Geneva Conventions by allowing the President to issue Executive Orders to redefine what are permissible interrogation techniques” (Clinton, ph 30).  Bush’s speech is silent on the issue of the Geneva Convention, never mentioning the controversy surrounding the accusations that this bill weakens the force of the Geneva Conventions.  This silence only proves that the face of the “other” is often left out/forgotten through politicking, especially in times of war. 


The major contradiction between the two speeches occurs in the framing of the primary questions of Clinton and Bush.  For Clinton, the question is framed through a historical basis.  She seems to ask if this bill is congruent with the values inherent in the United States since its founding.  For Clinton, the answer is no.  The bill goes against American values because it violates the Constitution and the Geneva Convention, takes away habeas corpus rights, and allows the Bush administration to define what torture tactics are legal.  Above all, the bill promotes hurtful treatment to detainees who could be terrorists or could be innocent.  For Clinton, the potential gains in national security do not outweigh the potential harm caused by the bill.  


Bush’s primary question as he says himself in his speech is, “Will it allow the CIA program to continue?”(Bush, ph 8).  Bush frames his priorities around national security (more national security here) and legitimizes the bill as protection for not only the American people, but also those in the CIA.  Bush’s primary concern is that the CIA be allowed to continue their methods of receiving information from detainees.  Bush praises the CIA for its many gains in vital intelligence gathering, saying, “Put simply, this program has been one of the most vital tools in our war against the terrorists” (Bush, ph 12).  Bush states that the program the Act would continue has allowed the Central Intelligence Agency to identify, question, and capture nearly every senior al Qaeda member and provide a way to deliver justice to these people (Bush, ph 11).
Although the virtues of this program are extolled, what has been left out is the issue of the treatment of detained prisoners, especially the cruelty and torture discovered at Guantánamo Bay.  Bush is not the only one who is silent on an issue.  Senator Clinton does not mention the need for information gathering techniques to protect the American public and that, on occasion, interrogation is necessary for the discovery of pertinent information.  Both Clinton and Bush contradict each other in what is left out/silenced in their respective speeches.

CONCLUSION


Both Senator Hillary Clinton and President George Bush speak to persuade their audiences to think a certain way about the Military Commissions Act of 2006.  However, neither presents the full picture of the bill, many issues and standpoints are left out/forgotten/silenced. Each speech is framed along political lines and uses political and emotional rhetoric to persuade the audience to hold the same standpoint as the speakers.  Both Hillary Clinton and George Bush leave out information and silence the opposition in their quest to gain political approval.  

The importance of using a post-structural analysis, not only when analyzing political speeches but also in everyday life, is to realize that every person’s opinion is shaped and reshaped from their own standpoint.  Where one’s standpoint originates from shapes how an issue is framed.   The definition of framing implies that something is focused in on while other aspects are cut off.  This tells us that no one person, no one speech contains the whole truth of an issue. The truth of the Military Commissions Act of 2006, and of most political issues, lies in the center where all standpoints converge.  
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