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Modern American presidents commonly make use of rhetoric, or symbolic language, to 

advantageously shape public opinion, which, in a representative political system, can 

serve as a means to nearly any end. Within the policymaking arena in particular, 

presidents strategically employ popular leadership and public persuasion to augment their 

influence within the legislative process. Consequently, presidential rhetoric is often 

conceived as a means to a means to an end—a tool used to rally public support for the 

administration’s policy agenda in an effort to indirectly pressure congressional 

lawmakers into falling in line behind White House initiatives. This legislative strategy, 

commonly referred to as “going public,” is present in the story of President George W. 

Bush’s “call to service” and his promotion of the USA Freedom Corps; yet it only 

represents one of the significant roles played by presidential rhetoric in this policymaking 

process. I argue that much of the rhetoric used in this case exemplifies a kind of popular 
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leadership that was not part of a legislative strategy as we might expect, but rather a 

unique style of governing. More specifically, as the policymaking process unfolded and 

prospects for legislative success on the citizen service issue appeared increasingly 

limited, the Bush administration relied more and more upon symbolic language to 

accomplish concrete policy objectives. While the president’s leadership of public opinion 

in this case may originally have been conceived as an instrument of policymaking, it soon 

transformed into policymaking itself—more specifically, rhetorical policymaking—a 

direct effort to bring about attitudinal, behavioral, and cultural change within the 

American public by promoting “a culture of responsibility, service, and citizenship.”   
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“Sometimes all you have to do is ask the American people and they do it.” 
 

-John Bridgeland (2004 Interview) 
 Former Director of the White House Office of the USA Freedom Corps 



 1

Chapter 1: The Rhetorical Presidency Calls 

 

On January 29, 2002, President George W. Bush delivered his State of the Union 

address, the first since the events of September 11, 2001. On that night, the president 

spoke to the nation in a language that was both inspirational and visionary.  

None of us would ever wish the evil that was done on September the 11th. Yet 
after America was attacked, it was as if our entire country looked into a mirror 
and saw our better selves. We were reminded that we are citizens, with 
obligations to each other, to our country, and to history. We began to think less of 
the goods we can accumulate, and more about the good we can do. [W]e have 
glimpsed what a new culture of responsibility could look like. We want to be a 
nation that serves goals larger than self. We’ve been offered a unique opportunity, 
and we must not let this moment pass.  
 

In light of the context of this address, the emotive and moral character of Bush’s rhetoric 

was not surprising. Nor, despite the exceptional nature of the circumstances, was this 

display of rhetorical leadership especially noteworthy; the notion that presidents not only 

will but should be practitioners of popular leadership is today “an unquestioned premise 

of our political culture” (Tulis 1987, 4). Likewise, the prevailing method of presidential 

popular leadership—the use of symbolic language and images—is such a commonplace 

feature of American politics that it has become second-nature to us. We can no longer 

conceptualize the modern American presidency without rhetoric.     

The prevalence of rhetoric in contemporary American politics suggests its 

perceived value as an instrument of persuasion. Modern presidents commonly make use 

of symbolic language to advantageously shape public opinion which, in a representative 

political system, can serve as a means to nearly any end. Within the policymaking arena 
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in particular, presidents strategically employ popular leadership and public persuasion to 

augment their influence within the legislative process. In this sense, presidential rhetoric 

is often conceived as a means to a means to an end—a tool used to rally public support 

for the administration’s policy agenda in an effort to indirectly pressure congressional 

lawmakers into falling in line behind White House initiatives.  

This legislative strategy, commonly referred to as “going public,” is present in the 

story of George W. Bush’s “call to service” and his promotion of the USA Freedom 

Corps; yet it only represents one of the significant roles of presidential rhetoric in this 

policymaking process. I argue that much of the rhetoric used in this case exemplifies a 

kind of popular leadership that was not part of a legislative strategy as we might expect, 

but rather a style of governing. More specifically, as the policymaking process unfolded 

and prospects for legislative success on the citizen service issue appeared increasingly 

limited, the Bush administration relied more and more upon symbolic language to 

accomplish concrete policy objectives. In other words, while the president’s leadership of 

public opinion may originally have been conceived as an instrument of policymaking, it 

soon transformed into policymaking itself—that is, a direct means of bringing about 

attitudinal and behavioral change among the American people by promoting “a culture of 

responsibility, service, and citizenship” (White House 2002a, 3). It is this effort that I 

refer to as rhetorical policymaking.  

Although both employ rhetoric to inspire and mobilize the people, I interpret 

Bush’s “call to service” as a phenomenon that is qualitatively distinct from going public. 

Presidential rhetoric as policy is identifiable by characteristics that are distinct from 

rhetoric as legislative strategy, which suggests the need for a typology that highlights the 
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significance of these differences. The primary purpose of my case analyses is to draw out 

the defining characteristics of these types of rhetoric and illustrate the various roles and 

influences of symbolic language within the presidential policymaking process.  

POPULAR LEADERSHIP WITHOUT “GOING PUBLIC” 
 

As an effort to galvanize the American people through rhetorical leadership, 

Bush’s “call to service” was a paradigmatic example of the “visionary” speech that 

Woodrow Wilson understood as an ideal type of presidential address.1 According to 

Jeffrey Tulis (1987), Wilson believed that the legitimate source of presidential authority 

is not to be found in the Constitution, but rather in the general will of the American 

people. Thus, it is requisite for presidents to “interpret” the popular will and act as its 

independent and singular representative in government, for “[t]here is but one national 

voice in the country and that is the voice of the President” (Wilson 1908, 67). Presidents 

should therefore, according to this argument, employ a “moral, even moralistic language” 

that not only “taps the public’s feelings and articulates its wishes,” but translates these 

sentiments into a vision of the future that is able to unite and inspirit the people (Tulis 

1987, 135, 136).2 Wilson’s doctrine of rhetorical leadership has since come to be 

accepted as a primary and legitimate tool of presidential governance; and accordingly, the 

idea of the rhetorical presidency (at least as a descriptive concept) is essentially 

unchallenged.  

                                                 
1 This form of “visionary” speech is one of the two ideal types of presidential address advocated by Wilson. 
The other, referred to by Tulis (1987) as the “policy-stand” speech, is discussed later in this chapter.     
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In his “call to service,” President Bush embraced this Wilsonian notion of the 

modern president as an “interpreter-leader” responsible for distilling the essence of the 

national character and then reflecting and amplifying these sentiments back to the people 

in a language that is clear and compelling. The challenge that presidents face in doing so, 

explains David Zarefsky, is to “find the ‘deep structure’ of symbols which are shared by 

people…and then to associate those symbols with his own policy or program” (1986, 7). 

Bush’s address attempted to do so by drawing upon the intense emotions experienced by 

“our entire country” in the wake of tragedy in an effort to unify “our better selves” into a 

new American culture of responsibility, selflessness, and citizenship. Portraying himself 

as leading the charge toward the realization of this vision, the president called upon every 

American to seize the moment and join in this great civic undertaking by pledging at least 

two years of their lives, the equivalent of 4000 hours, to the service of others.  

Immediately following his State of the Union address, President Bush undertook a 

lengthy speaking campaign to reaffirm his “call to service” and showcase the new USA 

Freedom Corps—a citizen service initiative3 designed to harness the civic spirit of the 

American people and, in the words of its chief policy architect, “enliven it in ways that 

are systemic and institutional” (Bridgeland 2004). In 2002, Bush appeared at 28 public 

events to promote his “call to service” and accompanying initiative; a remarkable 

expenditure of the president’s time and energies considering the magnitude and 

                                                                                                                                                 
2 For the original formulation of this argument, see Ceaser, James W., Glen E. Thurow, Jeffrey Tulis, and 
Joseph M. Bessette. 1981. "The Rise of the Rhetorical Presidency." Presidential Studies Quarterly 11 
(Spring): 158-171. 
3 I refer to the phenomenon at the heart of this study as “citizen service,” rather than using the more 
familiar notion of “national service.” For a discussion of the distinctions between the two, which are central 
to the particular politics and ideological controversies that marked the formulation and implementation of 
President Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps, see Chapter 3.  
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immediacy of the security and economic concerns that commanded the attention of the 

White House in the wake of September 11.4  

Missing from this substantial rhetorical endeavor, however, were any concerted 

efforts by the White House to mobilize popular support for the passage of the proposed 

legislative centerpiece of the USA Freedom Corps—the Citizen Service Act of 2002.5 

This absence is conspicuous in light of the common portrayal of rhetorical leadership as a 

strategic means to pressure members of Congress into supporting an administration’s 

legislative agenda. According to the view that has gained wide currency among students 

of the presidency, it is the unique ability to bring the public into the policymaking process 

through the active leadership of popular opinion—as an alternative to elite-focused 

persuasion and bargaining6—that provides the White House with essential leverage in its 

policy negotiations with key actors on Capitol Hill.  

                                                 
4 It is the former director of the USA Freedom Corps Office, John Bridgeland, who puts the figure of public 
appearances at 28. A search of the USA Freedom Corps website turned up 23 presidential speeches and 
official statements prior to the initiative resurfacing in Bush’s 2003 State of the Union address. This 
number, however, does not account for passing references to the “call to service” in Bush’s 
pronouncements on the Faith-Based initiative; nor the influence of a newly-established USA Freedom 
Corps website that can be accessed through an unfathomable number of other websites, including local and 
state government pages; virtually every executive branch department, agency, and commission; community 
and faith-based organizations; small, medium, and large nonprofits; local citizen groups engaged in disaster 
preparedness, mentoring the children of prisoners, literacy programs, etc., etc. Additional forms of 
promotion included a number of public service announcements for the USA Freedom Corps—on radio and 
television, and in movie theaters—that were frequently broadcast during the first year of its existence. 
While the promotional spots that followed the singing and dancing hot dogs, sodas, and bags of popcorn 
have disappeared, the radio and television ads have persisted and, since the December 2004 tsunami in 
Southeast Asia, prominently former Presidents Bush and Clinton as unofficial spokespersons.        
5 Through the reauthorization of federal appropriations for programs administered by the Corporation for 
National and Community Service (e.g., AmeriCorps, VISTA, and Senior Corps), the Citizen Service Act 
sought to supplement Bush’s “call to service” by restructuring and expanding federally-subsidized service 
opportunities for Americans of all ages. 
6 For the paradigmatic argument that a president’s capacity to govern—that is, presidential power—
depends upon the informal power to bargain and persuade, see Neustadt, Richard E. 1960. Presidential 
Power and the Modern Presidents: The Politics of Leadership from Roosevelt to Reagan. 1990 ed. New 
York: The Free Press. 
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The power of persuasion remains at the heart of this reformulated concept of 

presidential leadership, but it is to the American people rather than to Congress that 

policy initiatives are pitched. Samuel Kernell identifies this strategy as “going public:”  

“When a president goes to the country, he is counting on his prestige to persuade 
sufficient numbers of citizens to communicate their support of his position to their 
representative. All the president needs to do [to succeed] is convince a sufficient 
number of politicians that the political cost of resisting his policy is greater than 
any potential gain” (1986, 212-213). 
  

It is this singular ability of presidents to pressure members of Congress by “going over 

their heads,” Kernell argues, that makes the rhetorical strategy of going public an 

effective policymaking tool.  

While the employment of rhetoric as a means of going public appears to be a 

logical extension of the doctrine of presidential leadership advocated by Wilson,7 who 

                                                 
7 The strategy that was later designated as going public is, in some sense, presaged by Wilson (1908); yet 
there exist significant differences between Kernell’s (1986) argument and the rhetorical presidency 
perspective presented by Tulis (1987). The primary concerns of Kernell’s presidency-centered discussion 
of popular leadership are a president’s popularity and use of the modern mass media to advance his 
legislative agenda. Although he acknowledges that this strategy undermines the ability of presidents to 
bargain with Congress, Kernell does not necessarily find this development to be exceptionally problematic. 
By contrast, the project undertaken by Tulis is considerably broader in scope and arrives at conclusions that 
are far more critical of the practice of rhetorical leadership and its impact on the American polity. The 
rhetorical presidency perspective does take into account the influences of public approval and the media, 
but considers their significance (as well as that of other key variables) in terms of the historical 
transformations of presidential leadership and the larger political order brought about by Wilson’s 
reinterpretation of constitutional doctrine. While Tulis does not dispute Kernell’s claim that the strategic 
use of rhetoric has given presidents an upper hand in their policy dealings with Congress, he laments the 
“erosion of the processes of deliberation” and “decay of political discourse” that has accompanied it (1987, 
176). For a discussion of the distinctions between Kernell and Tulis, see Tulis, Jeffrey K. 1987. The 
Rhetorical Presidency. Princeton: Princeton University Press.     
Of interest to my study is a theme on which the contributions of Kernell and Tulis overlap—the president’s 
employment of rhetorical leadership as a means of pressuring Congress into supporting an administration’s 
policy preferences. I argue that this instrumentalized conception of rhetoric assumed by both Kernell and 
Tulis has a limiting affect on studies of the president-as-policymaker. My aim is not to question the value 
of the rhetorical presidency perspective, its theoretical grounding in constitutional doctrine and presidential 
history, or the normative project of “reconstitutionalizaing political discourse (Tulis 1996, 13). Nor do I 
wish to oversimplify this perspective by conflating it with the more bounded going public argument. 
Rather, I want only to suggest that the wider implications of rhetorical leadership for presidential 
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argued that the president “has no means of compelling Congress except through public 

opinion” (1908, 65), President Bush’s rhetorical campaign in support of his “call to 

service” and USA Freedom Corps initiative did not take this crucial step in the 

policymaking process. Although prototypically Wilsonian in his efforts to inspire, 

educate, and mobilize the American people through rhetoric, the president never 

explicitly attempted to use the leadership of public opinion as a persuasive instrument to 

generate congressional support for the Citizen Service Act—even while administration 

officials were simultaneously engaged in intense, behind-the-scenes lobbying efforts on 

the bill’s behalf. After surviving difficult sub-committee and committee votes in the 

House of Representatives, the proposal ended up in legislative purgatory when 

Republican leadership declined to schedule a floor debate or vote. By doing so, the 

president’s own party closed the door on institutionalizing his citizen service initiative. 

Yet, as Senator John McCain (R-AZ), a vocal supporter of national service after 

September 11, incredulously remarked in a December 2002 interview with Dana Milbank 

of The Washington Post: “I’ve seen no push for legislation from the White House.”      

The Bush administration was, in fact, not pushing. According to John Bridgeland, 

who served as the point-person for the president’s initiative on Capitol Hill, a decision 

had been made to abandon the Citizen Service Act months before McCain publicly 

expressed his frustration. However, the president steadily continued to talk up his “call to 

service” and USA Freedom Corps initiative across the country, despite the fact that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
policymaking have been obscured by a tendency to limit analyses of presidential rhetoric to the strategic 
interface that commonly occurs between the White House and Congress.    
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White House did not intend to expend the valuable resources, such as time and political 

capital, that would have been necessary to push the stalled bill through Congress.  

If Bush’s continued use of inspirational, symbolic language was not being 

strategically employed in the service of going public in this case, then what was the 

purpose of this rhetoric and what role did it play in this process? What factors led the 

White House to engage in rhetorical policymaking, in which the president took his case 

to the American people but expressed no interest in parlaying public support into 

legislative success? How does the process by which this sort of policymaking occurs 

differ from more traditional policymaking processes? What does the Bush 

administration’s use of rhetoric in this case suggest about the structures of power and 

decision-making that characterize White House policymaking?  

PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC AS LEGISLATIVE STRATEGY 
 

In his explication of the going public strategy, Kernell (1986) considers rhetorical 

leadership solely in terms of its role as a strategic tool in the policymaking process. He 

claims that, as a result of the increasing ineffectiveness of elite bargaining, presidents are 

left with no alternative but to mobilize public opinion as a means of pressuring members 

of Congress into supporting the administration’s policy preferences. Therefore, while the 

rhetoric is designed and disseminated for public consumption, “the ultimate object of the 

president’s designs is not the American voter, but fellow politicians in Washington” 

(Kernell 1986, viii). 
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This emphasis on the instrumental nature of presidential rhetoric8 is not unique to 

Kernell. The conceptualization of popular leadership in terms of the strategic value that it 

offers presidents in their legislative dealings with Congress is also a key premise of 

primary literature on the rhetorical presidency, and one that has largely escaped sustained 

scrutiny and analysis. For example, by tracing the emergence of rhetorical leadership 

back to Woodrow Wilson’s contention that “the president should employ oratory to 

create an active public opinion that, if necessary, will pressure Congress into accepting 

his program” (1981, 239, also see 247), James Ceaser, Glen Thurow, Jeffrey Tulis, and 

Joseph Bessette embed the going public strategy in the very foundation of the rhetorical 

presidency construct. Likewise, each of the case studies9 that Tulis uses to illustrate the 

practical limits of rhetorical leadership are, he claims, “instructive as indications of 

conditions under which popular appeal was essential to the passage of proposed 

legislation” (1987, 145-146).10  

                                                 
8 By “presidential rhetoric,” I mean to indicate no more than rhetoric that is used by presidents. This should 
not be confused with the so-called presidential rhetoric perspective that has gained currency among 
students of mass communications. Contrary to the focus on language that constitutes this latter approach, 
my research (like the rhetorical presidency perspective) is primarily concerned with presidential power and 
its wider significance.  
For a discussion of the fundamental differences between the rhetorical presidency and presidential rhetoric 
perspectives, see Medhurst, Martin J. 1996. "A Tale of Two Constructs: The Rhetorical Presidency Versus 
Presidential Rhetoric." In Beyond the Rhetorical Presidency, edited by M.J. Medhurst. College Station, TX: 
Texas A&M University.     
For diverse examples of the presidential rhetoric perspective, see Denton, Robert E. 1982. The Symbolic 
Dimensions of the American Presidency. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, Ellis, Richard J., ed. 1998. 
Speaking to the People: The Rhetorical Presidency in Historical Perspective. Amherst, MA: University of 
Massachusetts Press, Hart, Roderick P. 1987. The Sound of Leadership: Presidential Communication in the 
Modern Age. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, Hinckley, Barbara. 1990. The Symbolic Presidency: 
How Presidents Portray Themselves. Princeton: Princeton University Press, Zernicke, Paul H. 1994. 
Pitching the Presidency: How Presidents Depict the Office. Westport, CT: Praeger. 
9 The three cases examined by Tulis (1987) are Woodrow Wilson and the League of Nations, Lyndon 
Johnson and the War on Poverty, and Ronald Reagan and the Strategic Defense Initiative. 
10 Scholarly reviews of Tulis (1987) focus on presidential/congressional relations as well.  For examples, 
see Bland, Randall W. 1989. "Review: The Rhetorical Presidency, by Jeffrey Tulis." Journal of American 
History 75 (4): 1357-1358, Brody, Richard A. 1988. "Review: The Rhetorical Presidency, by Jeffrey 
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This focus on the passage of legislation and presidential/congressional relations is 

shared by David Zarefsky, who describes his analysis of President Johnson’s rhetorical 

campaign to pressure Congress into passing components of his War on Poverty agenda as 

“a study of the communication within and between the executive and legislative 

departments of the federal government and of the messages from government officials to 

the public” (1986, xiii). Additionally, while his primary object of interest is presidential 

rhetoric rather than the rhetorical presidency, Martin Medhurst (1996) seems to regard 

rhetorical leadership and the strategy of going public as essentially one in the same. In his 

summary of what he refers to as the “rhetorical presidency construct,” Medhurst states:  

This second constitution [posited by Tulis as “opposed to the founders’ 
understanding of the political system” (1987, 18; also see 2003)] is the rise of the 
rhetorical presidency—the use of popular speech addressed to mass audiences for 
the purpose of circumventing or bypassing congressional deliberation. It is the 
adoption and institutionalization of the strategy of “going public,” as Samuel 
Kernell calls it, in an attempt to impose the presidential will, backed by popular 
opinion, on the legislative branch of government (1996, xiii). 
 

To this, Medhurst adds that, according to the rhetorical presidency perspective, “the only 

form of rhetoric that is meaningful to governance is policy-oriented rhetoric—rhetoric 

that deals more or less directly with legislative programs or policy stances” (1996, xiv). 

By focusing on the strategic utility of rhetoric in the presidency’s relationship 

with Congress, this approach understands the value or worth of this symbolic language as 

determined by what it can do rather than what it is. In other words, the success of 

presidential rhetoric is evaluated according to its ability to shape public opinion, which 

                                                                                                                                                 
Tulis." Political Science Quarterly 103 (3): 575-577, Thomas, Norman C. 1989. "Review: The Rhetorical 
Presidency, by Jeffrey Tulis." American Political Science Review 83 (4): 1403-1404. 
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can then be parlayed into legislative success on Capitol Hill. These studies leave the 

impression that going public to pressure legislators is the sole objective of rhetorical 

leadership. Similar to the concern expressed by Tulis (1987; 2003) that the “institutional 

partisanship” 11 of many scholars leads to the uncritical adoption of a presidency-centric 

approach that misses ‘big picture’ implications for the American polity, research that 

only conceives of presidential rhetoric in the context of policy interactions between the 

White House and Congress systematically disregards other possible roles of popular 

leadership and its larger significance.  

However, going public is not the whole story. In citing these examples in the 

literature and highlighting these scholars’ shared interpretation of rhetoric and its uses, it 

is not my intention to dismiss the strategy of going public as a (if not the) primary 

purpose of presidential rhetorical leadership. My aim instead is to argue that this notion 

of rhetoric as strategy, despite its popularity, should not be allowed to obscure the 

possibility that rhetoric may also be something more than what it does. In other words, 

rather than challenging the basic claim that presidential rhetoric has become “one of the 

principal tools in attempting to govern the nation” (Ceaser, et al. 1981, 234), here I wish 

only to suggest and defend the possibility that, in some cases, rhetorical leadership may 

itself constitute governing.12  

                                                 
11 According to Tulis (1987), chief among those guilty of “institutional partisanship” in their scholarship on 
the American presidency is Neustadt (1960), whose paradigmatic influence in this area of study has 
significantly contributed to the unwitting reproduction and perpetuation of this inherently limited analytical 
perspective.    
12 Underlying this claim is the assumption that the use of symbolic language by presidents can be 
tantamount to an expression of political power. Tulis notes that when engaged in interpretive work  
“one must be prepared to treat the political order as an arena in which ideas matter. One must be prepared 
to reverse the common assumption that ideas are ‘epiphenomenal,’ that is, mere reflections of important 
political developments, and to entertain the possibility that thought might constitute politics” (1987, 16-17).  
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PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC AS POLICY IN THE CASE OF BUSH’S “CALL TO SERVICE”  
 

President Bush’s “call to service” in his 2002 State of the Union address was an 

appeal for action:  

Many are already serving, and I thank you. If you aren't sure how to help, I've got 
a good place to start. To sustain and extend the best that has emerged in America, 
I invite you to join the new USA Freedom Corps.  
 

The purpose of the president’s rhetoric was not limited to pressuring members of 

Congress into passing proposed legislation, which was the method of persuasion and 

bargaining that contributed to the twin legislative successes that marked the early months 

of Bush’s first term—No Child Left Behind education reform and the first of his 

administration’s significant tax cuts. Nor was this rhetoric intended to publicly justify 

some recent or forthcoming unilateral exercise of presidential power, such as declaring 

and prosecuting the global war on terror or invading Iraq. It was instead the rhetorical 

presidency engaging in a direct effort to change the behavior of the American people. 

Therefore, I contend that Bush’s “call to service” is not only a case of presidential 

leadership, but also one of presidential policymaking. It is this commonly-ignored 

convergence of speech and action—or more specifically, speech as action—that I refer to 

as rhetorical policymaking. From this process emerges a sort of policy that consists 

almost entirely of symbolic language, much of it improvised by a handful of key political 

players in the West Wing of the White House and presented by the president in a direct 

effort to bring about attitudinal and behavior change within the American public.  
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The phenomenon of rhetorical policymaking is perhaps best exemplified by the 

claim of former Director of the White House Office of the USA Freedom Corps, John 

Bridgeland: “Sometimes all you have to do is ask the American people and they do it” 

(2004). The language used by President Bush in his Foreword to the USA Freedom Corps 

Policy Book illustrates the absence of any significant differentiation between the 

substance of his policy proposal and the rhetoric employed to support it.   

Since September 11…[w]e have seen the true character of the American people 
reveal itself in unity and generosity, patriotism and civic pride. Our great 
challenge now is to encourage this outpouring of service and civic pride—and to 
harness it to a great national purpose. This is the underlying principle of the USA 
Freedom Corps (2002a, 1). 
 

Is it always possible (or necessary) to draw a clear line between presidential rhetoric and 

presidential policy? While the phrase “Our great challenge now…” is clearly rhetorical, 

the addition of the words “…is to encourage this outpouring of service and civic pride” 

has the effect of blurring the distinction between the communicative tool being employed 

and that which it is being used to convey. In this case, the medium of the message (i.e., 

inspirational and visionary rhetoric) and the meaning of this message (i.e., Bush’s “call to 

service”) are essentially identical. To be more specific, the aims of Bush’s rhetorical 

leadership—to inspire, unify, and mobilize the American people—were not simply 

instruments to convey the policy objectives of his “call to service” and USA Freedom 

Corps initiative. Rather, the aims of the president’s rhetoric and the objectives of his 

policy were the very same.13  

                                                 
13 As a point of clarification, the decision to limit my exploration of rhetorical policy to this particular case 
should by no means be understood as an implicit indication that this phenomenon might not be identifiable 
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Responsible for this peculiar overlap of the medium and meaning of the message 

is an idealist interpretation of the relationship that exists between the presidency and the 

American people, which lies at the heart of both the rhetorical presidency perspective and 

the president’s “call to service.” Specifically, both share the presumption that, underlying 

the factionalism that characterizes the pluralist political arena, there exists a fundamental, 

yet latent, force that can be awoken and guided by presidential rhetorical leadership. 

Echoing the ideals of American democracy, this power lies within the people and their 

collective capacity to recognize themselves as a community united by uniquely American 

values and commitments. Through the use of inspirational and visionary rhetoric that 

reflects his interpretation of this national character, a president is able, according to 

Woodrow Wilson (1978, 150), to bring what is “in our hearts” to the surface. Therefore, 

by unleashing the potential of this popular energy and directing it toward a common 

purpose, it is possible for a president to spur individuals to collectively act in ways that 

they otherwise might not.  

 According to Ceaser and his colleagues: “[T]he picture of leadership that 

emerges under the influence of [the Wilsonian] doctrine is one that constantly exhorts in 

the name of a common purpose and a spirit of idealism” (1981, 10). There is perhaps no 

more accurate way to explain Bush’s “call to service” and subsequent speaking campaign 

in support of the USA Freedom Corps than through this seminal description of the 

rhetorical presidency. However, what makes this a case of rhetorical policy rather than 

                                                                                                                                                 
in other cases of presidential leadership. The choice to restrict my analysis to a single case is instead driven 
by two factors. First, my goal is interpretive and is therefore concerned with distilling meaning rather than 
developing a generalizable theory. Second, the unique qualities of Bush’s “call to service” and USA 
Freedom Corps initiative—in, particular, its mission to inspire, unify, and mobilize the American people—
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one of promotional policy or symbolic politics is that Bush’s effort to mobilize the 

American people “in the name of a common purpose and a spirit of idealism” was, 

effectively, the policy in its entirety. In contrast to previous presidential service 

initiatives—such as John Kennedy’s Peace Corps and Bill Clinton’s AmeriCorps, both of 

which expressly created and federally-funded opportunities for Americans to 

participate—the principal aim of Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps was 

to promote a culture of service without the provision of service opportunities. Without 

passage of the Citizen Service Act, there were no federal outlays expressly earmarked by 

Congress for the implementation of the USA Freedom Corps. There were no new 

national service programs or structured service opportunities created at any level of 

government. In fact, there was no actual corps of united volunteers, nor any efforts to 

develop one.14 Instead, the fundamental substance of this initiative—the active ingredient 

that was principally responsible for bringing about the desired cultural change—was the 

president’s words, his “call to service.”15  

                                                                                                                                                 
makes this a particularly interesting test case for the notion of the rhetorical presidency and the 
effectiveness of rhetorical leadership.  
14 Bush’s service-oriented policy response to the events of September 11 did include the creation of Citizen 
Corps, which seeks to involve citizens in the homeland security effort on a local level. Yet, in contrast to 
the traditional national service program model, which supports a relatively limited number of united corps 
members for one- or two-year service periods through federal appropriations, the role of Citizen Corps is to 
coordinate rather than provide service opportunities. It does so by facilitating a national network of local 
Citizen Corps Councils, which are individually responsible for designing strategies that meet the particular 
needs of their own communities. For further discussion of this and other components of the USA Freedom 
Corps, see Chapter 3. 
15 As I discuss in Chapter 3, President Bush did establish by executive order the Office of the USA 
Freedom Corps, located in the Executive Offices of the President (EOP), and the President’s Council on 
Service in the White House. While conceived as working in tandem as an organizational umbrella under 
which previously-existing, service-oriented entities (e.g., the Corporation for National and Community 
Service and the Peace Corps) could be coordinated, the Director of the Office currently answers to the head 
of the White House Domestic Policy Council and therefore has no direct access to the president. The 
Council, composed of various department and agency heads, does not formally meet.       
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Embedded in the president’s rhetoric is a promise to the American people that he 

and his administration will actively pursue the vision that “we have glimpsed” of “a 

nation that serves goals larger than self” (Bush 2002b). This language exemplifies the 

second ideal type of presidential communication championed by Woodrow Wilson, the 

“policy-stand” speech, constituted by rhetoric that is directed toward specificity and 

indicates “where the president stood or what he would do regarding the issues of the day” 

(Tulis 1987, 136). However, because of the particularly limited nature of his commitment 

to “promote,” Bush could present himself as taking immediate action by issuing his “call 

to service,” thereby partially closing the oft criticized gap that regularly exists between 

the promises made by presidents and their ultimate ability to deliver. Thus, the 

president’s rhetorical leadership in this case was more than merely an effort for Bush to 

explain “what he would do,” it was a means by which he could present himself as already 

actually doing it. But why do it? What factors in this case led the White House to adopt 

and develop this rhetorical approach to policymaking? 

PRESSURES AND CONSTRAINTS FACED BY THE PRESIDENCY 
 

Among the American people and mass media, the image of the presidency as the 

most powerful force in contemporary politics is pervasive. According to Theodore J. 

Lowi (1985a), the modern presidency has come to be seen as no less than the legitimate 

embodiment of the American political condition. Through rhetorical posturing and image 

control, presidents and their aides take every opportunity to publicly reinforce this 

portrayal; for being perceived “as the fount from which the answers to the nation’s 
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problems flow” (Kernell 1986, 45) is a very real power, even if it is sustained by no more 

than perceptions. The depiction of the White House as always ‘in control’ strengthens the 

president’s hand politically and in the policymaking arena by warding off potential 

criticisms and allowing for the favorable framing of events and agendas. As “the chief 

inventor and broker of the symbols of American politics” (Zarefsky 1986, 6-7, 8), the 

presidency is largely capable of maintaining this pretense of power (regardless of its 

veracity).16  

The other side of this coin is that the White House must successfully manage and 

maintain this image at all times if it is to sustain this significant aspect of its political 

power. Consequently, the image of power has transformed the Oval Office into a golden 

cage. By portraying the presidency as possessing an almost-omnipresent capacity for 

responsiveness and action, presidents ultimately inflate the public standards for 

presidential performance, removing them further and further from reality. According to 

Ceaser and his colleagues: “Presidents not only face the demand to explain what they 

have done and intend to do, but they also have come under increasing pressure to speak 

out on perceived crises and to minister to the moods and emotions of the populace” 

(1981, 236).17 Referring to this as the “plebiscitary presidency,”18 Lowi adds that “[t]he 

                                                 
16 For an in-depth, interpretive analysis of how this pretense of power is maintained, see Erving Goffman 
(1959). In any given situation, he claims, a performance is given by an individual or a team to present an 
audience with a definition of the situation. In order to present the situation in a way that assists the 
achievement of the particular goals of the performers, impression management must be used. If the 
performance is successful in conveying the desired definition to the audience then the presenting individual 
or team has achieved a level of political power, for the performer has gained control of the situation and 
may direct it towards the achievement of the individual’s, or the team’s, goals. See Goffman, Erving. 1959. 
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Anchor Books.    
17 The public expectation of presidential responsiveness was cast in sharp relief in the criticisms of the 
Bush administration that emerged in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in September 2005.  
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more the president holds to the initiative and keeps it personal, the more he reinforces the 

mythology that there actually exists in the White House a ‘capacity to govern’” (1985a, 

151). In this era of permanent campaigns, ubiquitous public opinion polls, 24 hour-a-day 

cable news, eagle-eye internet bloggers, and well-funded, marketing-savvy interest 

groups, this pressure on presidents to appear as “all things to all men” is relentless.  

This is, according to a former Bush administration official, “the politics of having 

something to say about everything” (DiIulio 2004). According to Lowi (1985a), this set 

of circumstances is more than the particular problem of any one president; it is an 

entrenched institutional pathology. The proliferation of rhetoric that has occurred in 

recent decades, like promises made during the heat of a presidential campaign, has made 

it increasingly difficult for presidents to accomplish in deed that which they have 

successfully trumpeted in words. “The standard set for presidents has in large degree 

become an artifact of their own inflated rhetoric” and, considering the widespread 

expectations to deliver, this high standard is “one to which [presidents] frequently fall 

victim” (Ceaser, et al. 1981, 236). As a result, the rhetorical presidency finds itself 

governing from a particularly precarious position that is largely of its own making.19  

An upshot of this state of affairs is the significant gap that regularly exists 

between the promises and high ideals of presidential rhetoric and the realities that 

presidents can reasonably deliver. According to Caeser and his colleagues (1981), 

                                                                                                                                                 
18 While Lowi’s book is published under the title The Personal President, in a later discussion he remarks: 
“…I entitled the draft of my book in progress The Plebiscitary Presidency. My publisher convinced me 
later to change the title, not because it was inaccurate—far from it—but because ‘American readers, even 
in academia, wouldn’t understand it’” (1994, 405). 
19 For a complementary view on the inflated expectations that presidents face, see Greenstein, Fred I. 1988. 
"Introduction: Toward a Modern Presidency." In Leadership in the Modern Presidency, edited by F.I. 
Greenstein. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
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presidents have tended to “cry wolf” by relying on a language of “crisis” in their appeals, 

which has the effect of diminishing the concept of rhetoric into the pejorative “mere 

rhetoric.” As a result, words that intend to illicit an audience reaction end up sounding 

hollow and trite (also see Lowi 1985a; Tulis 1987; 1996). The paradox is that speech 

which is strategically crafted to be inspirational and visionary, is often neither.  

Furthermore, such rhetoric not only increases the burden of public expectations 

that shackle the presidency, but also obscures the possibility that the effective limits of 

the White House to address more than a handful of these expectations at any one time 

simply does not exist—in large part because of the finite nature of key presidential 

resources, such as time, manpower, and political capital. Speaking from his experience in 

the Bush administration as the former Director of the White House Office for Faith-

Based and Community Initiatives and Assistant to the President, John J. DiIulio, Jr. 

recounted: 

[T]he White House is always focused on something; there’s always a couple of 
things that are sucking the air out of the room, that are consuming the Oval 
Office, that are driving the president’s schedule… What’s going on is there are a 
lot of things that presidents want, there are a lot of things that people who have 
influence with presidents want…that they cannot get even in the context of 
unified party government, because there’s too much on his plate. [T]he rhetorical 
or hyper-rhetorical presidency is one where they cannot control their agenda. 
They can only say “taxes,” “education,” “the Taliban,” “Iraq.” Five of those 
things at any given time is a mess of things. It’s two or three at any given time, 
[and] everybody is going to be constantly trying to get their thing as [the] number 
three or four thing (2004). 
 

While the events of September 11 may have moved President Bush to issue a 

“call to service” to mobilize the American people on behalf of the greater good, these 

events were also a triggering device for more urgent policy issues, such as homeland 
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security, national defense, and the economy. In light of DiIulio’s observations, and his 

conclusions about the limited institutional capacity of the White House,20 it was 

unrealistic to expect the USA Freedom Corps to compete for Bush’s sustained attention 

and support in such an environment. Yet, instead of fading away like so many other 

promises from State of the Union addresses, this initiative was heavily promoted by the 

president during a year-long speaking campaign. So why expend presidential resources to 

prop up the initiative with rhetoric if, as Zarefsky notes, to “define one’s goals in the 

loftiest terms is to arouse expectations and to court disappointment when the tangible 

benefits of legislation fall short of its avowed goals, as they inevitably will” (1986, 205)? 

The answer, I contend, is found in the Bush administration’s decision that legislation was, 

in this case, not the most effective or efficient vehicle for the delivery of benefits, 

tangible or otherwise. There was no perceived need to mobilize public opinion as a 

means of generating and securing congressional support—the president’s avowed goals, 

defined in lofty terms, were limited to inspiration, mobilization, and the promotion of a 

new American culture of service and responsibility. The Bush administration, it appears, 

came to believe that, at least in this case, talking the talk would be enough. 

                                                 
20 Based upon his experiences in the Bush administration, DiIulio concluded that the presidency “is being 
asked to do things that that office is not designed or capable of doing, period. It cannot deliver anything 
resembling coherent policy formulation, legislative liaison, legislative politicking, bill passage, 
administrative politics, implementation, execution, performance oversight, it is impossible. It cannot be 
done. The institutional capacity does not exist.” See DiIulio, Jr., John J. 2004. Interview by R. Holtzman, 
May 20. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF RHETORICAL POLICYMAKING 
 

Driven by the perpetual need to navigate the constraints and defuse the pressures 

that have come to seem intrinsic to the office, the Bush White House presented rhetorical 

policies to first serve as rapid response, place-holders for more substantially developed 

policy proposals. Over time, as American people’s visceral reactions to the events of 

September 11 began to fade, the possibilities of replacing these rhetorical policies with 

legislation faded as well. Consequently, although not necessarily intentionally, the 

president’s citizen service initiative and his “call to service” became synonymous—the 

rhetoric was the policy.   

In more ways than one, the catalyst for rhetorical policymaking in the case of 

Bush’s “call to service” was September 11. The outpouring of civic emotion that 

occurred in its wake, in combination with the emergence of significant issues (i.e., the 

War on Terror, homeland security, economic recovery) that the administration simply 

could not avoid, set the stage for turning to popular leadership as a form of governing. 

While I do not claim that this phenomenon is particular to the Bush administration, the 

latter possessed qualities that contributed to—and then perpetuated—this marked shift in 

policymaking. Particularly influential was the political philosophy of Compassionate 

Conservatism, which significantly restricted the range of proposals that were discussed, 

and the structures of power and decision-making in the Bush White House, which were 

top-down, self-isolated, and inequitably tilted toward the president’s political rather than 

policy advisors.  
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Consequently, the story of how the president’s “call to service” and USA 

Freedom Corps initiative were developed and implemented involves a struggle between 

politics and policy. This led to the breakdown of communication between the White 

House and Congress, between the president and the American people, and among key 

players within the White House. On many occasions highlighted in this study, principle 

policy advisors were not aware of policy decisions that had been made by their political 

counterparts. When they were informed (in some cases by sources outside the White 

House), their primary task was restricted to filling in the policy details of a rhetorical 

policy concept that had already been publicly deployed in presidential communications. 

Far short of the research, deliberation, and compromise that goes into a thoughtful 

development of policy proposals, the administration’s policy apparatus in this case was 

primarily engaged in reactive efforts to keep pace with the improvisational policymaking 

of the president’s strategists and speechwriters.  

In the following story, the Bush administration regularly presents rhetorical 

devices as if they were substantive public policies in and of themselves. It is this public 

construction and reconstruction of “policy concepts,” or symbolic catch-phrases, to serve 

as symbolic surrogates for more tangible policy proposals that are not yet (if ever to be) 

developed, that I here refer to as rhetorical policymaking.21 As is displayed in the 

following case analyses, this was often done by building upon pre-existing, now defunct, 

                                                 
21 With much gratitude, I would like to acknowledge my debt to Professor John DiIuilo. The hours of 
observations, insights, and damn good stories he left me with have generated a stream of ideas that 
continues to flow. More specifically, he furnished me with a notion of “policy concepts,” which turned my 
inquiry toward a collection of questions that had previously been beyond my line of sight.  



 23

policy proposals that could be reframed as a means of responding to newly-emergent 

issues in the wake of September 11.22 

The bottom line is that there are essentially no political incentives for the modern 

White House to develop concrete policies on anything but their very top priorities. Doing 

so would require a great expenditure of very limited presidential resources, such as time, 

human resources, and political capital. It also greatly expands the size of the target for 

critics to shoot at.23 But under pressure to meet heightened public expectations about 

presidential performance, the White House is increasingly led to frame their policy 

initiatives in the broadest possible terms, with rhetorical policies exemplifying some the 

high levels of abstraction and low levels of specificity involved in these presentations. 

This tendency is confirmed by DiIulio, who contends that first-hand observations led him 

to conclude that “no modern presidency can do other than favor agenda-setting and 

flexible public communications over specific legislative and administrative initiatives on 

most issues” (2004).  

Some of the consequences of this form of rhetorical policymaking (although they 

do not refer to this phenomenon with this concept) are briefly noted by Tulis, Kernell, 

                                                 
22The Bush administration likely had an additional incentive to reframe and reuse existing policy streams 
that was the product of ideological, rather than structural, constraints. By recycling past policy initiatives, 
Bush was able to claim as his own a movement toward citizen service, which has traditionally been the 
property of the Democratic party, while avoiding the need to compromise his administration’s unwavering, 
even dogmatic, commitment to limited government. In the months after September 11, this ideology 
manifest itself in the administration’s efforts to craft a response that could satisfy the central tenets of the 
president’s Compassionate Conservatism agenda, which had run into substantial roadblocks in the early 
months of his first term.  
23 This point is perhaps best exemplified by Bill Clinton’s Health Security debacle in 1993-1994. See 
Johnson, Haynes Bonner, and David S. Broder. 1996. The System: The American Way of A Politics at the 
Breaking Point. Boston: Little Brown & Co, Skocpol, Theda. 1997. Boomerang: Health Care Reform and 
the Turn Against Government. New York: W.W. Norton & Co. 
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and Lowi,24 but they have not been explored in any depth, fully developed theoretically, 

or analyzed in the context of a particular case. Additionally, since the events of 

September 11, only a handful of studies published on citizen service-related issues have 

addressed the case of the USA Freedom Corps; and those have only done so tangentially. 

None of these scholarly contributions have undertaken an in-depth analysis of this 

initiative and its multi-dimensional character. Instead, considerations of this case have 

been exclusively focused on the civic engagement-related potential of the president’s 

“call to service,” rather than taking up the relevance of this case for presidential 

policymaking and examining how, and in what ways, presidential rhetoric is influenced 

by the structures of power and decision-making in the White House. This is the primary 

objective of this study.   

                                                 
24According to Tulis: “The speechwriting shop has become an institutional locus of policymaking in the 
White House, not merely an annex to policymaking.” Consequently, “the imperatives of rhetoric structure 
policy.” See page 185 of Tulis, Jeffrey K. 1987. The Rhetorical Presidency. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 
Kernell states: “[A]s governing becomes campaigning, policy serves rhetoric. Rather than the substance of 
detailed scrutiny and negotiations, policy questions become overly simplified and stylized to satisfy the 
cognitive requirements of a largely inattentive, national audience. Positions, publicly proclaimed, become 
fixed; intransigence among elites sets in.” See page 138 of Kernell, Samuel. 1986. Going Public: New 
Strategies of Presidential Leadership. Washington, D.C.: CQ Press. 
On this, Lowi remarks: “It is almost like the naïve newlyweds who are told nothing about sex, childrearing, 
or the economic struggle until well after the wedding. Once the secrets are discovered, both newlyweds and 
presidents try to meet the responsibilities with whatever means they can devise—and simultaneously to 
keep up appearances.” See page 149 of Lowi, Theodore J. 1985a. The Personal President: Power Invested, 
Promise Unfulfilled. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
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 Chapter 2: Improvising in the Compassionate Conservative Policy 
Stream 

 

During the twenty weeks that passed between the events of September 11, 2001, 

and President George W. Bush’s State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, much 

of the activity in the White House was largely improvised; particularly that which was 

undertaken within the domestic policymaking apparatus of the West Wing and Executive 

Offices of the President (EOP). To gain the attention and time of a president whose focus 

had understandably turned to issues of homeland security and national defense, domestic 

policy entrepreneurs struggled to reframe their ideas as relevant to the new, and 

unpredictable, post-September 11 environment. And while a window of opportunity to 

formulate bold, innovative initiatives clearly existed, much of the institutional capacity 

and resources that would be needed to do so did not. At the same time, the president, 

supported by his political advisors and speechwriters, relied upon rhetoric and the 

repetition of vague policy concepts as stopgap measures to maintain an image of 

leadership, responsiveness, and engaged policymaking. It was within this crucible that 

these largely improvised rhetorical policies, a grab bag of past policy proposals and 

initiatives in the works on September 11, and Bush’s vision of Compassionate 

Conservatism, came together as a presidential “call to service” and the USA Freedom 

Corps initiative.    

This chapter and the one that follows trace the trajectory of this policymaking 

process by bringing together observations generated from two distinct vantage points. 

The first set of observations collectively paint a picture of this process as it was seen by 
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those outside the White House gates, including journalists and media commentators, 

members of the nonprofit volunteer and community service sector, scholars of American 

civic engagement, and those on Capitol Hill. The second set of observations consists of 

those offered by key policy actors inside the Bush administration who significantly 

contributed to, and even directed, this policymaking process. Taken together, these 

perspectives bring into sharp relief the communicative distance that existed between a 

few select actors in the White House and virtually everyone else—including among many 

key players within the administration itself. What emerges from these divergent 

perspectives is a story of a disoriented and anxious White House scrambling to be (or at 

least be seen as) responsive to the events of September 11, yet is frustratingly hindered by 

its own self-isolated structure of decision-making. This problematic state of affairs is 

only compounded by this particular administration’s ideological commitment to the 

principles of limited government and the ideals of Compassionate Conservatism.  

This White House has significantly, and often effectively (although, far more so 

during Bush’s first term), pushed the envelope in the political art of strategic 

communications. However, the administration failed to appreciate that any 

communicative relationship—whether within the White House, with Congress, or with 

the American people—must be nurtured if it is to be sustained. The following chapter 

shines a light on these communicative distances, the ways in they were exacerbated over 

time, and how this state of affairs encouraged the use of rhetorical policymaking. 
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A CIVIC AWAKENING WHILE THE PRESIDENT SLUMBERS  
 

By the afternoon of September 11, 2001, long lines of willing donors were 

forming at blood banks across the country, even before the call for blood went out. Blood 

supplies at the American Red Cross were doubled in one week (Heinrich 2002). During 

the following four weeks, 70 percent of all Americans reported some form of charitable 

involvement in response to the events in New York City and Washington, D.C. 

(Independent Sector 2001). Within a month, four out of every five Americans reported 

displaying the flag (Risser and Ward 2001).  

As one commentator remarked of September 11: “In the days that followed, we 

all witnessed an outbreak of civic-mindedness so extreme that it seemed American 

character had changed overnight” (Packer 2001). However, the notable increase in levels 

of civic activity that swept across the nation in the reaction to the events of September 11 

was not unique. In fact, according to Theda Skocpol and her colleagues (2002), history 

shows that “new bursts of civic engagement” have regularly accompanied periods of 

national crisis. Skocpol notes that “[w]hen war breaks out—and especially when the 

nation is attacked—millions of Americans become aware of their shared national identity 

and are willing to work together on local and national responses to the crisis” (2002, 

537). This pattern seemed to play out once again in the immediate weeks after September 

11.  

Data clearly indicates that a significant change in the civic attitudes held by many 

Americans did take place during this period. According to a poll conducted in November 
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2001 by the Democratic Leadership Council and Progressive Policy Institute (DLC-

PPI)25, 81 percent of those surveyed “are looking for a way to contribute to the nation and 

support efforts by the federal government to facilitate such efforts” and 70 percent 

supported “dramatically enlarging America’s national service program” (Penn 2001). In 

an October-November 2001 (re)survey of 500 respondents who had previously taken part 

in their Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey in 2000, Thomas Sander and 

Robert D. Putnam (2002) found significant increases in levels of political consciousness 

and engagement. In particular, their findings indicated a renewed trust in national 

government (+44%), as well as in one’s neighbors (+10%), an increased interest in 

politics (+14%), and a heightened expectation of local cooperation during times of crisis 

(+6%). According to Skocpol, these findings reflect no less than “a sudden change of 

heart for many Americans who, prior to that fateful day, had seemed to be drifting 

inexorably toward individualism, self-absorption, and cynical disinterest in public 

affairs” (2002, 537). 

An opinion piece in the Los Angeles Times agreed, proclaiming in an October 3, 

2001, headline: “Something’s Happening Here.” However, its author did not overlook the 

fundamental question begged by this observation, subsequently asking: “Is America 

Going to Change Now?” (Balzar 2001). In other words, what would happen after the 

supplies of blood (which were ultimately unneeded) and charitable contributions had 

dwindled and the flags displayed had become faded and frayed? Would widespread 

                                                 
25 According to its website, the Democratic Leadership Council “leads the New Democrat movement, [and 
is] a national network of elected officials and community leaders whose innovative ideas are modernizing 
progressive politics for the 21st Century” (2005). The affiliated Progressive Policy Institute states that its 
mission is “to define and promote a new progressive politics for America in the 21st century. Through its 
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changes in civic attitudes be enough to bring about more fundamental political, social, 

and cultural change in the United States? Or, lacking a long-term change in civic 

behavior, would the “apparent awakening of a long-dormant patriotism” (Moskos 2003, 

33) withdraw into a new period of hibernation?  

Guided by the normative foundation underlying the civic engagement agenda26—

namely, that the engagement of citizens in civic life is critical to the health of the 

American democratic system—Skocpol (2002; 2003a) and Putnam (2001; 2002a) both 

argue that a change in public attitudes, while necessary, is not a sufficient condition for 

genuine civic revitalization in this country. Respectively, they contend that even a 

significant change in attitudes must be accompanied by a significant change in behavior 

to have any sort of long-term social effect. Both Skocpol and Putnam claim that without 

                                                                                                                                                 
research, policies, and perspectives, the Institute is fashioning a new governing philosophy and an agenda 
for public innovation geared to the Information Age” (1998).  
26 At its most basic level, the concept of civic engagement implies the active participation of citizens in 
civic life (see Brint and Levy 1999). According to Michael Walzer (1998), Walzer, Michael. 1998. "The 
Idea of Civil Society: A Path to Social Reconstruction." In Community Works: The Revival of Civil Society 
in America, edited by E.J. Dionne. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press. this notion is based on 
the normative claim that the preferred setting and most supportive environment for the “good life” is within 
an organized political community. It is within this setting alone that ideal democratic citizenship is 
cultivated. Therefore, according to Walzer, to live the good life is to be “politically active, working with 
our fellow citizens, collectively determining our common destiny” (1998, 125); that is, to be civically 
engaged. While the particular commitments of scholars engaged in this area of research range widely 
across the political spectrum, Skocpol and Morris Fiorina note a convergence of normative positions, 
among which there exists general agreement “not only on questions, but also on a sense of where the 
answers might lie” (1999, 3). They refer to this broad consensus as the civic engagement agenda.    
In the context of American politics and society, the vocational origins of the modern study of civic 
engagement are commonly attributed to Alexis de Tocqueville, the French aristocrat who noted the central 
role that engagement played for the American citizenry in 1840, declaring that “[t]here is nothing, 
according to me, that deserves more to attract our regard than the intellectual and moral associations of 
America” (2000, 492). However, the notion of civic engagement has a history that extends back well 
beyond the founding of the United States. In his “Funeral Oration,” the Athenian general Pericles famously 
remarks of his city that “[h]ere each individual is interested not only in his own affairs but in the affairs of 
the state as well. [W]e do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a man who minds his own 
business; we say that he has no business here at all” (Thucydides 1972). In other words, it is their 
engagement in the affairs of the state that constitutes the very essence of the Athenian people. The 
intellectual roots of the preoccupation with civic engagement have also been traced to the political thought 
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the widespread and timely translation of thoughts and emotions into action, any civic 

goods27 generated in response to the events of September 11 would likely be fleeting.  

Significantly, while Sander and Putnam (2002) identified a notable increase in 

civic trust and political interest among Americans in the weeks immediately following 

September 11, they found no accompanying changes in civic behavior. For example, 

comparing responses given in 2000 with those documented in late 2001, they found no 

statistically significant differences in the willingness of Americans to join community 

groups (+0%) or attend public meetings (+1%). In an interview on National Public Radio, 

Paul C. Light, the Vice President and Director of Governmental Studies at the Brookings 

Institution, agreed with the thrust of these findings and their import:  

                                                                                                                                                 
of the ancient Greeks, particularly that of Aristotle and his claim that man is a “political animal,” as well as 
the civic republicanism of the ancient Romans. 
27 The most prominent, contemporary conception of civic goods is arguably Putnam’s (1993, 1995a,b, 
2000, 2002b) notion of social capital. He loosely defines social capital as “social networks and the norms of 
reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (2000, 19) when cooperative interactions and 
collective problem-solving occur on a regular basis. For a comprehensive intellectual history of social 
capital, see Putnam, Robert D., and Kristin A. Goss. 2002. "Introduction." In Democracies in Flux: The 
Evolution of Social Capital in Contemporary Society, edited by R.D. Putnam. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.  
Putnam’s primary concern with social capital is driven by his belief that a civic malaise has washed over 
the United States during the last third of the 20th century. He interprets this decline in civic engagement as a 
phenomenon with serious political and social implications. As a result, his scholarship is primarily 
motivated by the effort to bring about a “revival” of American community. He is therefore not interested in 
the merits or demerits of citizen service as such, but rather whether it might serve as a means by which to 
reestablish lost civic habits, social trust, and a feeling of connectedness.  
The prominence of Putnam’s emphasis on the normative potential of social capital has reframed the study 
of civic engagement and, consequently, spawned a great deal of scholarly criticism on both empirical and 
methodological grounds, the great majority of which has come from within the civic engagement agenda 
itself. For the most noteworthy critiques, see Galston, William A., and Peter Levine. 1998. "America's 
Civic Condition: A Glance at the Evidence." In Community Works: The Revival of Civil Society in America, 
edited by E.J. Dionne. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, Ladd, Everett Carll. 1996. "The Data 
Just Doesn't Show Erosion of America's 'Social Capital'." Public Perspective (June-July): 5-22, __. 1999. 
The Ladd Report. New York: The Free Press, Lenkowsky, Leslie. 2000. "Still 'Bowling Alone'?" 
Commentary 110 (3): 57-60, Schudson, Michael. 1996. "What if Civic Life Didn't Die?" American 
Prospect March-April (25): 17-20, Tarrow, Sidney. 1996. "Making Social Science Work Across Space and 
Time: A Critical Reflection on Robert Putnam's Making Democracy Work." American Political Science 
Review 90 (2): 389-397. 



 31

At least on the surface, Americans appear ready to take the President's advice to 
stand up to evil with acts of goodness and kindness. Unfortunately, little of this 
civic enthusiasm has spilled over into volunteering. It's one thing to visit the 
Peace Corps website, as 17,000 visitors did the day after the President's State of 
the Union Address, and it's quite another to show up for two hours at a homeless 
shelter, let alone give two years to the Peace Corps (2002). 
 

Despite Putnam’s claim that a “window of opportunity has opened for a sort of 

civic renewal that occurs only once or twice a century” (2002a, 22)28, he agrees with 

Skocpol that any large-scale transformation of civic attitudes into civic behavior will not 

occur spontaneously among American society. Some level of government commitment 

and action—in the form of popular leadership, resources, and the provision of meaningful 

service opportunities—is a necessity. Moreover, to be effective, this government 

response needs to be timely.  

In the immediate weeks following September 11, however, President Bush and 

his aides were silent on issues of civic engagement and citizen service. Concerning this 

silence from the top, David Gergen, former advisor to Presidents Ronald Reagan, George 

H.W. Bush, and Bill Clinton, remarked that “President Bush clearly supports the idea [of 

citizen service]. What is lacking, though, is a clarion call, a ‘certain trumpet’ that breaks 

through, along with a sweeping plan for action” (2001). For months, interested observers 

were left in the dark as to the intentions of the president, or whether he even had any. 

Incredulous and frustrated by what they perceived as Bush’s lack of leadership, many 

civic engagement advocates implored the president to tap into the palpable, collective 

                                                 
28 For Putnam, this “unique moment of opportunity” was especially striking considering the 
aforementioned civic malaise that, he argues, had come to define American social and political life: “The 
closing decades of the twentieth century found Americans growing ever less connected with one another 
and with collective life. We voted less, joined less, gave less, trusted less, invested less time in public 
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outpouring of civic emotion by calling for shared sacrifice and channeling this popular 

energy toward the achievement of common goals. The growing calls for the White House 

to take action were summed up in an October 16 headline in the Christian Science 

Monitor: “Public Feels the Urge to Act—But How?” (McLaughlin 2001).  

This apparent failure of leadership was not interpreted by many interested 

observers as a sign of the president’s ineffectiveness as much as unwillingness on the part 

of his key political advisors. Assuming that the office possessed the capacity to act, many 

civic engagement advocates read the Bush administration’s unresponsiveness as a 

political calculation; namely, that expending the necessary resources to mobilize large 

segments of the population and provide them with relevant service opportunities was not 

in the administration’s best interests politically. There were no apparent constituencies or 

organized interests lobbying for such action that could deliver a significant bloc of 

electoral support in return.   

The frustration of civic engagement advocates generated by Bush’s silence was 

only exacerbated when he inexplicably passed on opportunities to take up the issue, even 

when questions from the White House press corps seemingly begged him to do so. For 

instance, in a press conference four days after the attacks in New York and Washington, 

D.C., Bush was asked about the sacrifices that ordinary Americans would now be 

expected to make in their daily lives. While it is difficult to believe that the president’s 

advisors failed to prepare the Commander-in-Chief for this “sacrifice question,” Bush’s 

response was, for many, even more unbelievable: “Our hope, of course, is that they make 

                                                                                                                                                 
affairs, and engaged less with our friends, our neighbors, and even our families. Our ‘we’ steadily 
shriveled” (2002, 20).    
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no sacrifice whatsoever. We would like to see life return to normal in America” 

(2001d).29 

 One of the ways in which Americans could help “life return to normal,” Bush 

suggested, was to go shopping. Advocates of the civic engagement agenda cringed when 

they heard these words. From their perspective, the return to pre-September 11 normalcy 

meant a return to a society in civic decline and, more tragically, an historic opportunity 

for civic renewal squandered. A scathing commentary from two scholars at the Brookings 

Institute, published on the three-month anniversary of September 11, drives home this 

concern: 

Washington has failed to rise to the occasion. Rather than giving America's 
resurgent patriotism a mission, Washington looks to be back to fighting pre-
September 11 battles, albeit with different rhetoric. President Bush refuses to 
rescind the big tax cut he pushed through Congress earlier this year, even though 
it overwhelmingly benefits the rich and has plunged the federal budget back into 
the red. Indeed, although Bush enjoys stratospheric popularity, he strangely 
continues to cater to conservative Republicans on nearly every issue, thus 
squandering the opportunity to build a new, lasting majority of the center. So 
American life looks like it will slowly return to what it was like on September 10. 
And an opportunity to harness America's profound surge of patriotism to positive 
ends will have been lost (Daalder and Lindsay 2001). 
 

As 2001 came to an end without a clear, civically-oriented policy response by the 

Bush administration, there was a growing concern that the historic “window of 

opportunity” was beginning to close. If the efforts of public officials to translate civic 

attitudes into civic behavior were to have any long-term significance, there was little time 

                                                 
29 Interestingly, in asking Americans to go about the business of their “normal lives,” the Bush 
administration was sending a mixed message. The claim that “we live in a new world since September 11” 
has been used by the White house as justification for a host of significant policy changes on issues of 
national security, homeland security, the economy, energy, and many others. 
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to waste. As civic engagement scholar and former Clinton aide, William Galston, warned 

in late 2001, there is “no civic invisible hand guarantees that these effects will endure.” In 

an interview with Mara Liasson of National Public Radio on January 11, 2002, both 

Putnam and Galston agreed that the window of opportunity would undoubtedly be lost, 

and soon, if the government didn’t immediately take advantage of it by giving the recent, 

widespread change in the civic attitudes among the American people some permanent 

meaning through legislation. Les Lenkowsky, sworn in as Chief Executive Officer of the 

Corporation for National and Community Service on November 16, 2001, publicly 

agreed: “It won't persist unless we do things now” (Quoted in Epstein 2002, A3). But for 

those on the outside, the very same question that they had begun asking immediately after 

the events of September 11, essentially remained unanswered at the end of the year: Is the 

Bush administration doing anything to respond to these historic events, or even planning 

to do anything, that concerns the issue of civic engagement?  

BENDS IN THE COMPASSIONATE CONSERVATIVE POLICY STREAM 
 

As late as November 2001, President Bush’s official statements and informal 

comments still gave no public indication that policy considerations concerning the issue 

of citizen service were taking place in the White House. In a prime-time news conference 

held on October 11, President Bush received a series of questions regarding the fact that 

he had not called for shared sacrifice from the American people:  

[Y]ou've called upon the country to go back to business and to go back to 
normal. But you haven't called for any sacrifices from the American people. And I 
wonder, do you feel that any will be needed? Are you planning to call for 
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any? And do you think that American life will really go back to the way it was on 
September 10th (2001c)? 

 

Akin to his response to the similar question posed on September 15, Bush again made no 

allusion to any effort, on-going or proposed, currently being undertaken by his 

administration to introduce a citizen service initiative. With what can only be described 

as a distinct air of extemporaneousness, he replied: 

Well, you know, I think the American people are sacrificing now. I think they're 
waiting in airport lines longer than they ever had before. I think that—I think 
there's a certain sacrifice when you lose a piece of your soul. And Americans—I 
was standing up there at the Pentagon today, and I saw the tears of the families 
whose lives were lost in the Pentagon. And I said in my talk there that America 
prays with you. I think there's a sacrifice, there's a certain sense of giving 
themselves to share their grief with people they'll never, maybe, ever see in their 
lives.  

So America is sacrificing. America—I think the interesting thing that has 
happened, and this is so sad an incident, but there are some positive things 
developed—that are developing. One is, I believe, that many people are 
reassessing what's important in life. Moms and dads are not only reassessing their 
marriage and the importance of their marriage, but of the necessity of loving their 
children like never before. I think that's one of the positives that have come from 
the evildoers.  

The evil ones have sparked an interesting change in America, I think—a 
compassion in our country that is overflowing. I know their intended act was to 
destroy us and make us cowards and make us not want to respond. But quite the 
opposite has happened—our nation is united, we are strong, we're compassionate; 
neighbors care about neighbors (Bush 2001c). 

  

There was no mention of service, citizenship, or civic obligation; only a vague echo of 

Compassionate Conservative talking points, left over from Bush’s presidential campaign 

in 2000, and likely grasped at by the president during an obvious moment of 

improvisation.  
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The reemergence of the language of Compassionate Conservatism, however, is 

telling. During the early months of Bush’s first term, Compassionate Conservatism 

served as nothing less than the dominant governing paradigm for domestic (and more 

specifically, social) policymaking. It served as a philosophical foundation upon which a 

wide variety of initiatives—from social service delivery to education to healthcare—

could be grounded; at least rhetorically, if not substantially. Although the rhetorical 

potential of the language of Compassionate Conservatism had been largely deflated by 

the very public failure of the president’s Faith-Based bill on Capitol Hill in the summer 

of 2001, it is not surprising that Bush would return (consciously or not) to a lexicon that 

he had so prominently showcased during his campaign the year before.   

The Compassionate Conservative agenda of the Bush White House is inspired by 

the notion that government can and should play a role in aiding the neediest among 

society. Based upon the ideas of scholar Marvin Olasky (1992; 2000), who served as an 

advisor to the 2000 campaign, this perspective offers a model of social policy that stands 

as an alternative to what many conservatives consider the excess and ineffectiveness of 

the New Deal welfare state. As a replacement for modern liberalism, Compassionate 

Conservatism advocates a political philosophy of policymaking guided by a conscious 

return to the 19th century idea of “compassion.” This traditional notion of compassion is 

understood as a form of tough love, grounded in religious (specifically, Christian) faith, 

in which the government provides social assistance, yet demands from its recipients a 

disciplined commitment to individual responsibility and self-help.  
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According to David Kuo, former Special Assistant to the President and Deputy 

Director of the White House Office for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, 

Compassionate Conservatism is grounded in the belief that  

it is not the federal government’s responsibility to fulfill needs by directly solving 
pressing social problems, such as poverty, homelessness, illiteracy, and drug 
addiction. It was a new political philosophy of aggressive, government-
encouraged (but not controlled) compassion that simultaneously rejected the 
dollars-equal-compassion equation of the ‘War on Poverty’ mindset and the 
laissez-faire social policy of many conservatives. It was political philosophy of 
the heart as much as the head (2005).30 

 

In January 2002, two days prior to Bush’s “call to service” and introduction of the 

USA Freedom Corps in his 2002 State of the Union address, E.J. Dionne, Jr., a 

Washington Post columnist and scholar at the Brookings Institution, argued that the 

president’s Compassionate Conservatism had “rescued and reshaped a conservative 

ideology that was in tatters, philosophically as well as politically” (2002).31 He claimed 

that Bush had been able to successfully fuse two principal ideologies of modern 

conservatism that had long been at odds with one another—the libertarian championing 

of the free market and the traditionalist concern with moral values, self-discipline, and 

community.       

“Like libertarians, he has made tax cuts a central article of his creed. His devotion 
to business is reflected in his efforts to roll back regulations from the Clinton era 

                                                 
30 While it may be a political philosophy of the heart and the head, Compassionate Conservatism also has 
economic overtones; specifically, the rejection of the “dollars-equal-compassion” equation is 
simultaneously a rejection of progressive taxation and a government directed toward shaping morals rather 
than the market.  
31 Since making this claim, Dionne has been a vocal critic of the president’s subsequent failure to back up 
his Compassionate Conservative rhetoric with meaningful action. For more, see Dionne, Jr., E.J. 2003. 
"Save AmeriCorps, Mr. President." Washington Post, June 27.      
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and to open federal lands to energy development. Bush is a corporate 
conservative, and proud of it.  

But he also calls himself a compassionate conservative. Why? Because he, like 
the traditionalists, understands that most people do not draw meaning from the 
marketplace alone, and that the marketplace is not the sole or most important 
source of virtue. 

Note well: Bush's rhetoric on the limits of markets is not about changing or 
regulating them more. Instead, it's about strengthening non-market institutions 
outside of government. In line with traditionalists, he argues that the markets' cool 
calculations should be tempered not so much by the state as by those havens in a 
heartless world—family, church and neighborhood. Thus compassionate 
conservatism must be understood as anything but a capitulation to liberalism. 
Whatever this is, it's not the New Deal or the Great Society. It's conservatism of 
an old sort (Dionne 2002).32  

 

And as a media commentator supportive of the Compassionate Conservative philosophy 

reminded his fellow travelers on the right: “[T]here's an important principle here for 

conservatives. We want government to do very little. That's different from wanting it to 

do very little  things” (Goldberg 2001). 

Also central to the efforts of the White House policymakers who were called upon 

to institutionalize the underlying ideas of Compassionate Conservatism in practice was 

the theory of mediating structures proposed by Peter L. Berger and Reverend Richard 

John Neuhaus (1977). According to Berger and Neuhaus, mediating structures are entities 

that exist in civil society as buffers between the private life of individuals and the public 

                                                 
32 To support his claims regarding the fusion at the heart of Compassionate Conservatism, Dionne 
references the language that Bush employed in his first major policy speech as a presidential candidate and 
his first Inaugural Address. In his speech on July 22, 1999, in Indianapolis, Bush remarked “The invisible 
hand works many miracles, but it cannot touch the human heart. We are a nation of rugged individuals. But 
we are also the country of a second chance—tied together by bonds of friendship and community and 
solidarity.” Then, in January 2001: “Compassion is the work of a nation, not just a government. And some 
needs and hurts are so deep that they will only respond to a mentor's touch or a pastor's prayer. Church and 
charity, synagogue and mosque lend our communities their humanity and they will have an honored place 
in our plans and in our laws.”          
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life of the state, such as neighborhoods, families, churches, and voluntary associations. 

These authors argue that these civic entities should be protected and nurtured by 

government policies that emphasize the need for capacity building. To support their case, 

these authors outline three propositions: (1) “Mediating structures are essential for a vital 

democratic society,” (2) “Public policy should protect and foster mediating structures,” 

and (3) “Whenever possible, public policy should utilize mediating structures for the 

realization of social purposes” (Berger and Neuhaus 2000, 147). Although never 

specifically expressed in these terms by Bush, either during or after his 2000 presidential 

campaign, the normative orientation that guides the execution and administration of 

Compassionate Conservatism can perhaps be no more accurately conveyed than it is by 

these three claims.     

To justify the need for government to foster the capacity building of mediating 

structures, the Bush administration has rhetorically linked its Compassionate 

Conservatism agenda with Putnam’s33 findings regarding the recent decades of declining 

civic health in American society. However, an important distinction should be made 

between the normative objective of Putnam and the civic engagement agenda—namely, 

                                                 
33 Putnam’s findings regarding the recent decades of civic decline in American society are directly referred 
to in the “Foreword” of the USA Freedom Corps Policy Book, on the initiative’s official website, and in 
various op-ed pieces written by the former Director of the White House Office of the USA Freedom Corps, 
John M. Bridgeland. However, Putnam’s personal and intellectual relationship with Bush’s Compassionate 
Conservative agenda is an intriguing one. His own normative position understands the building of social 
capital as essential to the civic revitalization of American society and, moreover, argues that institutional 
support by the federal government is a necessary component of this transformation. Yet, when interviewed, 
Putnam was quick to express his wariness of the notion of Compassionate Conservatism trumpeted by the 
Bush administration; going so far as to indicate his lasting suspicions that it was little more than an attempt 
by ideological conservatives to co-opt a civic movement that had largely been the property of the 
Democratic Party since John F. Kennedy had implored Americans to “Ask not…” in 1961. Further 
complicating this relationship was Putnam’s willingness to serve as an unofficial advisor to the White 
House during the policymaking process that ultimately led to the president’s “call to service” and USA 
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the resuscitation of civic life through citizen participation—and the administration’s 

orientation toward institutionalizing support for the primary institutions of civil society is 

an effort to bring about widespread moral and cultural change by empowering families, 

churches, and volunteer associations. Whereas the civic engagement agenda is pragmatic 

in that it is not pre-committed to a specific means through which its goal is to be 

pursued34, the political philosophy of Compassionate Conservatism is constructed around 

the assumption that reconstituting the relationship between government and society is 

best achieved through the devolution of authority and responsibility from government to 

specialized, private contractors, such as community- and faith-based organizations. These 

foundational institutions of civil society, the argument goes, have the capacity, market-

based incentives, and local knowledge to deliver social services in a more efficient, 

effective, and personal manner than the government.  

Therefore, the driving force behind this movement is not only a traditional notion 

of compassion, but also (as Dionne noted) a fundamental trust in the distributive power of 

the economic market and the ability of competition to be responsive to individual choice 

and need. In contrast to a preoccupation with civic engagement as such, Compassionate 

Conservatism understands the primary value of citizen service in instrumental terms; it 

does not consider the active mobilization of the citizenry as a qualitative good in itself. 

Consequently, the upshot of Compassionate Conservative for public policymaking by the 

Bush administration is that its foundational principles are manifested as conscious efforts 

                                                                                                                                                 
Freedom Corps initiative, as well as after its public introduction, when he was appointed to serve on the 
president’s largely symbolic Council on Service and Civic Participation, which has since become defunct.         
34 Hence, the plurality of theoretical approaches employed and solutions proposed by advocates of the civic 
engagement agenda.  
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to formulate and implement policies that are able to effectively address public needs 

without ultimately expanding the size and scope of the federal government.  

When Bush took office on January 20, 2001, the proposed policy centerpiece of 

his Compassionate Conservatism was the controversial Faith-Based initiative. However, 

after early legislative successes on Capitol Hill with the tax cut and education reform, it 

was clear by the beginning of the summer that Bush’s domestic agenda had stalled. The 

so-called Faith-Based bill had been utterly overwhelmed by legislative failures and public 

controversies surrounding issues of the separation of church and state and discriminatory 

hiring,35 and there didn’t seem to be any bold, innovative ideas in the domestic policy 

pipeline. At a senior staff retreat on July 9, 2001, there was an unambiguous discussion of 

how the Bush administration might emulate “the Clinton White House's press, 

communications, and rapid-response media relations—how better to wage, if you will, 

the permanent campaign that so defines the modern presidency” (DiIulio 2002b). The 

goal was not to shore up the administration’s policy-relevant apparatus in an effort to 

revive its domestic policy agenda, but rather to develop more effective ways to spin a 

nothing into a something. According to The Washington Post, White House planning 

documents leaked less than three weeks after the retreat suggest that President Bush 

…play down issues geared toward conservatives that dominated his first six 
months in office. Instead, the documents say, the president will stress themes that 
‘unite Americans by focusing on children, quality of life and universally 
appreciated values.’ It illustrates the apparent recognition by the White House 

                                                 
35 The collapse of Bush administration’s Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, and the significance of 
this episode for the president’s “call to service” and Compassionate Conservatism agenda more generally, 
are discussed in Chapter 4. For a comprehensive account and analysis of this initiative and the 
policymaking process that accompanied it, see Black, Amy E., Douglas L. Koopman, and David K. Ryden. 
2004. Of Little Faith: The Politics of George W. Bush's Faith-Based Initiatives. Washington, D.C.: 
Georgetown University Press.  
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that, with the Senate in Democratic hands and the House no longer a reliable ally, 
the president needs to build a record of accomplishment by pursuing policies that 
appeal directly to the American people and do not necessarily require 
congressional approval (Allen 2001).36 

 
In early August 2001, the White House announced that it was moving its 

operations to the president’s Prairie Chapel Ranch in Crawford, Texas—the “Western 

White House”—in what was billed as his “Home to the Heartland Tour.” While 

obviously providing Bush a vacation from the Beltway, this move was also a calculated 

effort by the White House Office of Strategic Initiatives, headed by Karl Rove, to revive 

Bush’s Compassionate Conservatism agenda. The intention was to re-establish the image 

that had served him so well during the 2000 campaign—that of a moral leader who, as a 

man of character with deeply-held and unwavering beliefs, was above all committed to 

the preservation of traditional values. In other words, the goal was to remind the 

American public that George W. Bush was “a different kind of Republican.”    

Interestingly, John DiIulio, former Assistant to the President and first Director of 

the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, claims that there were 

already on-going discussions and debates in the White House as early as March 2001, as 

to whether the Faith-Based initiative should continue to occupy an esteemed position on 

the president’s domestic agenda. This means that even months prior to the death of the 

Faith-Based bill in the Senate, key White House aides were searching for  

                                                 
36 An unnamed White House official explained this effort, to employ rhetoric and symbols as a means of 
establishing a new bond between the president and the American people, as an attempt to produce “Clinton 
without Clinton” (Quoted in Allen 2001).  
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…some alternate umbrella, alternate phrase, alternate idea, alternate 
conceptualization of this piece [of the president’s agenda]; the kind of action-
oriented, volunteer mobilization, community, group support, sponsorship piece of 
the so-called Compassionate agenda (2004).  
 

These conversations led to the consideration of alternative initiatives that might serve as a 

less-controversial counterweight to the administration’s faith-based efforts, which had 

always been a lightning rod for criticism.  

One of the proposed alternatives was the Communities of Character initiative. 

Rather than risk paying a political price by pushing the Faith-Based initiative aside and 

upsetting a powerful, primarily Christian evangelical, bastion of electoral support (which, 

as Karl Rove recognized early on, would ultimately play a decisive role in Bush’s 2004 

reelection), the Bush administration sought to temper its controversial nature by 

relocating it under a larger Communities of Character policy umbrella. The objective, 

therefore, was not to replace the Faith-Based initiative, but to reframe it. According to 

John Bridgeland, who was serving as head of the White House Domestic Policy Council 

at the time:  

Communities of Character was a relatively narrow community-centered initiative 
that was going to [address the question:] ‘How do we somehow recapture the 
decline of neighborhood and community, and at the same time, address pressing 
problems that are…rocking the American family and neighborhood and 
community?’ In part, it was a piecing together of existing policy (2004). 
 

The perceived upshot of developing this initiative from past ideas in the Compassionate 

Conservative policy stream, DiIulio explained, would be the introduction of “another way 

of communicating the president’s concern for the community organizations” and, 

importantly, “broadening it to include sort of your average middle class community” 
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(2004). It also allowed the administration to pursue this agenda using means that did not 

require the approval, or even input, of Congress.   

The particular substance of the Communities of Character initiative and the policy 

formulation process through which it was developed are particularly noteworthy for the 

case of Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps. First, what little content this 

initiative possessed had sprung directly from the musings of one of Bush’s key 

presidential advisors. According to DiIulio:  

[I]t was Karen Hughes’ idea mainly. [L]ike a lot of the Compassionate agenda, I 
think the initial seedbed of it was something that Karen thought or something that 
Karen witnessed or read about and recommended to the president. And I think it 
was…something as simple as she had been down home [Austin, Texas] and had 
seen a bunch of underage kids trying to get into an R-rated movie, and led by their 
soccer coach or something, and that ought not to happen and there ought to be 
some way or some ways and means of enforcing community standards and so 
forth. And this sort of notion of this phrase Communities of Character comes into 
being (2004).   

 

In an effort to get a handle on what the policy details of this initiative actually were, 

DiIulio recounts that he  

…talked to Karen about it and asked her over lunch one day, ‘What are you 
thinking about?’ And she sort of gave me her version of it. She said, ‘It’s just a 
general idea…and Faith-Based groups would sort of come under this. We’re not 
pushing [the Faith-Based Office] to the side—I don’t want to do that; you know 
the president won’t do that—but [instead providing a] bigger umbrella for it 
(2004).   

 

In other words, Communities of Character consisted of little more than the 

political strategy that had engendered its creation. Its creation represented an instrumental 

use of symbols in an effort to provide the Bush administration some wiggle room with its 
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Compassionate Conservative agenda. However, this cynical interpretation of its origins 

does not tell the whole story. Regardless of how thin the substance of this initiative may 

have been, it does not mean that Bush was not truly committed to its underlying ideal. I 

therefore argue that it was also a rhetorical policy—that is, a direct effort by the president 

to use these symbols as a means of changing the behavior of the American people.  

And like other rhetorical policies developed in the case of Bush’s “call to service” 

and USA Freedom Corps, it was publicly promulgated with little warning or planning by 

the West Wing. In fact, for DiIulio, who would ultimately be responsible for the 

administration of this initiative as the serving Director of the Faith-Based Office, it 

seemed that the Communities of Character initiative “was sort of sprung out of nowhere.” 

The reason he felt this way was not due to the fact that it originated simply as a “general 

idea” in the head of Karen Hughes—as DiIulio recounted, much of the Compassionate 

Conservative agenda began this way—but that he was not involved in the early 

discussions of this proposal. In fact, and perhaps most surprisingly, he was not even 

informed of the existence of these discussions in the West Wing!   

Needless to say, DiIulio was caught off guard when he heard the phrase 

“Communities of Character” for the first time. His awareness of this proposal did not 

come from the president (whom he met with on a weekly basis) or a fellow member of 

the administration, but rather from a story published on July 29 in The Washington Post. 

The information provided to The Post, DiIulio supposes,  

…would have to come from somebody who was involved in that effort which, to 
my knowledge, nobody on my staff was. Maybe they were, I don’t know. [The 
source] got a document that had come out of somewhere in the West Wing 
basically laying out this Community of Character’s plan.  
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According to the White House documents leaked by this unnamed source: 

There is potential for Communities of Character to be a four-year project for the 
White House that helps define the presidency. There seems to be a consensus that 
a renewal of shared values in this country is needed. [Therefore, the president will 
emphasize themes that] unite Americans by focusing on children, quality of life 
and universally appreciated values (Quoted in Allen 2001). 
 

These documents also included memos from Karl Rove’s White House Office of 

Strategic Initiatives, which confirm DiIulio’s claim that the impetus for creating 

Communities of Character was to provide political cover for the embattled Faith-Based 

initiative by becoming the standard bearer for Compassionate Conservatism. “This 

project should not be seen as religious-based,” one memo stated. “There is a character 

component to every issue” (Quoted in Allen 2001). 

DiIulio’s story of his role in the Bush administration is not unique and serves to 

illustrate the communicative distance existing within Bush’s inner circle of political 

advisors, who did not shy away from unilaterally taking on key policy issues, and 

members of the president’s cabinet, who often had little or no input in the policymaking 

process. With a sort of ironic smile, DiIulio recalled the events that followed publication 

of the story in The Post: 

I was then called for commentary [by members of the press] and, as usual, I didn’t 
know anything. But I did see the president shortly thereafter and the president 
said, ‘What are we doing on this thing?’ [H]e knew about it, but he doesn’t like 
things in the newspaper, and certainly not things that have a controversy to it. I 
really didn’t know anything about it (2004). 
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Since neither Bush nor his aides had ever publicly mentioned the Communities of 

Character initiative, let alone offered a public explanation of its primary components and 

purpose, it was left to be defined by media pundits. Recognizing their opportunity, both 

liberal and conservative commentators immediately proceeded to tear it to shreds. One 

conservative commentator, based on the scarce details of the initiative that had been 

made available, mockingly remarked:  

Last week, The Washington Post broke the story that the White House is 
considering a new ‘Communities of Character’ initiative to make sure that people 
are nice, kids get their moms a card on Mother's Day, and that milk never, ever, 
goes sour again.  

OK, I'm just kidding about those, but the actual ideas being contemplated as part 
of the ‘Communities of Character’ initiative are just as silly. One idea is to help 
provide e-mail links between grandkids and their grandparents. Another is to 
encourage communities to use the Internet more or something like that. Another 
idea is to nudge news organizations to ‘increase reporting of good news.’ And, 
my absolute favorite, the White House wants to promote movies that don't support 
racial stereotypes (Goldberg 2001).37  

 

A writer for the Santa Monica Mirror offered a Communities of Character poem: 

I’m not quite sure what this means, or if it’s wrong or right 
But it sounds just like his Daddy’s “Thousand Points Of Light” (Peyser 2001). 
     

In fact, according to the leaked documents, those responsible for developing the initiative 

understood the initiative as a bold successor to George H.W. Bush’s plan to direct private 

resources toward efforts to address public problems, which he first referred to in his 1988 

acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention as “a thousand points of light.” 

                                                 
37 Columnist William Schneider (2001) points out that the documents cited by The Post also suggest 
additional proposals that are “riskier, such as helping parents shield their children from unwholesome 



 48

However, instead of simply recognizing so-called Communities of Character, akin to the 

former President Bush bestowing a Daily Point of Light Award upon individual 

volunteers, the central idea was to “use heroes to tell the story” (Quoted in Allen 2001).38  

Bush first mentioned the phrase “communities of character,” but made no 

reference to the initiative, in a speech to a YMCA picnic in Rocky Mountain National 

Park, Colorado, on August 14, 2001. He stated:  

The spirit of America is found in the character of our citizens, the value base that 
makes America, I think, such a different kind of place  -- a place that -- a country 
that values family and friendship; a place where people learn values and 
character.  One of the things that -- when I try to describe America to somebody 
who has never been here I say, we're a country stitched together by communities 
of character. 

[E]ach of us must be responsible for the decisions we make in life.  And that's a 
really important character and core value for our country.  That we must have a 
responsible society; that government can't do everything in a society. We've got to 
be responsible for loving a neighbor like we'd like to be loved ourselves (Bush 
2001e). 

 

Tellingly, he immediately followed this restatement of the Golden Rule by redirecting the 

rhetorical focus from character and values to the president’s Faith-Based initiative: 

One of the things that I'm hoping to get through the Congress is the faith-based 
initiative, faith and community based initiative which will capture and stand side 
by side the programs all around America that rely upon faith to help change 
people's lives.  

                                                                                                                                                 
media influences, promoting sexual abstinence to discourage teen pregnancy, and encouraging private 
assistance for those in need.” 
38 The idea to “use heroes” later became a component of the USA Freedom Corps initiative, which confers 
the President Volunteer Service Award upon individuals in an effort “to recognize outstanding 
volunteers…who complete a significant amount of service to their communities” (USA Freedom Corps 
2004). To be eligible for such recognition, volunteers are required to register to a website through which 
they journal their service experiences.    
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I recognize there is a role for government sponsored programs, but our society 
must recognize there is also a role for faith-based initiatives and faith-based 
programs; programs that exist to help people change their heart and, therefore, 
change their behavior.  We shouldn't fear faith in America; we ought to welcome 
the faith-based programs that help define our country as a unique land.  And so 
responsible society is one that we all must aim for (Bush 2001e). 
 

References to the Communities of Character initiative then disappeared from Bush’s 

public statements until after the events of September 11, when it briefly resurfaced in the 

opening remarks of his White House press conference on October 11, 2001: 

Before Sept. 11, my administration was planning an initiative called Communities 
of Character. It was designed to help parents develop good character in their 
children and to strengthen the spirit of citizenship and service in our communities. 
The acts of September 11 have prompted that initiative to occur on its own in 
ways far greater than I could have ever imagined (2001c).  
 

As a rhetorical policy, because its substance was left largely undefined, the notion 

of Communities of Character (which should be distinguished from the non-existent 

initiative) was able to be employed by Bush to serve a new role. No longer was its 

primary purpose to relieve pressure on the Faith-Based initiative that had been building 

up six months prior. Instead, the rhetoric of Communities of Character was now called 

upon to present the image of a president in tune with, and responsive to, the needs of 

post-September 11 American society, as well as that of an administration that had long 

been hard at work on developing a service-oriented community initiative. The fact that 

neither image was accurate was entirely irrelevant39; the rhetorical policy was able to 

accomplish that which was deemed at the time to be Bush’s most important goal—to buy 

                                                 
39 In response to President Bush’s comments, the editorial page of the Christian Science Monitor (2001) 
noted that “Americans on their own are participating in community life to a greater extent since the 
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the White House some much needed time by responding to its critics, presenting the 

president’s commitment to communities and citizen engagement, and doing so without 

doing any of the heavy lifting that inevitably accompanies the legislative process.    

Even after Bush’s so-called Faith-Based bill had died in the Senate,40 the White 

House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives was able to accomplish a 

significant number of its original objectives through presidential executive orders. 

Perhaps this was somewhat of a formative experience for the administration, 

demonstrating the possibility that much of the Compassionate Conservative agenda could 

be pursued without the need to expend political capital to persuade, bargain, and 

compromise with members of Congress.41  

The documents concerning the Communities of Character initiative that were 

leaked to The Washington Post indicate that Bush’s political advisors were not wary of 

exploring the policymaking potential of presidential rhetoric and symbols. In addition to 

efforts aimed at helping Bush “use the bully pulpit more effectively,” the initiative was  

…being planned using techniques that might launch a soft drink or laundry soap. 
“Avoid a traditional media roll-out of the program,” a memo recommends. “Use 
creative media tactics to create a buzz.” The initiative…is based on binders full of 
polling data. One recommendation is to “conduct market research to validate 

                                                                                                                                                 
attacks,” but that this phenomenon should not obscure the fact that Communities of Character, “like so 
many issues,…has all but dropped off the political agenda.”  
40 For an account of the Faith-Based bill’s failure and its relevance to my argument, please see Chapter 3. 
41 Former Special Assistant to the President, David Kuo, indicates that the administration did take a lesson 
from the experience of the Faith-Based initiative, although his recounting places primary emphasis on the 
important role played by symbolic politics in this case.   
 

“[O]ver time it became clearer that the White House didn't have to expend any political 
capital for pro-poor legislation. The initiative powerfully appealed to both conservative 
Christians and urban faith leaders—regardless of how much money was being 
appropriated. The Faith-Based Office was the cross around the White Houses’ neck 
showing the president's own faith orientation. That was sufficient” (2005). 
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existing public data and further explore American views on value and 
community.” (Allen 2001). 

 

Generated from these research findings, which stretched back 33 years, were two 

conclusions: First, “Compared to 30 years ago, Americans are more worried about moral 

values, the breakdown of the family and decline in civic life;” and second, “The public 

wants government and individual elected officials to play a more active leadership role in 

dealing with declining values” (Allen 2001).   

Although the initiative was ultimately preempted by the events of September 11, 

the discussions that took place in the West Wing regarding Communities of Character 

had a significant impact on the Compassionate Conservative policy stream. This stream 

can be traced back to the first major policy speech of Bush’s presidential campaign in 

July 1999, was punctuated by an Inaugural Address that encouraged Americans to be 

“[c]itizens, not spectators; citizens, not subjects; responsible citizens, building 

communities of service and a nation of character” (2001b), and carried into the early 

months of his first term through the Faith-Based initiative and efforts to bring about 

Communities of Character. As DiIulio advised when interviewed, what came after 

September 11 cannot be accurately understood outside of the context created by that 

which preceded it. 

[Y]ou really do have to look at Freedom Corps in the context of the Faith and 
Community initiative that went before it, 9/11 as the mega-punctuation point, and 
the scramble that goes on in the administration in the weeks and months after 9/11 
to sort of take with this new reality” (2004). 
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Three of the key White House officials involved in the development of these 

policies from the Compassionate Conservative policy stream agree with this perspective, 

claiming that Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps initiative sprang “directly 

from his philosophy of compassionate conservatism” (Bridgeland, Goldsmith, and 

Lenkowsky 2003, 53). And while their claim is difficult to deny, it paints an 

oversimplified picture of the policymaking process that translated Bush’s political 

philosophy into a citizen service initiative. The reasons why this Republican 

administration attempted to make its mark in an issue area that has traditionally been 

owned by the Democratic party have less to do with the president’s commitment to 

“expanding civic engagement and increasing the strength and effectiveness of civic 

institutions” (Bridgeland, Goldsmith, and Lenkowsky 2003, 52) than members of his 

administration have claimed. While Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps 

will likely be the culmination of his personal dedication to rallying the “armies of 

compassion,” the reasons why his Compassionate Conservatism ultimately assumed the 

form of a presidential citizen service initiative—which the administration had never 

expressed any interest in prior to September 11—have more to do with the modern 

presidency’s preoccupation with image management, damage control, and the need to 

address inflated public expectations with limited resources. While the events of 

September 11 certainly amplified these challenges, they are institutionally entrenched, 

rather than unique to the Bush White House. However, this administration’s penchant for 

top-down policymaking and its general indifference toward Congress only exacerbated 

these difficulties. 
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CONGRESS MOVES AND THE WHITE HOUSE RESPONDS 
 

According to public policy scholars Roger W. Cobb and Charles D. Elder (1983), 

certain unforeseen events can serve as triggering devices that transform these events into 

policy issues. Kingdon (1984) conceptualizes the opportunity created by this sort of 

triggering device as a policy window, which opens infrequently and only remains open 

for only short periods of time. In Kingdon’s terms, the events of September 11 

established a new problem stream and, with it, an occasion for policy entrepreneurs in the 

Bush administration to opportunistically frame their own proposal as needed solutions. 

Kingdon’s model of agenda setting is built upon the theory that significant policy 

changes are produced when these solutions, which constitute the policy stream, are 

coupled with pressing problems in a favorable political environment (i.e., the political 

stream). He conceptualizes public policymaking as a mixing of “three process streams 

flowing through the [political] system—streams of problems, policies, and politics” 

(1984, 20).  

In the case of the policymaking process that led to President Bush’s “call to 

service” and USA Freedom Corps, the political environment—constituted by “swings of 

national mood, vagaries of public opinion, election results, changes of administration, 

shifts in partisan or ideological distributions in Congress, and interest group pressure 

campaigns” (Kingdon 1984, 93)—was especially favorable. The American people 

responded to the events of September 11 “with a strong emphasis on unity, coming 

together, community, seriousness of purpose, freedom of choice, and tolerance” 

(Greenberg 2001, 25). Their representatives in Congress followed suit with expressions 
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of bipartisan unity and a widespread willingness to rally around the flag and the 

president. Exemplifying this point, then Senate Minority Leader Trent Lott (R-MS) 

remarked on September 12: 

There are moments in history when in the past the people of this country have set 
aside conflicts and prejudices and passions and have come together. We'll do it 
now. We've already done it. But we must continue to do so, regardless of region, 
religion, party, philosophy, or anything else (2001).  

 

Lott’s comment was followed by a similar statement by then Majority Whip Harry Reid 

(D-NV):  

I am very confident that every Member of the Senate views this as an American 
issue. No party affiliation, no partisanship, no attempt to gain political 
advantage—nothing—will erode our solidarity or undermine our united resolve as 
we respond to protect our country and our people (2001).  

 

Considered from a purely political perspective in light of this historically 

favorable environment, the decision to introduce a citizen service initiative in the 

immediate wake of September 11 should have been a commonsensical one for Bush. As 

the widespread, positive reception of his “call to service” in the 2002 State of the Union 

later proved, he could have expected to receive support for his initiative from the 

American public, media commentators, and, to varying degrees, both parties in Congress. 

Additionally, such an initiative would have provided the president with a golden 

opportunity to strengthen his leadership resume for a first-term marked by “one of the 

smallest domestic agendas in recent history” (Light 2004)42; and do so by means that 

                                                 
42 According to Light: “Compared to the eight presidents who preceded him, Bush ranks ninth, or last, in 
the number of major legislative proposals on his domestic agenda.” While continuing the “trend among 
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were inexpensive, generally non-controversial, and of great rhetorical value. Put simply, 

it was good politics.  

Conspicuously absent, however, was a substantial policy proposal from the White 

House. Skocpol suggests that September 11 did not ultimately generate the significant 

upsurge in civic engagement that accompanied past outbreaks of martial conflict because 

Americans “may be willing to do more than they have been asked to do by government, 

and more than they may have been allowed to do, given the structure of existing civic 

organizations” (2003b, 30-31). Echoing this sentiment, Sander and Putnam claim that the 

Bush administration had only “reinforced our civic attitudes through images and 

symbols,” without undertaking any of the real “institutional change” that would be 

necessary for significant social transformation (2002, 11). 

While the White House gave no public indication that it was moving to take 

advantage of this historic opportunity for civic renewal, an effort was being taken up by 

members of Congress. Specifically, on November 7, 2001, co-sponsors Senator John 

McCain (R-AZ) and Senator Evan Bayh (D-IN) introduced the Call to Service Act 

[S.1792], with companion legislation [H.R.3465] sponsored in the House by 

Representative Harold Ford, Jr. (D-TN) and Representative Tom Osborne (R-NE).  

According to a statement released by the offices of McCain and Bayh: 

Americans have found a new spirit of national unity and purpose…[and] are eager 
for ways to serve at home and abroad. Government should make it easier for them 

                                                                                                                                                 
Republican presidents toward a ‘less-is-more’ philosophy of domestic policy…his [first-term] agenda is 
half as large as Richard Nixon’s first-term agenda in 1969-72, a third smaller than Ronald Reagan’s first-
term agenda in 1981-84, and a quarter smaller than his father’s first-term agenda in 1989-92.” Not only is 
the total number of major domestic initiatives quite low, but half have consisted of “small-scale, 
conventional proposals (2004, 1,2,3).  
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to do so. That is why we are introducing legislation to revamp national service 
programs and dramatically expand opportunities for public service (2001b).  

 

The Senators’ bill had two primary aims. Its first objective was to increase the size of 

AmeriCorps to 250,000—more than four times its size at the time—by 2010, including 

an immediate increase of 20,000 corps members in 2003. The second objective of the bill 

was to make AmeriCorps “a vehicle for mobilizing civil society in the homeland defense 

effort” (Democratic Leadership Council 2001) by mandating that 50% of the increase in 

participants be designated to address issues of public safety, public health, and disaster 

relief and preparedness. One cornerstone of this proposal was the creation of a non-career 

track, short-term military enlistment option for “citizen soldiers.” This proposed option 

was based on a so-called 18-18-18 plan—18 months of active duty followed by 18 

months in the reserves for an $18,000 bonus or education credit.43 According to the 

Democratic Leadership Council, of which Senator Bayh was then acting chairman, this 

option would help the armed services meet recruitment goals and establish a broad pool 

of citizens, including college-bound enlistees, who could respond to future national 

emergencies.  

Despite the potential practical benefits to be derived from their legislative 

proposal, McCain and Bayh still ultimately framed their argument for citizen service in 

terms of the normative concerns of the civic engagement agenda:  

Public service is a virtue, and national service should one day be a rite of passage 
for young Americans. This is the right moment to issue a new call to service and 

                                                 
43 With some controversy, a variation of the “citizen soldier” enlistment option introduced in McCain and 
Bayh’s “Call to Service Act” was adopted by the Pentagon and included in the final defense authorization 
bill for fiscal year 2003. Specifically, this created the opportunity for members of the armed forces to 
complete their service commitment under the auspices of AmeriCorps and the Peace Corps.  
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give a new generation a way to claim the rewards and responsibilities of active 
citizenship  (2001b). 

 

In addition to the significant policy changes sought by the Call to Service Act, McCain 

and Bayh hoped that the introduction of this bill would help stimulate a serious debate on 

the role that citizen service might play in the larger war on terror (Democratic Leadership 

Council 2001). However, no substantial public debate on their bill or in regards to the 

issues it raised ever took place.  

Instead, on November 8, one day after the McCain-Bayh bill was introduced in 

the Senate, President Bush joined the fray. In a prime-time speech at the Centers for 

Disease Control in Atlanta, he declared that the nation has been awakened to “service and 

citizenship and compassion” and that “[a]ll of us can become a September the 11th 

volunteer, by making a commitment to service in our own communities” (2001a). As 

means to encourage and create new opportunities for service, Bush announced two new 

initiatives, both framed in the context of the war on terrorism.  

The first consisted of a plan to refocus the efforts of the Corporation for National 

and Community Service on homeland security issues in an effort to free up first 

responders to perform their front line duties. To do so, 20,000 AmeriCorps and Senior 

Corps would be mobilized in 2002 to address issues of public safety, public health, and 

disaster mitigation and preparedness, all of which had already been aspects of the 

Corporation’s mission since its creation in 1993. The second initiative was the creation of 

the Presidential Task Force on Citizen Preparedness in the War Against Terrorism. The 

40-day mission of this task force was to “make recommendations to help prepare 

Americans in their homes, neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, places of worship and 
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public places from the potential consequences of terrorist attacks” (White House 2001). It 

was also charged with proposing new ways to engage citizens in support of local officials 

for homeland security purposes. The task force was co-chaired by Tom Ridge and John 

Bridgeland, who were then serving as the president's homeland security and domestic 

policy advisers respectively.  

Bush’s first initiative, the expansion and refocusing of AmeriCorps, was nearly 

identical to that proposed by the McCain-Bayh bill. The primary difference between the 

two was that the details of the administration’s initiative were left essentially unspecified. 

This use of rhetoric to promote a policy, the substance of which was largely left to be 

determined, was noted two days after the president’s speech by a New York Times 

headline that read: “After Asking for Volunteers, Government Tries to Determine What 

They Will Do” (Mitchell 2001). However, despite the shallowness of the White House 

initiatives, the involvement of the president succeeded in shining a spotlight on the issue 

of citizen service, just as McCain and Bayh had hoped (and failed) to do in the Senate. 

The day after Bush’s speech in Atlanta, the two Senators released a statement 

commending the president for calling on Americans to serve. Their statement also made a 

point of highlighting their own proposal introduced earlier in the week and reiterated the 

need for a short-term military enlistment option, which was not part of the White House 

plan. The Call to Service Act was not mentioned in Bush’s speech and, according to 

sources on Capitol Hill, the White House made no effort to consult with McCain and 

Bayh prior to the president’s announcement.  

The conclusion of the statement released by McCain and Bayh seemingly offers 

the White House both an invitation and a criticism: “We anticipate working closely with 
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the Administration to enact this legislation” (2001a). Although disputed by White House 

officials, sources who were involved with the Call to Service Act claim that neither 

Senator was ever contacted by anyone in the administration in regards to this issue. Their 

bill never made it out of committee. The Presidential Task Force on Citizen Preparedness 

in the War Against Terrorism carried out its duties; however, reminiscent of the fate that 

met the Communities of Character initiative, the remainder of Bush’s “September the 11th 

Volunteer” proposals never materialized.    
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Chapter 3: “This One Guy, Bridgeland, Is the Story”  

 

President George W. Bush’s “September the 11th Volunteer” proposal to expand 

AmeriCorps as part of the larger homeland security effort was never intended to serve as 

more than a rhetorical placeholder for a still-to-be-determined presidential initiative. 

Since October 2001, the White House had been scrambling to come up with a bold and 

innovative policy response to the events of September 11, and increasing the numbers of 

federally-subsidized volunteers was not it. However, floating around in what John W. 

Kingdon (1984) refers to as the “policy primeval soup” during this time were various, 

although largely undeveloped, ideas that had been generated for the nearly-defunct Faith-

Based initiative and its still-born successor, Communities of Character. The 

determination that many of these ideas were still viable was based on the belief that the 

philosophy of Compassionate Conservatism, despite the failures that had beset its agenda, 

had neither failed nor been vanquished by its opponents—it had instead slipped lower 

and lower on the president’s list of priorities, especially after the resignation of Faith-

Based Director, John DiIulio, in August 2001, and then seemed to fade into the 

background.  

The search for a politically-viable, civically-oriented policy initiative was 

restricted to a handful of key political and policy actors in the West Wing. The 

conversations that resulted from this effort were largely comprised of various attempts to 

resurrect and again reframe a stripped-down version of the Faith-Based bill that had 

faltered in the Senate six months prior. And while these efforts ultimately went nowhere, 
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a key decision had been made. It was not an answer to the question “What?”, but rather 

“Who?” The answer was John Bridgeland.  

BRIDGE: THE POLICY ENTREPRENEUR EXTRAORDINAIRE 
 

DiIulio recounts that Bridgeland (or “Bridge” to those who know him), was 

singularly responsible for developing the president’s “call to service” and USA Freedom 

Corps: 

[The administration said,] “OK, what can we do constructively? Bridge, figure it 
out. Bridge, give us a plan. Bridge, be the guy.” And it’s really Bridgeland’s ideas 
that, as far as I can tell, set the framework. This one guy, Bridgeland, is the story. 
Bridge is, to me, the story in that he was the solution. They had a problem in 
search of a solution and he was the solution (2004). 

 

Bridgeland has been referred to by a former member of the Clinton administration as 

“one of the most impressive people I’ve seen in public life in recent times” (Quoted in 

Easton 2002); and it seems that all who have worked in any capacity with this boyish-

looking, Cincinnati native in his early forties—regardless of their partisan affiliation—are 

quick to confirm and then add to this glowing assessment.  

While possessing acute political skills, a gift for language, and a knack for 

diplomacy and compromise, Bridgeland’s most impressive qualities are personal. 

Intelligent and engaging, he is equally comfortable exchanging ideas on domestic policy, 

Aristotelian philosophy, or the ivory-billed woodpecker. While Bridgeland is intensely 

loyal to the president, he is a rare breed of Beltway insider whose sincere civic-

mindedness contributes to the image that he is somehow above politics. When asked if he 

believed that the commitment to service transcends politics, the emotion in his voice was 
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genuine: “It does. It should. It needs to!” Bridgeland is a man of high character, who 

makes no effort to hide his passionate dedication to public service and commitment to the 

responsibilities that accompany it.44 Again, DiIulio:  

What amazed me about him, what impressed me about him, what I really think is 
a tribute to his mother and father more than anything else, [is that] it would have 
been so easy in his position to kind of try to figure out where he thought [the 
president] needed to go politically and to just simplify his search…just give some 
fodder to justify what [the administration was] going to say anyway. He never 
did. He would always give them stuff that they didn’t [want, and] sometimes he 
changed their views. They already knew what they were going to come out 
with…[but] sometimes he could actually stop the train [and] they had to throw 
away all the communications and other stuff that they already [had produced]. 

 [Bridgeland] showed a respect for…public service, good stewardship. “I want to 
give them information that they’re going to use to make a decision that’s going to 
affect the lives of people.” And yet, he wasn’t politically naïve. He knew what the 
limits were, but he wasn’t constrained by them to the degree that almost anybody 
else in his position would have been (2004). 
 

Although not a publicly-recognized figure, Bridgeland was widely recognized in halls of 

government as “a very respected person who had the president’s ear and who was a very 

forceful advocate who could talk to both sides” (Eisner 2004).  

A graduate of Harvard University and the University of Virginia Law School, 

Bridgeland worked as corporate lawyer in New York and Paris for six years before 

entering government in 1993 as former chief-of-staff for then Representative Rob 

Portman (R-OH), now Director of the White House Office of Management and Budget 

                                                 
44 It was clear from our interview that Bridgeland is not one to shy away from letting his passionate 
dedication to the issue of service shine through, even when that meant straying from the more reserved 
language of the Bush administration’s talking points. A good example of this was his speech at the Miller 
Center for Public Affairs at the University of Virginia on February 25, 2005, in which he discussed the 
need for universal sacrifice in terms that directly conflict with the more libertarian-oriented rhetoric of 
volunteerism favored by the president: “Every single person has a role to play. Every person should 
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(OMB). He joined the Bush presidential campaign in 2000 as Deputy Domestic Policy 

Director, provided legal advice during the ballot counting fiasco in Florida, and co-

directed the policy transition team with current White House Chief-of-Staff, Josh Bolton, 

after the Supreme Court called the election to a halt. When Bush took office, Bridgeland 

was named Deputy Assistant to the President and head of the Domestic Policy Council, 

quickly establishing himself as a “go-to” guy in the administration. According to DiIulio: 

Every time something would go wrong in the White House on the domestic or 
social policy side…“Bridge, Bridge, Bridgeland! Where’s Bridgeland? Get 
Bridgeland! Where’s Bridgeland?” He handled everything! Everything, it didn’t 
matter—international issues even, environmental, greenhouse, global warming, 
Yucca Mountain nuclear waste, faith initiatives, patients’ bill of rights. It was like 
a top-flight graduate research assistant with a mission of dealing with twenty 
topics at a time—for real stakes. “Bridge, Bridge, Bridge, Bridge, Bridge!” He 
was the one man; they depended on him tremendously (2004).  

 

And when it came to designing a bold, innovative citizen service initiative able to harness 

the civic spirit of the American people and direct it toward a larger cause, while staying 

true to the fundamental principles of Compassionate Conservatism, Bush once again 

called on Bridgeland. As Bridgeland tells it, after September 11:  

I was in the Oval Office with the president. He looked at me and said “Bridge, I 
want you to develop an initiative,” and these were the words he used, “to create a 
culture of service, citizenship, and responsibility.” And we later added “for 
decades to come.” And so we ended up being focused on not only making a 
massive investment in public and national service, but institutional changes at 
every sector of society” (2004).  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
recognize that with freedom comes responsibility, with liberty comes duty, and that's supposed to be the 
deal” (Quoted in Sherman 2005).  
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Along with his assignments to design, develop, and later direct Bush’s citizen service 

initiative as the new “Service Czar,” Bridgeland was promoted to the rank of Assistant to 

the President, which granted him direct and regular access to the Oval Office. And while 

maintaining his leadership of the Domestic Policy Council, he was also given the 

responsibility of overseeing the virtually-defunct Office of Faith-Based and Community 

Initiatives, which had been left without a director since the resignation of DiIulio in 

August.  

Bridgeland was, in Kingdon’s (1984) terms, the policy entrepreneur who invested 

his time, energy, and reputation in formulating a policy solution that could address issues 

of civic engagement generated by the events of September 11, and do so in a way that 

both reflected Bush’s political philosophy and was practical in light of the more pressing 

issues that occupied the administration’s attention. Yet, despite the challenging nature of 

his task, the White House provided the Director-designate of (what would become) the 

Office of the USA Freedom Corps with little financial support and virtually no human 

resources. According to Elizabeth DiGregorio, the Director of the Department of 

Homeland Security Citizen Corps:  

[The Office of the USA Freedom Corps] is a very, very small policy office in 
terms of numbers of people. They have maybe seven or eight full time staff 
people dedicated. John Bridgeland is the first director [and] was the president’s 
Domestic Policy Advisor; he kept a lot of his other functions. So he continued to 
function with faith-based and with other domestic policy issues, and also run USA 
Freedom Corps. And so what they did, they borrowed people from different 
organizations to come and help put it together (2004). 
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This point was further elaborated upon by DiIulio:  

It’s not like he’s got a staff of twelve people thinking about this. He’s got himself, 
he’s got a few people from the Domestic Policy Council staff, most of them are 
very young, most of them are very inexperienced, most of them don’t know very 
much (2004).  
 

Bridgeland largely relied upon his own resources by personally calling upon an eclectic 

group of “consultants” who, unlike most of the outside advisors conferred with by the 

Bush administration, tended to lean noticeably to the left of the political spectrum. These 

consultants included Sargent Shriver, former head of Kennedy’s Peace Corps and 

Johnson’s Office of Economic Opportunity, which oversaw the VISTA program; Harris 

Wofford, former Democratic Senator from Pennsylvania and original CEO of Clinton’s 

Corporation for National Service; and Robert Putnam, the prominent scholar of American 

civic engagement at Harvard University. Bridgeland attributes his eagerness to seek out a 

diversity of ideas to “people like Martin Luther King, John Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, 

and others,” who, he says, inspired him in his youth by demonstrating “what could be 

done to help people who were suffering” (Quoted in Sherman 2005).   

To construct a proposal that was able to incorporate, as well as move beyond the 

Bush administration’s central concerns with issues of homeland security, Bridgeland also 

took advantage of his close relationship with DiIulio, who was now back in Philadelphia 

awaiting the start of the new semester at the University of Pennsylvania. In doing so, he 

hoped to revive the community-building focus of DiIulio’s original proposals which, for 

political reasons, had never seen the light of day. At the top of DiIulio’s list was the need 

to institutionalize an alliance between the White House’s faith-based, community-, and 
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service-oriented offices and the Corporation for National and Community Service 

(CNCS). Even prior to their appointment, both he and Stephen Goldsmith, the Chairman 

of the Board at CNCS, were developing a model built around urban community centers, 

which could function as the “hands and feet” of the president’s initiative by serving as 

hubs for information sharing, capacity building, volunteer mobilization, and establishing 

partnerships—whether public, private, religious, or secular (DiIulio 2004).  

DiIulio claims that he only accepted Bush’s offer to become the first Director of 

the White House Office for Faith-Based and Community Initiative on the conditions that 

he would only serve for six months (although it ended up being nearly eight) and that his 

office would work in tandem with Goldsmith and CNCS to develop an initiative based on 

this community partnership model. And according to DiIulio, “[t]hat’s the model, that’s 

the image, that’s what the president has agreed to” as of the announcement of his and 

Goldsmith’s appointment on January 29, 2001.  

Of course, within fifteen minutes, that’s not where that’s headed. That’s not what 
the House Republicans have in mind. That’s not what exactly many people in the 
White House have in mind, except the president. It’s what I have in mind and it’s 
what Bridgeland has in mind and what Goldsmith has in mind, but doesn’t 
happen. 

And I was naïve enough to believe that we actually had a chance to realize that 
vision of the thing. But within literally fifteen minutes of being out of the White 
House, I was presented by somebody in the West Wing a five page, single-spaced 
memo written by this religious conservative guy denouncing the thing, which 
obviously has been written in advance because they had gotten wind of the fact 
that it was going to be that model. Fifteen minutes after the announcement 
(DiIulio 2004)! 

 

Months later, the White House found itself scrambling for a compassionate 

conservative policy response that could effectively address the new problem stream 
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generated by September 11 and its aftermath, as well as silence the growing chorus of 

commentators and critics imploring Bush to take advantage of the “unique moment of 

opportunity” by making a bold move in support of citizen service. It is within this 

environment, amongst dozens of policy entrepreneurs “fishing for alternatives” and vying 

for the president’s attention, that Bridgeland was reminded by DiIulio: “Well, we have an 

alternative, which is the original plan, which is: let’s work with CNCS” (2004). 

FILLING IN THE DETAILS OF A POLICY CONCEPT 
 

President Bush’s “call to service” and introduction of the USA Freedom Corps 

were prominently featured as one of the four main pillars of his 2002 State of the Union 

address, alongside the war in Afghanistan and global struggle against terror, homeland 

security, and the need for tax cuts and job creation. In his address, the president presented 

his new citizen service initiative to the American people and assembled members of 

Congress in basic outline:   

Many are already serving, and I thank you. If you aren't sure how to help, I've got 
a good place to start. To sustain and extend the best that has emerged in America, 
I invite you to join the new USA Freedom Corps. The Freedom Corps will focus 
on three areas of need: responding in case of crisis at home; rebuilding our 
communities; and extending American compassion throughout the world.  

One purpose of the USA Freedom Corps will be homeland security. America 
needs retired doctors and nurses who can be mobilized in major emergencies; 
volunteers to help police and fire departments; transportation and utility workers 
well-trained in spotting danger.  

Our country also needs citizens working to rebuild our communities. We need 
mentors to love children, especially children whose parents are in prison. And we 
need more talented teachers in troubled schools. USA Freedom Corps will expand 
and improve the good efforts of AmeriCorps and Senior Corps to recruit more 
than 200,000 new volunteers.  
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And America needs citizens to extend the compassion of our country to every part 
of the world. So we will renew the promise of the Peace Corps, double its 
volunteers over the next five years and ask it to join a new effort to encourage 
development and education and opportunity in the Islamic world (Bush 2002b). 

  

Missing from the State of the Union, however, was a clear explanation of what 

exactly this citizen service initiative would look like. Policy specifics that were left 

publicly unaccounted for included the structure and organization of the USA Freedom 

Corps, the nature of its relationship with the nonprofit volunteer and community service 

sector, the means by which it would pursue its mission to “promote a culture of 

responsibility, service, and citizenship,” and just what this mission meant in practical 

terms. Collectively, these omissions begged the question: What is the USA Freedom 

Corps? 

As indicated by John Bridgeland, he was personally tasked by President Bush to 

develop an initiative that would work “to create a culture of service, citizenship, and 

responsibility” in American society. With this vague directive, the policy concept of the 

USA Freedom Corps was approved at the highest level. Thus, the birth of Bush’s citizen 

service initiative followed the same top-down policymaking pattern that had engendered 

the proposed, yet never implemented, Communities of Character and “September the 11th 

Volunteer” initiatives—the conception and approval of a policy idea that was, at the time 

of its approval, virtually devoid of any substantial content. John DiIulio explains:  

Like a lot of things that happen in the White House…the concept of Freedom 
Corps is approved, but the details are left to be determined. But in the White 
House and in Washington today, once you put a stake in the ground, that’s it. And 
a stake doesn’t get put in the ground after synoptic analysis…it’s a process that 
falls far short of muddling through. It goes from approved concept to 



 69

announcement and then there it is. Then the details are supposed to be filled in 
(2004).  

 

After presidential approval of the policy concept, it was left to Bridgeland to fill 

in the details. As a consequence of this model of policymaking, the particulars of this 

initiative were determined by a surprisingly limited array of factors. The most influential 

factor, according to those involved in the process, was Bridgeland himself (Bentley 2004; 

DiGregorio 2004; DiIulio 2004; Putnam 2004; Read 2004). Again, DiIulio: 

The [answer to the] question: “Why not other options or models?” is that nobody 
asked [for anything specific]. I mean they gave it to one guy and didn’t give him 
much staff and didn’t give him any other real support and said “Do what you can” 
and then he came up with a plan. I know it’s an overly simple, overly 
parsimonious explanation; but what you’re looking at when you’re looking at the 
components of Freedom Corps are things that he believed in, was able to get some 
support for, and was able to do. There wasn’t anybody else and there hasn’t been 
anybody else focused on Freedom Corps (2004). 
 

However, DiIulio underlined that it would be a mistake to explain the development of the 

innovative model of citizen service at the heart of Bush’s “call to service” and USA 

Freedom Corps as a deliberate strategy by Bridgeland to implement those “things that he 

believed in.” The particular outcomes of any policymaking process, reminds John 

Kingdon (1984), are not determined by the policy entrepreneur alone. These outcomes 

instead result from the merging of the policy proposals brought to the table by the 

entrepreneur with the externally determined problem and political streams. As a result, 

the USA Freedom Corps initiative was the result of something of an improvisational 

effort by Bridgeland to successfully manage the external demands imposed on the 

policymaking process by a unique confluence of contextual and political factors—in this 
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case these factors include the events of September 11, the expectations and demands of 

the American people, the president’s commitment to the philosophy of Compassionate 

Conservatism, and the House Republican leadership’s antipathy toward AmeriCorps, 

among others. In the words of Bill Bentley, Vice President of the Points of Light 

Foundation, Bridgeland and his staff were essentially “building the bicycle as they’re 

riding it down the hill” (2004).  

As this chapter explains, what Bridgeland “was able to get some support for and 

was able to do” was strongly shaped by external demands. The most obvious was the 

overarching need to frame the president’s citizen service initiative in a way that directly 

responded to the problem stream generated by the events of September 11. This meant 

that it was essential that the USA Freedom Corps provide a means through which the 

American people could meaningfully participate in the homeland security effort. This 

was accomplished by the creation of the new Citizen Corps, which was able to 

successfully address the demands of the problem stream and do so in a way that satisfied 

the philosophical commitments at the heart of Bush’s Compassionate Conservatism.      

Yet, the demands of the political stream would not be so easily met. Bridgeland 

found himself between a rock and a hard place on the issue of AmeriCorps. He knew that 

any effort to replace or ignore already-existing national service programs, such as the 

Peace Corps and AmeriCorps, was doomed to failure. As even longtime critics of the 

Kennedy program will acknowledge, the Peace Corps is so deeply embedded in 

American culture that it has become, in some sense, “above politics.” While the same 

cannot be said for AmeriCorps, in its nearly ten years of existence it has developed 

strong, bi-partisan support from local and state officials across the country. However, 
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Bridgeland was also very aware that AmeriCorps was still seen, by supporters and 

opponents, as a standing monument to Bill Clinton and his legacy. This may not have 

meant much to residents of those communities that corps members had helped to 

resuscitate; but for Republicans in Congress, this Clinton association was politically 

radioactive. As Chapter 3 explains, in contrast to his skillful handling of the problem 

stream generated by the events of September 11, Bridgeland’s efforts to negotiate this 

particular political stream were not enough to prevent a significant legislative breakdown 

on Capitol Hill and, ultimately, a USA Freedom Corps initiative that did not entirely 

mesh with some of the “things that he believed in.”  

COMPETING PARADIGMS OF SERVICE AND THE SEARCH FOR A “THIRD WAY” 
 

When launched with a presidential “call to service” by Bush in late January 2002, 

the specifics of the USA Freedom Corps initiative took many supporters of national 

service by surprise. Prior to its introduction, public discussions had focused almost 

exclusively on proposals to respond to the events of September 11 and their aftermath 

with a massive expansion of Clinton’s AmeriCorps program (see Broder 2001; Epstein 

2002; Gergen 2001; Globe Editorial 2001; Just 2002; Korman 2001; Putnam 2001; 

Sperling 2002). However, what was presented to the American people in the president’s 

State of the Union address was not a proposal to “take AmeriCorps to scale,”45 or even 

                                                 
45 For several years, scholars at the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) have argued for the need to 
significantly expand the service capacity of AmeriCorps by increasing its total number of corps members, 
from less than 50,000 to 250,000 or more, through a substantial increase in federal appropriations. The 
push for this expansion was later adopted as a centerpiece of the Call to Service Act, proposed by Senators 
John McCain (R-AZ) and Evan Bayh (D-IN) in November 2001.  
For arguments concerning the need to take AmeriCorps to scale, published by the DLC both before and 
after the events of September 11, see Magee, Marc. 2002. "Scaling Up National Service." Progressive 
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the development of a new program based on the traditional national service model that 

underlies the Peace Corps, VISTA, and AmeriCorps. It was instead something 

qualitatively new, referred to in Bush administration policy papers as an “integrated 

citizen service initiative” (White House 2002a, 3).  

It was not immediately clear, even to leaders and experts in the nonprofit 

volunteer and community service sector, what exactly a citizen service initiative was. 

Many wrongly assumed that it was a new national service program. For example, Susan 

J. Ellis, the president of Energize, Inc., a training, consulting, and publishing firm that 

specializes in volunteerism, complained on February 2 that a “MAJOR expenditure of 

government money and time is being spent on…yet another ‘Corps’ tacked onto the 

existing ones. [S]o it means a new bureaucracy having to be mobilized overnight” (2002).  

Compounding this confusion, a host of key questions asked by interested parties 

outside the White House remained unanswered for several weeks. Expressing the 

frustration of many in the nonprofit sector, Susan Kim of the Family Care Foundation, 

which works with grassroots organizations to develop effective philanthropic ideas and 

entrepreneurial leadership, asked on February 21:  

Is the purpose of the Freedom Corps to recruit people into the existing federal 
programs currently listed on the Web site? Or is it to encourage volunteerism in 
general? Either way, where do local nonprofits fit in? For some, not knowing has 
become annoying (2002).  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Policy Institute, March 11. http://www.dlc.org/ndol_ci.cfm?kaid=115&subid=145&contentid=250267 
[March 2002], Mirga, Tom. 2001. "Ramping Up." Progressive Policy Institute, September 10. 
http://www.dlc.org/ndol_ci.cfm?kaid=115&subid=145&contentid=3755 [September 2002], Waldman, 
Steven. 1999. "Nationalize National Service." Blueprint: Ideas for a New Century 3 (Published by the 
Democratic Leadership Council): 19-25.  



 73

These concerns are summed up by Elizabeth DiGregorio, the Director of Citizen Corps, 

who frustratingly claims that this period of uncertainty contributed to the alienation of 

many volunteer and community service organizations that were integral to the long-term 

success of the USA Freedom Corps initiative. “The resistance came from a lot of the 

volunteer groups and it was, ‘we’re hurting for funds, we’re the ones with the volunteer 

expertise…is this going to be this administration’s version of AmeriCorps’” (2004)?46  

While many of these nonprofit organizations had been working hand-in-hand with 

AmeriCorps47 since its establishment by Bill Clinton in 1994, there was a quiet concern 

among them that Bush might attempt to put his own stamp on the service issue by 

altering or even severing these partnerships. This prospect seemed extremely unlikely 

considering the administration’s commitment to the philosophy of Compassionate 

Conservatism and its aim to empower community groups as a means of “contracting out” 

social services. However, the fact that these nonprofit organizations had not been 

contacted by the White House during the policymaking process that led to this initiative, 

or in the weeks after its public introduction, understandably raised concerns that they 

might be cut out of its implementation as well.  

                                                 
46 Although driven by different concerns than those which preoccupied members of the nonprofit 
volunteer and community service sector, the Libertarian Party also misunderstood the Bush initiative to be 
something that it was not. Further demonstrating the confusion that surrounded USA Freedom Corps, the 
party’s website attacked it as a waste of tax dollars, a superfluous expansion of already-existing, federally-
funded service programs, and an assault on the traditional notion of volunteerism. According to Steve 
Dasbach, the party's executive director: “The USA Freedom Corps is big-government Clintonism with a 
fresh coat of red, white, and blue paint” (Libertarian Party 2002).  
47 Included among the nonprofit organizations that receive AmeriCorps grants, either directly from the 
federal government or by way of state service commissions, and are responsible for recruiting, selecting, 
and supervising corps members, are Habitat for Humanity, the U.S. Veterans Initiative, National Council of 
La Raza, Catholic Network of Volunteer Service, and the Boys and Girls Clubs of America, among 
hundreds of others. For more on these partnerships, see AmeriCorps. "AmeriCorps Fact Sheet." 
Corporation for National and Community Service. http://www.americorps.gov/pdf/factsheet_ac.pdf 
[September 2005].      
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Marc Magee, who helped formulate the McCain-Bayh bill as Director of the 

Center for Civic Enterprise at the Democratic Leadership Council-Public Policy Institute, 

expressed similar confusion:  

We had been hearing from people in the Corporation [for National and 
Community Service] to expect something big in the State of the Union…so we 
were expecting something big. And when I was listening in the State of the 
Union, it sounded big (2004). 
 

However, when asked about the details of the Bush citizen service initiative, he shrugged 

his shoulders. 

Basically, as far as I can tell you, USA Freedom Corps is [the Bush 
administration’s] brand name for an umbrella organization that promotes service 
and has an office in the White House. I don’t for the life of me understand why 
they called it a ‘corps’ because that has a whole connotation about people serving 
intensely together for a year or more. So that was kind of was confusing (Magee 
2004). 
 

As Magee correctly notes, contrary to the assumptions of Ellis, Kim, and others, 

the establishment of the USA Freedom Corps did not create a new national service 

program. In fact, despite the name, it consists of no actual corps. In other words, despite 

the fact that thousands of Americans have responded to the president’s “call to service” 

and chosen to volunteer through one of the opportunities facilitated by this initiative, 

none of them can actually claim to be members of the USA Freedom Corps. In contrast 

to the basic definition of “corps,” these participants do not act together under common 

direction in the pursuit of shared objectives; nor do they commit themselves to a 

designated term of service. 
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While the reasons for designating the initiative as a corps remain unclear, the 

decision of the White House to use the term citizen service (see Bush 2002a; U.S. House 

of Representatives 2002; White House 2002a; b), rather than national service,48 is 

                                                 
48 Despite the fact that national service is far more familiar concept to most Americans than that of citizen 
service, and has been the focus of the vast majority of scholarship, public commentary, and policy 
discussions regarding service-related issues in recent decades, there is surprisingly no general consensus as 
to its meaning. As Michael W. Sherraden and Donald J. Eberly (1982, 3) point out, the notion of national 
service “has had different meanings at different times [and] can be defined in many ways.” This lack of a 
shared understanding, according to Williamson M. Evers (1990, xxii), has left the usage of this term “in a 
muddle.” 
For scholarship considering possibilities and limitations of national service, see Buckley, William F. 1990. 
Gratitude: Reflections on What We Owe to Our Country. New York: Random House, Danzig, Richard, and 
Peter L. Szanton. 1986. National Service: What Would it Mean? Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 
Dionne, Jr., E.J., and Kayla Meltzer Drogosz. 2003. "United We Serve? The Promise of National Service." 
In United We Serve: National Service and the Future of Citizenship, edited by E.J. Dionne, K.M. Drogosz 
and R.E. Litan. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, Eberly, Donald J. 1990. "A Supporting Role 
of the Federal Government in National Service." In National Service: Pro & Con, edited by W.M. Evers. 
Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, Evers, Williamson M. 1990. "Introduction: Social Problems and 
Political Ideals in the Debate Over National Service." In National Service: Pro & Con, edited by W.M. 
Evers. Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, Neuhaus, Richard John. 1990. "National Service: Serving 
What?" In National Service: Pro & Con, edited by W.M. Evers. Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 
Neumann, George R. 1995. The Benefits and Cost of National Service: Methods for Benefit Assessment 
with Application to Three AmeriCorps Programs. Washington, D.C.: Kormendi/Gardner Partners, 
Sherraden, Michael W., and Donald J. Eberly. 1982. "Why National Service?" In National Service: Social, 
Economic and Military Impacts, edited by M.W. Sherraden and D.J. Eberly. New York: Pergamon Press, 
Waldman, Steven. 1999. "Nationalize National Service." Blueprint: Ideas for a New Century 3 (Published 
by the Democratic Leadership Council): 19-25, Wofford, Harris. 2003. "The Politics of Service." In United 
We Serve: National Service and the Future of Citizenship, edited by R.E. Litan. Washington, D.C.: 
Brookings Institution Press. 
For discussions of national service as a potential response to the events of September 11, 2001, see Dionne, 
Jr., E.J., and Kayla Meltzer Drogosz. 2003. "United We Serve? The Promise of National Service." In 
United We Serve: National Service and the Future of Citizenship, edited by E.J. Dionne, K.M. Drogosz and 
R.E. Litan. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, Magee, Marc, and Steven J. Nider. 2002b. 
"Expand National Service, Not Bureaucracy." Blueprint Magazine. 17, August/July, Marshall, Will, and 
Marc Magee. 2003. "Thinking Bigger about Citizenship." In United We Serve: National Service and the 
Future of Citizenship, edited by E.J. Dionne, K.M. Drogosz and R.E. Litan. Washington, D.C.: Brookings 
Institution Press. 
For arguments concerning the role that national service could or should play in the homeland security 
effort, written both before and after the events of September 11, see Magee, Marc, and Steven J. Nider. 
2002a. "Citizen Soldiers and the War on Terror." Progressive Policy Institute, December 17. 
http://www.dlc.org/ndol_ci.cfm?kaid=115&subid=145&contentid=251099 [December 2002], __. 2002c. 
"Protecting the Homeland through National Service: A Comparative Analysis." Progressive Policy 
Institute, June 24. http://www.dlc.org/ndol_ci.cfm?kaid=115&subid=145&contentid=250612 [June 2002], 
Moskos, Charles C. 1988. A Call to Civic Service: National Service for Country and Community. New 
York: Free Press, __. 1990. "National Service and Its Enemies." In National Service: Pro & Con, edited by 
W.M. Evers. Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, __. 2003. "Patriotism-Lite Meets the Citizen-Soldier." In 
United We Serve: National Service and the Future of Citizenship, edited by E.J. Dionne, K.M. Drogosz and 
R.E. Litan. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press. 
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understandable—it is a conscious effort to expand the notion of service in the minds of 

Americans. Perhaps the primary reason for attempting to do so is that the notion of 

national service has come to be defined by recent programs established by Democratic 

presidents—namely, the Peace Corps, VISTA, and AmeriCorps—which have claimed 

this designation as their own. That these federal programs and the notion of national 

service have become inexorably intertwined is perhaps best demonstrated by the 

pervasive assumption after September 11 that the expansion of AmeriCorps, or the 

creation of a new national service corps oriented toward issues of homeland security, 

represented the extent of the options available to the Bush administration. In an effort to 

redefine the boundaries of service, and shed its perceived association with the 

Democratic party, the term national service was discarded along with its most left-leaning 

characteristic—the use of federal appropriations to compensate those who serve. 

Rather than constructed according to the more familiar national service model, the 

USA Freedom Corps initiative instead creates an organizational umbrella under which 

the aforementioned national service programs, as well as pre-existing, service-oriented 

offices housed in a range of federal departments and agencies, can be incorporated. Its 

primary mission is administrative—namely, to coordinate these programs with the efforts 

of the nonprofit volunteer and community service sector (including religious-based 

                                                                                                                                                 
For commentary on national service by policymakers, see Bradley, Bill. 1998. "America's Challenge: 
Revitalizing Our National Community." In Community Works: The Revival of Civil Society in America, 
edited by E.J. Dionne Jr. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, McCain, John. 2001. "Putting the 
National in National Service: AmeriCorps Works. Time to Make It Bigger." Washington Monthly, October, 
14-19, McCain, John, and Evan Bayh. 2001b. "A New Start for National Service." New York Times, 
November 6, Wofford, Harris. 1998. "National Service: Getting Things Done for America." U.S. Society & 
Values 3 (2): 6-8. 
For a thorough recounting and analysis of the policymaking process the led to the introduction of 
AmeriCorps by the Clinton administration, see Waldman, Steven. 1995. The Bill: How Legislation Really 
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organizations) in an effort to foster a culture of citizen service that touches all Americans. 

According to Bridgeland, the phenomenon of citizen service should be considered an 

enterprise of wide-ranging scope, which not only moves beyond the more limited 

concepts of national service, volunteerism, and community service, but incorporates 

them.49  

While it may seem a formality, disagreements over terminology reflect one of the 

larger debates and controversies that concern the value, possibilities, and practicalities of 

citizen service and its promotion by the federal government. Service is an issue in which 

choosing the right rhetoric really matters. In fact, that which the Bush initiative does not 

do—compensate those who serve—is not only the fundamental distinction between the 

citizen service facilitated by the USA Freedom Corps and previous national service 

programs, it is the very quality that makes it innovative. Additionally, and not 

insignificantly, this distinction also makes the initiative more true to the philosophy of 

Compassionate Conservatism than any other Bush policy, before or since. According to 

the USA Freedom Corps website:  

While government cannot fulfill the need for kindness, for understanding, and for 
love in our communities, through the USA Freedom Corps, government can 
support the momentum of millions of acts of kindness and decency that are 
changing America one heart at a time (2004). 

   

                                                                                                                                                 
Becomes Law: A Case Study of the National Service Bill. Revised and Updated ed. New York: Penguin 
Books. 
49 For the purposes of this project, I understand both “volunteerism” and “community service” as referring 
to the practice of acting in the service of others without compensation or other external obligations to do so. 
Although many of the organizations that facilitate volunteer and community service may be partially 
supported by government grants, they are considered to be non-governmental institutions of American civil 
society. 
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For the Bush administration, the distinction between the verbs “fulfill” and “support” 

represents the essential difference between a national service program built upon the 

principles of New Deal Liberalism and a citizen service initiative inspired by the central 

tenets of Compassionate Conservatism.  

Therefore, creating a new national service program or lobbying Congress for an 

increase in federal appropriations to fund a massive expansion of AmeriCorps were not 

viable options for Bridgeland. Yet, to the dismay of the Republican leadership in the 

House of Representatives, neither does the USA Freedom Corps initiative represent a 

libertarian approach that sees no role for the federal government in addressing issues of 

social welfare. What makes Bridgeland’s model innovative is its attempt to establish and 

sustain lasting partnerships between governmental and social institutions by supporting 

and, ultimately, culturally embedding an ethic of service among all levels of the state and 

civil society. In his words, a “culture of service is in our blood, it’s in our DNA as 

Americans, and the challenge for any service initiative, including USA Freedom Corps, is 

to enliven it in ways that are systemic and institutional” (Bridgeland 2004). 

The initiative’s innovative nature comes into sharp relief when placed in the 

context of long-standing ideological debates, situated at the heart of the service issue, 

concerning the desired relationship between the state and civil society. Past efforts by 

presidents to promote and facilitate service can be divided into two distinct paradigms, 

around which two deeply entrenched camps have formed. The first is the “national 

service” model, which (as noted above) provides the structural framework for Kennedy’s 

Peace Corps, Johnson’s VISTA program, and Clinton’s AmeriCorps. According to the 

principles of the national service model, it is the responsibility of government to provide 
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meaningful opportunities for citizens to become civically engaged; a responsibility that is 

satisfied by the creation of an organized service corps. In exchange for a one- or two-

year, full-time commitment, corps members receive federally-funded stipends and are 

guaranteed incentives, such as grants for higher education. These programs are wholly 

dependent on appropriations by Congress and, as a result, have historically provided a 

relatively small number of funded slots for potential corps members. They also have 

frequently become fodder in partisan battles over federal spending. As a result, expanding 

service opportunities by increasing the number of available slots has increasingly proven 

to be a difficult, if not impossible task.  

The other paradigm is orientated toward what might be called the “traditional 

volunteerism” model. This model is grounded in the Tocquevillian image of America as a 

nation of joiners who, through organized associations and self-sacrifice, could address 

community problems without the assistance or imposition of government (see Holtzman 

2006). These classic notions of limited government and responsible citizenship were at 

the heart of George H. W. Bush’s Thousand Points of Light initiative, as well as the 

rhetoric of Ronald Reagan, who began the 1980s by invoking the American spirit of 

service “that flows like a deep and mighty river through the history of our nation” (cited 

in Wofford 2003, 48). This approach advocates community service, but eschews the 

creation of federal programs and appropriation of federal funds to support these efforts. 

The support offered is instead wholly rhetorical—calling on Americans to become 

engaged in their communities and praising those who do through public recognition. 

Underlying this model is the notion that expanding the reach of the federal government to 

coordinate and fund service activities is not only wasteful but counterproductive. 
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Advocates of this paradigm consider the concept of paid volunteers as simply “an 

oxymoron” (Bentley 2004). Bridgeland, whose personal politics are far closer to those of 

Reagan than Clinton, concedes that this approach has too often been used as an excuse 

for government to do nothing in support of service.   

According to Bridgeland: “USA Freedom Corps was an improvement from 

previous national service initiatives in that it bridged the divide between these two very, 

quite frankly, hostile and divisive camps” in an effort to “create a culture of service 

across the country” (2004). The initiative seeks to bridge this divide by providing support 

in the form of federal appropriations for structured service opportunities as well as 

through the rhetorical promotion (i.e., the president’s “call to service”) and recognition 

(i.e., the President’s Volunteer Service Award) of traditional volunteerism. Bill Bentley, 

from the Points of Light Foundation, agrees that achieving this balance is essential: 

“[W]e’ve got to integrate this because at the end of the day, traditional volunteers will 

always be here, always; and the government will never ever, ever put enough money into 

stipended service to meet the needs of local communities. So it’s got to be a marriage” 

(2004).  

In bringing about this marriage, Bridgeland built upon the traditions established 

by the two models of presidential service initiatives to create a qualitatively new model. 

Perhaps the most impressive feature of this policymaking endeavor is the fact that his 

efforts were aided by an amazingly limited amount of White House resources. Bridgeland 

was able to accomplish much with little by strategically returning to the same 

Compassionate Conservative policy stream from which Bush’s Faith-Based, 

Communities of Character, and “September the 11th Volunteer” initiatives had been 
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drawn. By reframing pre-existing policy proposals to address the new problem stream 

created by the events of September 11, he sought to direct the philosophy of 

Compassionate Conservatism toward a new objective—creating and sustaining a 

uniquely American culture of service.  

WORKING WITHIN THE SEPTEMBER 11 PROBLEM STREAM  
 

Structurally, the USA Freedom Corps initiative adds very little that is new to the 

already-existing bureaucracy of federal faith-based, community-, and service-oriented 

agencies and offices. The most concrete contribution was its establishment of the White 

House Office of the USA Freedom Corps, housed within the Executive Offices of the 

President (EOP) and employing around eight full-time employees. Officially, the 

undertakings of this administrative office are guided by the decisions of the USA 

Freedom Corps Council, an interagency coordinating committee chaired by the president 

and comprised of the heads of relevant federal departments, agencies, and offices.50 

However, the extent of this guidance is limited—the Council, which never met with any 

regularity, was primarily formed to provide the USA Freedom Corps Office with a 

network through which it could communicate and consult with other administration 

officials.   

                                                 
50 In addition to the President, members of the Coordinating Council include the Vice President, Attorney 
General, Secretary of State, Secretary of Health and Human Services, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of 
Education, Secretary of Veterans Affairs, Director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, Chief 
Executive Officer of the Corporation for National and Community Service, Director of the Peace Corps, 
Administrator of the United States Agency for International Development, Director of the USA Freedom 
Corps Office, and Director of the Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives.  
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According to Bush’s Executive Order of January 30, 2002, which established the 

USA Freedom Corps, this Council is responsible for carrying out seven key functions:  

 

1) Serving as a forum for Federal officials responsible for public service 

programs to coordinate and improve public service programs and activities 

administered by the executive branch. 

2) Working to encourage all Americans to engage in public service, whether 

through Federal programs or otherwise. 

3) Advising the President and heads of executive branch departments, 

agencies, and offices concerning the optimization of current Federal 

programs to enhance public service opportunities. 

4) Coordinating public outreach and publicity of citizen service opportunities 

provided by Federal programs. 

5) Encouraging schools, universities, private public service organizations, 

and other non-Federal entities to foster and reward public service. 

6) Studying the availability of public service opportunities provided by the 

Federal Government and elsewhere. 

7) Tracking progress in participation in public service programs.. 

  

It is worth emphasizing that these tasks are limited to coordination, encouragement, 

advising, research, and measurement—all of which are functions that do not require a 

significant commitment of federal funding by Congress or the addition of a new national 

service program to the already-existing service bureaucracy. In fact, the USA Freedom 
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Corps Office was appropriated $2.6 million for the 2003 fiscal year—a tiny fraction of 

the EOP’s overall budget. The total amount requested by the White House to fund the 

USA Freedom Corps in 2003 was $560 million; a paltry sum for an initiative that aims to 

“touch 280 million Americans” (Bridgeland 2004).  

Beyond its central thrust to encourage Americans to serve, the USA Freedom 

Corps is little more than administrative reorganization undertaken to bring about more 

coordination between and among the government’s faith-based, community-, and service-

oriented agencies, nonprofit volunteer and community service organizations, and the 

American people. As Bridgeland noted during a White House press conference on 

January 30, 2002: “A lot of this is an organizational challenge; it's not all about funding.” 

The most significant aspect of this reorganization brings the new Citizen Corps, the Peace 

Corps, and the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) under the 

larger policy umbrella of the USA Freedom Corps. As Elizabeth DiGregorio at Citizen 

Corps explains:  

What these folks [at the USA Freedom Corps Office] are trying to do is not run 
these programs, but promote volunteering and service. And these vehicles, most 
of these are already in existence. It’s just trying to say “You need to look at 
integrating your work this way across all these groups for the good of what’s 
going on down here in local communities.” [This administrative relationship is] a 
dotted line. When you look at the big umbrella of Freedom Corps—and it’s the 
overarching arc—underneath it are Peace Corps, AmeriCorps, and Citizen Corps. 
“What are your targets and are you meeting your targets? What is happening out 
there?” They want to know what our goals and objectives are. It’s not a direct 
oversight, day-to-day management. They do not operate AmeriCorps or CNCS, 
nor the Peace Corps, nor do they operate Citizen Corps (2004). 

 

DiGregorio believes that one of the most productive attributes of this model was 

its ability to take advantage of Bridgeland’s unique position in the Bush administration 
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by moving much of the president’s domestic policy agenda under his direct oversight and 

policy direction. Henry Lozano, a Bush-appointed Board Member at the Corporation for 

National and Community Service, agrees that locating the USA Freedom Corps in the 

West Wing under the control of Bridgeland, “the president’s point-person,” was 

significant. It meant that “CNCS was no longer a stand-alone entity. Everything was 

brought under the control of Bridgeland, including faith-based and homeland security.” 

Bridgeland was, in fact, involved in domestic policymaking that ranged far beyond the 

scope of Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps. As a result, “the Corporation 

[for National and Community Service] is now a vehicle for new programs on the 

president’s agenda” (Lozano 2004a).51 

Through the incorporation of Citizen Corps, the Peace Corps, and the Corporation 

for National and Community Service, Bridgeland was able to satisfy the dictates of 

Compassionate Conservatism by consolidating control over the government’s faith-

based, community-, and service-oriented agencies and offices, systematize and 

institutionalize a supportive relationship between these governmental entities and the 

mediating structures of civil society, and do so with a minimal expenditure of federal 

funds (and the president’s political capital). For Bill Bentley at the Points of Light 

Foundation, the genius of Bridgeland’s initiative was that it acknowledged and was 

responsive to the admonitions of the nonprofit sector.  

                                                 
51 Lozano continued: “Therefore, everything has been moved to the USA Freedom Corps for strategic 
purposes, both in terms of politics and policy. The USA Freedom Corps allows the president to explain 
policy in terms of national service while leaving the Corporation in the background. It establishes a 
domestic policy footprint. It also allowed for the garnering of congressional support from Republicans. 
They know what is really going on. On the policy side, it is a sign of the president personally driving an 
issue that Congress did not support. The USAFC allows the president to push through these controversial 
initiatives” Lozano, Henry. 2004b. Interview by R. Holtzman, February 13. 
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 And we [said] to them many, many times: “Don’t recreate the wheel;” and they 
get that. It is important to take advantage of the existing infrastructure that is in 
place and not create something new, because all that does is it duplicates services 
and it essentially uses our limited resources in ways that aren’t always productive. 
And that’s something that I do know that Freedom Corps has been very sensitive 
to (Bentley 2004).   

 

Even had Bridgeland been interested in trying to “recreate the wheel,” he was 

experienced enough to know that attempting to do so without the necessary resources was 

the equivalent of policymaking suicide. Yet, Bridgeland also recognized that the needs of 

a new reality could not always be effectively addressed by retooling administrative 

structures and reframing policy ideas. And so again, driven by his dedication to service 

and commitment to pragmatic innovation, he embarked upon a search for a third way. 

UNDER THE USA FREEDOM CORPS UMBRELLA 

Citizen Corps 
 

In the wake of the events of September 11, Americans were looking for ways to 

engage in the homeland security effort. Bridgeland recognized the need for the USA 

Freedom Corps to move beyond the Bush administration’s earlier efforts to develop 

opportunities for citizen engagement in this area. While the president’s call for every 

American to serve as a “September the 11th volunteer” had the potential to inspire and 

even mobilize citizens, it was simply not enough—the government also needed to 

provide more structured opportunities for service. Yet, refocusing 20,000 already-

committed AmeriCorps and Senior Corps members on issues of homeland security was a 
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solution that was far too limited in scope to bring about any significant cultural change. 

Even if the total number of corps members were expanded, it would still leave most 

Americans without organized opportunities to meaningfully participate in the homeland 

security effort.   

It also became clear to Bridgeland during his service as the co-chair of the 

Presidential Task Force on Citizen Preparedness in the War Against Terrorism that most 

of the positions in the country’s growing homeland security apparatus would need to be 

occupied by trained professionals. Therefore, proposals for citizens to “help guard 

nuclear plants, patrol the nation’s borders, or serve as customs agents,” as suggested by 

Charles Moskos, a scholar of national and military service at Northwestern University, 

were rejected (2003, 40). Bridgeland’s primary concern was to identify opportunities for 

civic participation that would not only engage Americans in service to the nation, but 

keep them permanently engaged in service to their local communities. As any leader in 

the nonprofit volunteer and community service sector will confirm, the best way to 

encourage long-term commitments is to make certain that the opportunities for service 

are both meaningful and effective. Therefore, Bridgeland’s goal was to   

…enable lots of citizens who are immediately going to want to step forward and 
serve, [to] do something meaningful that will be relevant to homeland security but 
will also be relevant to strengthening communities, because [if] people…get 
bored and…if there’s no threat, which in most communities there won’t be, it’s 
not going to be sustained. So you also have to be very mindful, how do you plug 
these people into things that are going to have on-going community needs to 
make them feel useful; but also will give a surge capacity in the case of an attack 
(2004).  
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The primary challenge for Bridgeland was to develop an initiative that could 

directly address the September 11 problem stream, and do so in a way that remained true 

to the principles of Compassionate Conservatism. This meant developing a model that 

could address issues of homeland security by supporting the primary institutions of civil 

society—neighborhoods, churches, and voluntary associations—without direct 

intervention by the federal government. While these commitments presented significant 

challenges for policymakers, they provided Bush’s political advisors with a unique 

opportunity—namely, to reframe the president’s stalled Compassionate Conservatism 

agenda as presidential volunteer mobilization initiative by infusing it with the rhetoric of 

civic engagement and homeland security.52 

The vehicle that was created to accomplish these goals is Citizen Corps. Despite 

its name, and like the USA Freedom Corps, it is neither a new national service program 

nor a true corps. Instead, it is a loose framework designed to provide organizational 

assistance to autonomous, locally-established citizen groups. According to Elizabeth 

DiGregorio, the Director of the Department of Homeland Security Citizen Corps, the idea 

for program came out of a meeting of the president’s Domestic Policy Council, which at 

the time was still chaired by John Bridgeland.  

It was one of the firemen who was working for FEMA, retired from the fire 
community in New York, who raised his hand at the Domestic Policy meeting and 
says, “Well, what about the citizens? What are we really doing for people? And 
how are we going to better educate our people that they need to be better 
prepared? And conversely, how do we mobilize all these people to really help out 

                                                 
52 The shadow of Compassionate Conservatism is apparent in the underlying moral basis of the president’s 
“call to service,” which Bush clarified as “a commission not only to convince our fellow citizens to love 
one another just like we like to be loved; it's a commission also to devise practical ways to encourage others 
to serve.” 
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with first responders?” So through a series of white papers and “what do we want 
to call this thing”…Citizen Corps was formed (2004). 

 

It was DiGregorio, a career bureaucrat with 23 years experience at the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), including serving as the agency’s Chief of 

Staff under Director James Lee Witt during the Clinton administration, who was tasked 

by the White House to make all of the pieces of Citizen Corps fit together. As with past 

proposals developed from the Compassionate Conservative policy stream, the policy 

concept of Citizen Corps had been authorized somewhere in the West Wing despite the 

fact that it was essentially devoid of content. And once again, the White House supported 

this policymaking effort with only minimal resources.53 According to DiGregorio:     

At that time we had a very, very basic document; just ideas on a piece of paper. 
So, with John Bridgeland’s guidance and really a lot of autonomy, I was able to 
pull together a team; they had someone from HHS there, they had someone from 
Department of Justice there, and I was working very closely with the people at 
FEMA to give Citizen Corps shape and how we wanted it to reach out to state and 
local governments, what we wanted it to do, what it should be doing long-term 
(2004). 

 

Established to address the first of the three areas of need highlighted by President 

Bush in his 2002 State of the Union address—“responding in cases of crisis at home”—

Citizen Corps seeks to “harness the power of every individual through education, 

training, and volunteer service to make communities safer, stronger, and better prepared 

                                                 
53 A telling example of the White House’s expectation that administration officials ‘do a lot with a little’ is 
that, when interviewed for this project in February 2004, Elizabeth DiGregorio had only one co-worker in 
the Citizen Corps Office. When asked why, more than two years after its creation, a program that the 
president has highlighted in his State of the Union address was only staffed by two people, she responded: 
“I wish I had an answer. It’s a mystery to me.” When asked about this, Bridgeland explained: “I know, I’d 
like [Citizen Corps] to have ten, twelve, twenty people; but once you get into government, even the White 
House, and you see how much is done with so few people, it is extraordinary” (2004). 
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to respond to the threats of terrorism, crime, public health issues, and disasters of all 

kinds” (Citizen Corps 2004). It represents the only entirely new entity created by Bush’s 

USA Freedom Corps initiative. However, dedicated to the citizen service, rather than 

national service model, the principal task of the Department of Homeland Security 

Citizen Corps office is to facilitate and coordinate volunteer opportunities for Americans; 

not to provide them. It does so through a national network of local Citizen Corps 

Councils which, according to the programs website, “build on community strengths to 

implement the Citizen Corps programs” and carry out local strategies to meet the 

particular needs of those communities. Bridgeland explained the Citizen Corps during a 

White House press briefing on January 30, 2002:  

Currently in this country, we have a vast crime prevention network, and a natural 
disaster preparedness network, and a public health network. Building on that 
infrastructure, we're hoping to design and strengthen a new homeland security 
effort (2002). 
   

As of January 2005, 1300 of these Councils had been created through the 

initiative of local citizens. While some of them have been organized from scratch in 

response to the president’s “call to service,” many have been built upon the foundations 

of previously-existing community groups, such as Neighborhood Watch programs. Apart 

from the minimal coordination that occurs on the federal level, Citizen Corps is really no 

more than the sum of its independent parts. As its motto indicates, its future success 

depends entirely on the personal responsibility of citizens: “We all have a role in 

hometown security” (Citizen Corps 2004). 
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Its office now resides within the Office of Domestic Preparedness, which is part 

of the Department of Homeland Security. It was originally under the auspices of FEMA 

(which has also been incorporated into the Department of Homeland Security) and 

continues to help mobilize and coordinate citizens in response to emergencies not related 

to terrorism, such as natural disasters. According to Elizabeth DiGregorio: 

Citizen Corps, from its inception, was always part of FEMA because, being a 
White House policy office, [the USA Freedom Corps does] not have an operation 
role. Because it was a program in its infancy though, [the White House] wanted to 
be very much involved in kind of the overall policy development and how this 
thing was shaping up. But it always belonged to FEMA (2004). 

 

When President Bush first introduced the Citizen Corps, he set a goal of 400,000 

volunteers to be trained and organized by FEMA during its first year. And while 

Americans showed strong interest in volunteering, Congress only approved $74 million 

of the president’s $230 million request for the 2003 fiscal year; perhaps, as hypothesized 

by Marc Magee (2004), because they didn’t really understand the program or its 

significance. As a result, waiting lists for training were started in early 2002 and stretched 

into November of 2004. Cheryl Guidry Tyisca, president of the National Voluntary 

Organizations Active in Disaster, suggested that the disconnect between Citizen Corps’ 

intentions and its results was a consequence of poor planning: “[I]t may have been rushed 

into production because of this need to be seen as doing something before it was really 

assured that the funding would be in place to really make it happen” (quoted in Marshall 

2003).  

DiGregorio agreed that, even by the time the program was publicly introduced, 

much of what Citizen Corps would actually do was still left to be determined:  
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The day of the State of the Union, we went live with the website. It was like a 
storefront and we were building the program as people were registering. Right 
after [Citizen Corps] was launched, it was in development and it was kind of like 
a look-see, “Is this going to work, there’s not a budget, how do we do this” 
(2004). 

 

Only through the determined efforts and skillful lobbying of Bridgeland did financial 

support finally arrive. As DiGregorio recalls: “‘04 was the first time we had a budget, and 

John [Bridgeland] was so instrumental in working the Hill, working the White House, 

putting pressure on FEMA to keep going” (2004).54  

Peace Corps 
 

The spirit that underlies the recent history of presidential service initiatives is 

usually traced to John F. Kennedy’s 1961 Inaugural Address in which he called upon 

Americans to “ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your 

country.” Later that year, Kennedy fulfilled a much-publicized campaign pledge and 

established the Peace Corps. This national service program seeks to aid social and 

economic development abroad by providing volunteer assistance in areas such as 

education, public health, infrastructure construction, and agriculture. Since its 

                                                 
54 Since being relocated within the Office of Domestic Preparedness, Citizen Corps’ affiliation with the 
White House Office of the USA Freedom Corps has become increasingly loose. As DiGregorio explains:   
 

“[W]hen the ’04 budget came along in September, we were going to be moving over 
from FEMA to the Office for Domestic Preparedness. It was like ‘OK, you’re 
established, now go.’ You know, like cutting the apron strings. So it’s been a very, very 
good relationship and the way I liken it is we really have two parents. We respond to two 
parent organizations,…the White House and…the Department of Homeland Security. 
[The White House] knew that Citizen Corps was being taken care of, and they knew that 
once it became operational with a budget that it needed to go back into the mainstream of 
an executive branch department” (2004).  
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introduction, some 168,000 volunteers have made two-year commitments to serve in 136 

countries around the world.  

Although established as an independent agency, the Peace Corps was brought 

under the USA Freedom Corps umbrella “to extend the compassion of our country to 

every part of the world” and to the Islamic world in particular (Bush 2002b). In the White 

House press briefing on January 30, 2002. Bridgeland indicated that this would take the 

form of “sophisticated volunteers who know the culture, tradition and language” and 

could “go back into Afghanistan as part of the reconstruction effort,” as well as to other 

locations “consistent with safety and security throughout the Islamic world” (2002). This 

proposal ultimately proved to be another case of a policy concept that was publicly 

floated by the administration, yet never implemented.    

Also never realized was Bush’s pledge to “renew the promise of the Peace Corps” 

and “double its volunteers over the next five years” (2002b). This would have meant 

financially supporting an increase that would take the program from a current figure of 

7,000 corps members per year to a number that approaches its all-time high of 15,000, 

reached in the summer of 1966. However, in 2004, Bridgeland was quick to point out 

why that was such a difficult task: 

[President] Kennedy wanted to create 100,000 Americans in the Peace Corps who 
would serve in countries abroad. [But] the Peace Corps is a federally 
appropriations-confined vehicle; we hope to get it up to 10,000, 15,000 volunteers 
over time. It takes tremendous resources, $500, $600 million to do that; it’s a very 
costly thing (2004). 
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Not only would it have been costly, but the increase promised by Bush would have 

required the White House to lobby Congress for these additional funds, as well as a great 

expenditure of the president’s political capital to push it through.   

The Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) 
 

After seeing off the first contingent of Peace Corps volunteers from the White 

House lawn in 1961, John F. Kennedy famously remarked: “Someday, we’re going to 

bring this idea home to America” (cited in Wofford 2003, 47). In an effort to carry on 

Kennedy’s legacy of service, President Johnson promised in 1965 to “search for new 

ways” through which “every young American will have the opportunity—and feel the 

obligation—to give at least a few years of his or her life to the service of others in the 

nation and in the world” (cited in Wofford 2003, 47). That same year, the Johnson 

administration established Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA), fashioned as a 

“domestic peace corps.” The mission of this program was to help poverty-stricken 

communities help themselves by placing volunteers, over 120,000 to date, in existing 

community-based organizations.  

In 1993, Clinton built upon this presidential tradition by expanding the mission of 

the National Service Act—introduced in 1990 by President George H.W. Bush—to create 

the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS). The centerpiece of CNCS 

is AmeriCorps, an organization that provides young Americans with opportunities to 

serve their country by working to address pressing social needs at the local level. The 

stated aim of this program is to expand and increase the effectiveness of 
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nongovernmental volunteer organizations, such as the American Red Cross, Big 

Brothers/Big Sisters, and the YMCA, by offering them further support in the form of 

trained, and financially compensated, AmeriCorps members. During the past ten years, 

over 250,000 of these corps members have taught, tutored, and mentored children, helped 

with immunization and disaster relief projects, built homes, and recruited thousands of 

new volunteers. In fact, according to Corporation for National and Community Service, 

the work of each AmeriCorps volunteer leads, on average, to the recruitment of twelve 

additional community-based volunteers. In addition to AmeriCorps, CNCS also manages 

Senior Corps, which has provided service opportunities for more than 450,000 volunteers 

over the age of fifty-five, the AmericaReads literacy program, which trains students to 

serve as volunteer tutors in after-school and in-school literacy programs, and Learn & 

Serve America, which coordinates academic curriculum and organized service 

experiences to actively engage students as citizens.  

While the USA Freedom Corps is committed to the creation of new service 

opportunities, its relationship with CNCS and its national service programs is still 

fundamentally one of coordination. Its aim, in line with the president’s philosophy of 

Compassionate Conservatism, is to restructure and refocus CNCS in an effort to better 

coordinate government service programs with the nonprofit volunteer and community 

service organizations they partner with. As Bill Bentley of the Points of Light Foundation 

explains:  

Until Freedom Corps came along there wasn’t a federal coordinating body that 
caused these federal entities to want to work together. Forget about working with 
nonprofit and businesses; just working with one another, before Freedom Corps, 
was a challenge. What these federal agencies know is that this Freedom Corps 
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entity does have some oversight responsibility for them and, more importantly, 
John Bridgeland had the president’s ear. So if there was an agency that wasn’t 
playing nice he had a way to communicate that and effect some change (2004).  

 

This coordinating responsibility had previously belonged to CNCS itself; 

however, the effort to maintain lines of communication and facilitate cooperation 

between these governmental programs and the nonprofit sector had reportedly become 

less of a priority at CNCS in the years prior to September 11, 2001; particularly during 

the Clinton administration (Bentley 2004). With the establishment of the president’s 

initiative, the USA Freedom Corps assumed the responsibility of maintaining needed 

levels of coordination and, accordingly, the Corporation for National and Community 

Service now resides, alongside Citizen Corps and the Peace Corps, underneath its policy 

umbrella.  

HINTS OF A PROBLEM WITH AMERICORPS 
 

Despite Bridgeland’s best efforts to streamline the policymaking process by 

building the USA Freedom Corps upon the foundations previous laid by already-existing 

national service programs and their nonprofit partners, his decision to integrate the 

Corporation for National and Community Service would not be free from controversy. As 

Marc Magee of the DLC-PPI notes, the reframing and retooling of CNCS could not 

obscure the fact that, underneath it all, there was AmeriCorps:  

The beef of [Bush’s] proposal, in terms of what the government would do…was 
basically his increase in AmeriCorps—in terms of where most of the money 
would go, in terms of what practically would have an effect. And some people 
would argue that USA Freedom Corps was just a way for him to talk about this 
without using the word AmeriCorps (2004). 
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As the subsequent chapter illustrates, Bridgeland could not bring AmeriCorps 

under the USA Freedom Corps umbrella without bringing along the political baggage of 

its Clinton-association as well. While the move to absorb the Corporation for National 

and Community Service was apt to receive a large measure of bipartisan support in the 

Senate, it rendered the legislation underlying Bush’s initiative—the Citizen Service Act of 

2002—a virtual non-starter for Republican Leaders in the House of Representatives, 

particularly former Majority Leader Dick Armey (R-TX) and former Majority Whip Tom 

DeLay (R-TX). The reason was that AmeriCorps, as DiIulio explained, was “the thing 

they love most to hate. They zero it out every year. They can’t stand the very word—they 

call it AmeriCorpse” (2004). Even after Bush put his stamp upon the issue of citizen 

service and repackaged the already-existing, government service programs as his own, an 

almost unavoidable disaster still awaited the USA Freedom Corps on Capitol Hill. The 

unwillingness of the president to expend the political capital necessary to push his 

initiative through Congress only exacerbated the situation.  

However, the legislative breakdown that led to the quick and quiet death of the 

Citizen Service Act in the spring of 2002 did not take Bridgeland by surprise. As he 

recounts, he was ominously forewarned of this danger by a member of the Republican 

Study Committee: 

He said, “Beware! You may think that this little program will be under the radar 
screen because there are all these big issues to worry about including the war [in 
Afghanistan] and the War on Terror.” He said, “AmeriCorps will bubble up” 
(2004)! 
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When it did, the White House made a strategic decision to end its push for legislation and 

redirect its energies toward other issues. Rather than expending the political capital that 

would have been necessary to pressure the key players in Congress, Bush appears to have 

simply turned his back on Capitol Hill. The president’s public appearances to promote his 

“call to service” and USA Freedom Corps continued, but they were not intended to rally 

popular support for the passage of the Citizen Service Act. In fact, the legislation was no 

longer mentioned in Bush’s official speeches and informal comments on the service 

issue. Public discussions of the initiative’s specific policy details, to the extent that there 

ever were such discussions, disappeared as well. The president’s “call to service” took 

center stage, and the means by which it was promoted turned wholly to inspirational 

language and moral exhortations—that is, rhetorical leadership.  

As a result, critics concluded that the White House’s unwillingness to work with 

Congress on this issue was a signal that USA Freedom Corps was no more than symbolic 

politics. But Bridgeland disagrees:  

I know in the political environment someone will say, “Well you didn’t get the 
Citizen Service Act.” But it doesn’t really matter now…because we’re focused on 
the result (2004).  
 

The ultimate mission of Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps, he claimed, 

remained, and continues to remain, unchanged—“to promote a culture of responsibility, 

service, and citizenship.” Considering the host of external constraints that limited the 

administration’s efforts to carry out this mission through a more traditional approach to 

policy development (e.g., going public, persuasion, bargaining, and negotiation), the 

president kept relying on the use of policy concepts. However, instead of considering 
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these rhetorical policies as placeholders that could provide the White House with political 

cover until more substantial policy details could be determined, they were promoted as 

the policies themselves. Or perhaps more accurately, in light of the particularities of this 

case, the promotion of the policies was the policy. 
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Chapter 4: A Government of Strangers Gets Stranger Still 

 

In his 2002 State of the Union address, President George W. Bush pledged that 

the “USA Freedom Corps will expand and improve the good efforts of AmeriCorps and 

Senior Corps to recruit more than 200,000 new volunteers.” Less than a year and a half 

later, the AmeriCorps program was nearly dead. In December 2002, Congress drastically 

slashed its budget for the 2003 fiscal year and, as a result, its recruitment of future corps 

members was halted. Advocates for citizen service, outraged by the prospect that 

opportunities to serve in governmental national service programs would plummet well 

below pre-September 11 numbers, implored the president to save the embattled program. 

After all, it was a cornerstone of Bush’s own USA Freedom Corps, which continued to 

promote the president’s “call to service” and use the reminder of September 11 to 

actively encourage Americans to get involved.  

Yet, to the bewilderment of leaders in the nonprofit volunteer and community 

service sector, civically-minded media columnists, concerned members of Congress, and 

even some individuals within the administration itself, the president remained silent on 

the matter. Despite his significant amount of rhetorical support over the course of the past 

year—making 28 public appearances dedicated to the promotion of the initiative—Bush 

offered no words in support of AmeriCorps. In fact, he never publicly mentioned the 

program’s current plight. Nor did he personally undertake any behind-the-scenes efforts 

to pressure or persuade key players on Capitol Hill to come to AmeriCorps’ defense. 

Considering that it was members of his own party in the House of Representatives who 

represented the principal roadblock to putting AmeriCorps back on solid ground 
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financially, Bush’s silent inaction was inexplicable to those who were left to watch, 

frustrated and incredulous, on the sidelines.       

When viewed solely as a direct policy response to the events of September 11 and 

its aftermath, as most concerned observers did, this turn of events for the USA Freedom 

Corps appears quite unexpected. Many were left wondering: Why would President Bush 

not come to the rescue of his own initiative; especially considering that a single phone 

call to former Representative Tom DeLay (R-TX), who had assumed the position of 

Majority Leader after Dick Armey’s (R-TX) retirement in 2002, would likely do the 

trick?   

The most prevalent explanation presumed that politics were responsible—perhaps 

Bush’s citizen service initiative had never been more than symbolic politics, or it was 

once considered to be politically advantageous and was no longer deemed to be so, or the 

president simply did not care. These hypotheses all rest on a basic assumption about 

presidential power and the capacity of the executive office; namely, if a president really 

wants to do something, then he can do it.   

However, this assumption is a myth. Based on his experiences in the Bush 

administration as the Director of the White House Office Faith-Based and Community 

Initiatives, John DiIulio came to discover a different reality: 

The cynical explanation is [that] it’s wink and nod; we talk compassion but then 
we wink…“Hey go ahead, x it out, kill it, no problem.” That’s not what’s going 
on. The reality is there’s no institutional capacity to make it happen. Actually, [the 
wink and nod] would be a lot more comforting in a sense because it’s a sort of 
politics we all understand—say one thing do another—it’s disingenuous, it’s 
cynical, but there it is. That’s not what’s going on.  
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So [Bush] could believe 100 percent in Freedom Corps, he could believe 100 
percent in Bridgeland’s vision, there could be three other people in the White 
House who matter a lot, one of the them could even be [Chief Political Advisor] 
Karl Rove, and it still isn’t necessarily going to happen (DiIulio 2004). 
 

In the case of Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps, this limited 

institutional capacity to seriously address more than a handful of pressing issues at any 

one time was compounded by the limits placed upon John Bridgeland, the initiative’s 

chief architect, by the Compassionate Conservative paradigm within which he worked. 

While the new problem stream generated by the events of September 11 demanded a 

significant level of responsiveness by the White House, its nearly programmatic 

commitment to this political philosophy on issues of social policy left Bridgeland with 

very little wiggle room. Drawing on it as the guiding force behind the formulation and 

execution of Bush citizen service initiative had significant consequences, as the crisis 

faced by AmeriCorps exemplifies. Regardless of Bush’s actual capacity to do so, the 

White House was ultimately unwilling to expend the president’s political capital to save a 

national service program that was, by definition, inconsistent with the basic tenets of 

Compassionate Conservatism.   

These institutional and philosophical constraints, when coupled with the pressure 

to rapidly respond with bold presidential leadership to the outburst of civic emotion that 

occurred in the immediate wake of September 11, left the Bush administration with few 

options for effective governing on the service issue. Consequently, White House 

decision-makers strategically opted to disregard Congress and rely on a rhetorical, and 

largely improvisational, process of policy development and implementation to 

accomplish their goals. In doing so, fundamental debates surrounding past initiative 
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generated from the Compassionate Conservatism policy stream—in particular, issues 

concerning the wall between church and state, discriminatory hiring, funding service 

opportunities with federal dollars, and the reframing of governmental and 

nongovernmental service organizations—were left unresolved. While these controversies 

simmered just below the surface from the very inception of the USA Freedom Corps, it 

was the financial crisis that beset AmeriCorps in 2003 which caused them to boil over. 

The decision to work around Congress, the White House quickly discovered, not only left 

AmeriCorps vulnerable to its long-time enemies in the House, but also diverted John 

Bridgeland from his goal “to forever institutionalize” a service-oriented structure in the 

White House and severely diminished what had been, just a year prior, the historic 

potential of the president’s “call to service.” The administration’s increasing reliance on 

rhetorical policy was a symptom of an increasingly limited ability to govern.   

COMMUNICATIVE DISTANCE 
 

Although President Bush was spending a substantial amount of his time in 2002 

talking to the American people about his “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps, little 

communication was taking place in other key arenas. The president’s inner circle of 

political and policy advisors rarely communicated, let alone consulted, with the career 

bureaucrats on whom they relied. There were also regular communication breakdowns 

among these primary players in the administration—especially between those who 

managed the political apparatus in the West Wing and those who constituted the 

policymaking apparatus in the Executive Offices of the President (EOP). And perhaps 
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most significantly in this case, efforts by the White House to communicate with members 

of Congress were few and far between. 

According to Hugh Heclo (1977), the communicative disconnects that exist 

between presidential appointees and the high-level bureaucrats who work directly under 

them, has led to a “government of strangers.” This estrangement, he argues, is largely 

generated from the fact that political appointees regularly rotate in and out of their 

positions while career bureaucrats are around for the long haul. The upshot of this 

arrangement is a state of affairs in which key participants, whose cooperation is a 

necessary component of successful policymaking and implementation, are guided by 

divergent interests. Therefore, “[t]he real test of a political executive’s statecraft is his 

ability to institute the changes he wants without losing the bureaucratic services he 

requires” (Heclo 1977, 181). 

In the case of the policy stream from which the president’s Faith-Based and 

Communities of Character initiatives, “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps, and 

Citizen Service Act were generated, this disconnect is brought into stark relief. Although 

the federal bureaucracy was staffed by numerous individuals with significant experience 

and innovative ideas on issues of citizen service, little effort was made by those who 

managed the political apparatus in the West Wing to bring them into the policymaking 

process. For example, many occupants of high-level positions in the Corporation for 

National and Community Service and Peace Corps were largely, if not entirely, unaware 

that policy discussions regarding the proposal of a citizen service initiative were taking 

place in the White House. In fact, some only learned of these efforts after hearing the 

president’s “call to service” and introduction of the USA Freedom Corps in his 2002 
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State of the Union address. Incredibly, even appointed administration officials who 

occupied relevant positions in the White House and EOP, some of whom would later be 

tasked with the implementation of these initiatives, were not involved in the decision-

making process. For instance, despite his regular meetings with Bush in the Oval Office, 

DiIulio recounts that he was often not informed of West Wing strategy sessions that 

concerned the very office that he directed. As he remarked: 

The new “government of strangers” is the White House and the cabinet secretaries 
and agencies. There is a near total [disconnect] between them. Even if the cabinet 
secretary takes a personal interest, it doesn’t mean that it’s going to get on the 
agenda at the White House, doesn’t mean it’s going to get money, political 
capital, resourced, will expressed. The guys who are making those decisions are 
the guys who are going to be doing the [political] exchange rate calculations. 
They’ll make that decision. Now where does that decision get made? That’s 
what’s not clear to me. It’s not clear whether it’s genuinely legislative affairs, 
communications, speechwriting, strategic initiatives; but clearly somewhere in 
this White House, that’s where the decisions get made. The disconnect occurs 
almost every time (2004). 
 

Particularly devastating to Bush’s citizen service initiative was that this 

estrangement also extended to the relationship between the White House and members of 

Congress. As noted in Chapter 2, decisions were made and policies were formulated by a 

self-isolated handful of individuals. The most telling example of the communicative gap 

that existed between the Bush administration and concerned parties on Capitol Hill is that 

of Senators McCain and Bayh who, while preparing their Call to Service Act in October 

and early November of 2001, were completely unaware of any similar policy discussions 

occurring within the administration. Despite their multiple personal and written requests 

for consultation, both before and after they introduced their bill, the Senators received no 

response from the White House. However, it was the unwillingness of the White House 
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to engage Republican leaders in the House of Representatives that ultimately caused the 

most damage to Bush’s citizen service initiative. On two occasions—the tabling of the 

Citizen Service Act and the slashing of the AmeriCorps budget—the president opted to 

remain silently on the sidelines while Representative Tom DeLay (R-TX) cut at the heart 

of the USA Freedom Corps. Perhaps, in these cases, the greatest damage done was not 

wrought by the long-time congressional opponents of government-run service initiatives, 

but rather by President Bush who—despite his commitment to the issue of service and 

efforts to encourage the American people to commit themselves as well—did not back up 

his rhetoric with action.    

The primary objective of this chapter is to illuminate how and why the culture of 

self-isolation that seemingly pervaded the Bush administration—and more specifically, 

its almost complete disregard for Congress—had dire consequences for the policymaking 

capacities of the presidency. The policymaking process that occurred between the events 

of September 11 and Bush’s 2002 State of the Union address highlights the consequences 

generated by this lack of communication within and between the executive and legislative 

branches. Chief among these was the decision to eschew the legislative process and rely 

on rhetorical policies in an effort to govern without the expenditure of significant 

resources. To identify the larger significance of this approach to presidential 

policymaking, its unique characteristics are here examined in the context of three failures 

of the Compassionate Conservative agenda—the very public, and politically-charged 

collapse of Bush’s Faith-Based bill in the summer of 2001, the quiet demise of the 

Citizen Service Act in 2002, and the AmeriCorps funding crisis in 2003. Taken together, 

these cases highlight the ways in which the White House’s decisions to keep the policy 
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formation process “in-house,” with little regard for coordination or cooperation with 

Congress, resulted in a dependency on policy concepts and rhetorical leadership.  

THE FAILURE OF THE FAITH-BASED BILL  
 

After achieving key legislative victories with the administration’s first major tax 

cut and the No Child Left Behind education reform bill during President Bush’s first 

months in office, the White House turned its focus to the third signature piece of the 

domestic policy agenda outlined during the 2000 presidential campaign—the Faith-Based 

initiative. However, before that occurred, as early as the first week in February and just 

days after John DiIulio was introduced as the head of the Faith-Based office, The 

Washington Post reported that the initiative was already derailed. While noting that the 

Faith-Base and Community Initiatives Office was not established until February 20 in 

accordance with the executive order that established it, DiIulio admits that slipping down 

the White House agenda, even if only to the third spot on the president’s priority list 

behind the tax cuts and “No Child Left Behind,” was in essence like falling off the 

agenda entirely. The reason, he explained, is that there are always just a few major issues 

that utterly dominate the presidential agenda. 

It’s two or three [issues] at any given time. And usually the world nominates one 
or two. So at any given time…95 percent of what [a president] is going to focus 
on [is] already locked, it’s locked (DiIulio 2004).  
 

This is a consequence of the emergence of what Theodore Lowi (1985a) refers to as the 

pathology of the “personal president,” whose power depends on maintaining the image 

that he is responsive and has things under control, and by presenting the executive office 
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as possessing the ability to be “all things to all men.”55 And the more a president works to 

maintain this image through self-promotion, “the more he reinforces the mythology that 

there actually exists in the White House a ‘capacity to govern;’” which further raises 

public expectations (Lowi 1985a, 151).  

DiIulio explains why there really are no alternatives to this pathological state of 

affairs. Namely, it is inconceivable that a White House would decide “we’re going to just 

tell people when they ask, ‘What’s the president’s view on the patients’ bill of rights?’ 

[that] he doesn’t have one” (2004). Presidents publicly perpetuate the expectation that 

they will have a position on everything. DiIulio argues that not only is there too much on 

the president’s plate with simply the two or three big issues “that are consuming the Oval 

Office, that are driving the president’s schedule, that are driving the speechwriters,” but  

…everybody thinks that there’s a chance of getting their issue…as his third issue. 
Everybody. And everybody is pounding and pounding and pounding and 
pounding…constantly trying to get their thing as [the president’s] number three or 
four thing. And the result of that will be there [effectively] won’t be any number 
three or four thing (DiIulio 2004).  

 

In other words, the ability of even someone in DiIulio’s position to get the president’s 

attention—or perhaps more accurately, the attention of the handful of individuals in the 

West Wing who ultimately control the president’s agenda and access to the Oval 

Office—is limited simply by virtue of the sheer number of others who are trying to do the 

same. If DiIulio didn’t get his five minutes in the Oval Office to make a case for this or 

that item on the Faith-Based agenda, then nothing was going to happen because no one 

                                                 
55 This notion comes from the book of the same name: Hodgson, Godfrey. 1980. All Things to All Men. 
New York: Simon and Schuster. 



 108

else was going to make that case. Therefore, the Faith-Based initiative, for all intents and 

purposes, had been derailed in the early weeks of President Bush’s first term. According 

to DiIulio:  

It’s not until I go to the National Association for Evangelicals and give my speech 
[on March 7, 2001], which caused a certain amount of controversy,56 that the 
issue gets back on the White House agenda.  

Of course all hell breaks loose. But I knew when I got back that two things would 
be true: I would have a lot of people very angry at me in the West Wing, but that 
one of them would not necessarily be George W. Bush. And that the kick and the 
punch in the solarplexes with that issue would force everybody to say, “Doggone 
it, remember? Oh yeah, he ran as the Compassionate Conservative,” and this was 
key. “We just can’t let the House Republicans keep running with this, we’ve got 
to do something, we’ve got to get back in the game, we’ve got to give some 
speeches”…and that’s really what it’s about. Now that’s a hell of a reality (2004). 
 

However, DiIulio had difficulty stopping the House Republicans from running 

with the Faith-Based issue. He reports that the so-called Faith-Based bill [H.R. 7] was 

largely crafted by House Republican staff members, with some consultation “from 

somewhere in the West Wing,” although he was never completely clear about who was 

involved. Likewise, the draft bill was never sent to DiIulio for input, let alone approval. 

                                                 
56 The “certain amount of controversy” that DiIulio refers to was in reaction to his barbed response to the 
concern, expressed by leaders in the Christian Conservative community, that partnering with a government 
program might corrupt their churches. Speaking at the annual convention of the National Association of 
Evangelicals in Dallas, he remarked:  
 

“In all truth and grace, and speaking now only for myself and as a fellow Christian, I 
would call upon the National Association of Evangelicals to (as we say on the inner-city 
streets) get real—and get affiliated church leaders to get real—about helping the poor, the 
sick, the imprisoned, and others among the least of these. It's fine to fret about ‘hijacked 
faith,’ but to many brothers and sisters who are desperately ministering to the needs of 
those who the rest of us in this prosperous society have left behind, such frets would 
persuade more and rankle less if they were backed by real human and financial help. 
‘Hijacked faith’ can take many forms, few more harmful than the self-hijack that honors 
the poor in ‘word or speech’ alone, if that” (2001) 
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Incredibly, he “never saw the bill until it was already a public document” in June 2001. 

As he explained, this understandably put him “in a very awkward situation.” 

There are aspects of [the bill] that are clearly (a) unconstitutional and (b) are 
going to lose the support of the centrist Senate Democrats who were willing, a 
dozen plus of them—frankly all the way from Senator Lieberman to Senator 
Clinton—who were ready, willing, and able to sign on to a Charitable Choice 
expansion bill (2004).       
 

Yet, once released publicly, the expected political forces took over and its passage 

became a rallying cry among Christian Conservatives in the Republican Party. At the 

same time, Representative James Sensenbrenner (R-WI), the Chair of the House 

Judiciary Committee, immediately recognized the legal roadblocks that faced the bill’s 

provisions regarding discriminatory hiring and proselytizing, and declared it a nonstarter.  

With essentially no assistance from the Office of Legislative Liaison in the White 

House, DiIulio and Bridgeland, who then was serving as the head of the White House 

Domestic Policy Council, were left to lobby members of Congress on their own. The 

unwillingness of Legislative Liaisons to take the lead in this case, DiIulio suspects, was a 

consequence of the political strategy that the White House had employed to secure a 

congressional majority on the “No Child Left Behind” education reform bill. In order to 

gain needed support from key Democrats in this case—particularly, Senator Edward 

Kennedy (D-MA)—the Bush administration asked its conservative base in the House of 

Representatives to give some ground. After this compromise on education, the Office of 

Legislative Liaison likely believed that the president did not have enough political capital 

left over to push a more moderate Faith-Based bill, stripped of the offending provisions, 
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through a conservative majority in the House that would not be willing to look the other 

way again.  

Interestingly, while DiIulio and Bridgeland were ultimately successful in 

removing the unconstitutional provisions from the bill in late June 2001, the July 19 

debate on the House floor proceeded as if they hadn’t been purged. What resulted was 

essentially a mock debate in which both Democrats and Republicans were able to provide 

red meat for their supporters.   

It was really in the interest of each side to pretend for their respective 
constituents. So they debate a bill, [but] they’re debating provisions that aren’t in 
the bill. They’re having a fight over something that, for the direct mail purposes 
on each side, is great stuff; but the actual bill is no longer the bill that they’re 
talking about (DiIulio 2004). 
 

The Faith-Based bill was passed by the House on what was essentially a party-line vote, 

with only 15 Democrats voting in favor. However, as DiIulio acknowledges: 

It’s pre-dead on arrival in the Senate because [of] Senator Lieberman and others. 
[T]here’s no way, given all the smoke and fire and everything that had been 
around this, that they were even going to begin pick up anything that resembled 
H.R. 7, even a modified form. And so it was agreed that a week after the bill 
passed, the next week, Senator Lieberman and Senator Santorum would come to 
the White House in the Oval Office and we’d have a sit-down and we’d start all 
over again….and go back to where we were in February before all this stuff 
(2004). 
 

However, according to David Kuo, former Deputy Director of the Faith-Based office, the 

failure of the bill in the Senate was due to the failure of Republican Leadership to rally 

the rank-and-file in support of its passage. He complained that  
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…Congressional Republicans matched Democratic hostility with snoring 
indifference. Sen. Rick Santorum spent endless hours alone lobbying Senate 
Leadership to give some floor time, any floor time to get a bill to help charities 
and the poor. He was stiff-armed by his own party (Kuo 2005). 

 

By the middle of August 2001, a revised Faith-Based bill was in draft form. 

However, external events put everything on hold indefinitely, including the meeting 

scheduled to take place between President Bush, DiIulio, Lieberman, and Santorum on 

the afternoon of September 11. In reaction to the attacks in New York and Washington, 

D.C., the Executive Offices of the President (EOP) housed within the White House itself 

are closed and never reopened (the offices are later moved into town houses across the 

street). In the months immediately following September 11, the White House Office of 

Faith-Based and Community Initiatives essentially ceases to exist. DiIulio had resigned 

from his position the previous month and no new director had been named. In reality, as 

DiIulio explained, at the time there was simply “no there there.” Even after the office was 

reconstituted in early February 2002 and a new director, James Towey, was appointed, it 

was clear that there would be no Faith-Based bill. And although the initiative was 

supplemented by two executive orders signed in December 2002, and a third in June 

2004, Kuo regrets that it has not been given “the resources to change lives.”  

Kuo placed the blame for this failure squarely on the shoulders of the White 

House, arguing that Bush had no commitment to the substantial success of the initiative, 

except as far as the political gain that it could potentially provide.  

Capitol Hill gridlock could have been smashed by minimal West Wing effort. No 
administration since LBJ’s has had a more successful legislative track record than 
this one. From tax cuts to Medicare, the White House gets what the White House 
really wants. It never really wanted the ‘poor people stuff.’ The Faith-Based 
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Office was the cross around the White Houses’ neck showing the president's own 
faith orientation. That was sufficient” (2005). 

 

The White House disagreed. In response to Kuo’s criticism, former White House Press 

Secretary, Scott McClellan, claimed:  

The President has made his faith-based and community initiative one of his 
highest priorities. It was something that he talked about at the very beginning of 
his administration, and then we’ve worked to put that initiative into action. [H]is 
agenda includes rallying the armies of compassion to help those in need. And 
that’s exactly what we have done, and that’s exactly what we will continue to do.  

 

McClellan then placed the blame on Congress, stating: Congress has to act, as well, on 

these efforts. We’ve made clear what our views are, we’ve called on Congress to act on 

those. And we will continue to urge Congress to act on those initiatives (2005).  

The politics that accompanied the policymaking process in this case provide 

significant insight into the channels of communication that existed between the Bush 

administration and Congress; as well as between members of the political apparatus and 

the policy apparatus within the executive branch. Simply put, channels of communication 

largely did not exist. As highlighted in previous chapters, the development of policies 

with the West Wing, and the decisions to present these policies publicly before providing 

them to relevant administrative officials, such as DiIulio, to fill in the details, was by no 

means a rare occurrence. It was the status quo, and perhaps even White House protocol. 

The analysis of this state of affairs offered by Kuo mirrors that which his former boss at 

the Faith-Based Office suggested three years prior:  
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Not counting policymaking through speech-making and related communications 
ventures, no White House in recent memory has focused so little staff energy on 
thinking through and proposing meaningful social welfare initiatives. As a result, 
the Bush ‘compassion agenda,’ in all but rhetorical terms, has virtually 
disappeared (DiIulio 2002a).  

 

THE CITIZEN SERVICE ACT OF 2002 
 

On April 9, 2002, President Bush introduced his principles for the reauthorization 

of the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS), which served as the 

blueprint for the Citizen Service Act [H.R. 4854]. In an effort to meet the increased public 

demand that has arisen since the events of September 11, the primary intent of the bill 

was to overhaul and expand opportunities for service through accountability reforms and 

a dramatic increase in funding for CNCS. On May 24, 2002, the Citizen Service Act was 

taken up by the House Education and the Workforce Subcommittee on Select Education, 

chaired by Representative Peter Hoekstra (R- MI); who was also its one of its authors and 

primary sponsors.57 During the Clinton administration, Hoekstra had been one of the 

most vocal critics of AmeriCorps. In 1993, he was one of only 25 Republicans who voted 

against the creation of the national service program. In 1995, Hoekstra accused the 

program of “spending taxpayer dollars inappropriately” and, labeling it a “failure,” voted 

to eliminate it. Despite the fact that the Citizen Service Act would increase the 

appropriation for AmeriCorps by more than 50% for the 2003 fiscal year (from $403 

million to $632 million), Hoekstra cited his support for the new accountability provisions 

                                                 
57 House Bill 4854, the Citizen Service Act of 2002, was co-sponsored by Representatives John Boehner 
(R-OH), Timothy Roemer (D-IN), Christopher Shays (R-CT), Robert Andrews (D-NJ), and Ron Kind (D-
WI).  
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that were also included and predicted that the bill would pass through the House 

“relatively quickly and on a bipartisan basis.”  

Despite Hoekstra’s public statements, Bridgeland recognized that the strongest 

opposition to the Citizen Service Act would come from members of his own party in the 

House. In light of the contentious history of AmeriCorps and the larger ideological battles 

over the size and scope of the federal government for which it had become a proxy, he 

knew that his decisions to not only incorporate the Clinton national service program 

under the USA Freedom Corps umbrella, but seek funding to greatly expand it, could 

ultimately be the deal-breaker. Representing the views of many House Republicans who 

were unwilling to publicly criticize the Bush administration on an issue that the president 

had rhetorically linked to September 11, one unidentified member said: “The federal 

government getting more involved in Bill Clinton’s program of national service is the 

silliest idea I have ever heard of” (Quoted in O'Beirne 2002). And although no significant 

opposition to the legislative centerpiece of the president’s initiative had emerged by June 

2002, statements such as that offered by current majority leader John Boehner (R-OH), 

Chairman of the House Education and the Workforce Committee and co-sponsor of the 

bill, left no doubt as to whom the audience most in need of persuasion was. 

For those of us who have had problems with programs like AmeriCorps in the 
past, the Citizen Service Act would significantly reform federal national and 
community service programs to make them more accountable and effective, [as 
well as] enhance the role that states and communities play in administering these 
programs and reduce administrative burdens. These are important and substantial 
reforms (2002). 
 



 115

Despite the existence of these contentious issues just below the surface, 

Bridgeland contends that “[t]here’s nothing really controversial about [the USA Freedom 

Corps]...until you get into whether Congress is going to fund AmeriCorps and that 

divisive debate” (2004). The problem that he faced, however, was being able to 

convincingly draw this distinction between the two in the minds of conservative 

lawmakers.58 As he explains:    

Early on I went up to the Hill and did all these educational sessions. I went and 
met with Republican Study Committee59 and Tom Delay and the people who I 
knew were clearly going to oppose us. And at the end of the day we got—Steve 
Goldsmith and I, in particular—quite a few of the Republican Study Committee 
members to back off their vitriolic, very hostile opposition to AmeriCorps. They 
hated the program (Bridgeland 2004).   

 

Bridgeland recounts how he and Stephen Goldsmith, former mayor of Indianapolis and 

current Chairman of the Board at the Corporation for National and Community Service, 

attempted to sway these skeptics by using the language of Compassionate Conservatism. 

The goal was to turn the focus away from the negative vision of AmeriCorps that had 

become particularly pervasive among House Republicans by emphasizing its extensive 

                                                 
58 Although it was less of a concern for Bridgeland, conservative commentators also focused primarily on 
the controversies surrounding AmeriCorps in their assessments of the larger Bush citizen service initiative. 
For example, in her piece entitled “Corps-Crazy: The Administration and It’s New, Needless Initiatives” 
for the National Review, Kate O’Beirne argues: 
 

“AmeriCorps is a misguided response . . . to a nonexistent problem: Even before Sept. 11, the citizenry was 
plenty active, without Washington’s help. An effort like the first President Bush’s much-ridiculed 
‘Thousand Points of Light’—a simple call to service, and a celebration of those who answer—could likely 
mobilize more volunteers than the hundreds of millions of dollars in federal grants that fund paid 
volunteers to piggyback on well-established local programs. [T]he critics are right: AmeriCorps is a 
wasteful boondoggle” (2002). 
 

59 According to their website: “The Republican Study Committee is a group of over 100 House 
Republicans organized for the purpose of advancing a conservative social and economic agenda in the 
House of Representatives” For more information, see http://johnshadegg.house.gov/rsc/about.htm.  
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partnerships with nonprofit, even faith-based, nongovernmental organizations. The 

question framed in terms of their local constituencies, Representatives were asked: “Do 

you like Habitat for Humanity or Teach for America?” More often than not, Bridgeland 

reports, the response received was something along the lines of: “Oh, we love those 

community-based programs. We’re big supporters.” “Well,” Bridgeland and Goldsmith 

would reply, “That’s AmeriCorps!”  

Bridgeland recalls that on another occasion, when meeting with assembled 

members of the Republican Study Committee, they reframed AmeriCorps in terms of its 

inherently conservative qualities:  

We give all this federal education aid out, like Pell grants, and we ask nothing in 
return of these young people. Well, in AmeriCorps, we give out a very 
small…education benefit and we’re asking them for a full year of their life in 
service to the nation. Isn’t that good?  

 

Breaking into laughter, Bridgeland was unable to finish recounting the response of these 

conservatives, who “were saying, “Yeah, that’s true. Why are we giving out Pell grants 

without any…’” (2004)?   

Bridgeland also attributes the lack of support among these members of Congress 

to the Libertarian leanings of Republican leadership in the House; specifically, those of 

then Majority Leader, Dick Armey, and then Majority Whip, Tom DeLay.60 Not only 

                                                 
60 Another fundamental problem that should not be overlooked was the controversy, and publicity, that 
surrounded the proposed Operation TIPS (Terrorism Information and Prevention System) program, which 
sought to engage certain sectors of American workers in the homeland security effort. Specifically, the 
program designated $6 million to establish pilot programs in ten cities that would educate truckers, postal 
workers, train conductors, ship captains, utility employees, flight attendants, and others to act as the eyes 
and ears of law enforcement, as well as $2 million for a telephone hotline through which these citizens 
could report suspicious activities. After analogies to “Big Brother” and the Hitler Youth began to appear in 
editorials, and House Majority Leader Dick Armey (R-TX) went on the offensive against it, the proposal 



 117

were they adamantly opposed to the notion of “paid volunteers,” which they dismissed as 

illogical regardless of the size of the stipend (which is $4,725 for a year of full-time 

service), but Armey even criticized Bush’s “call to service” as a case of the federal 

government overstepping its bounds by telling citizens what to do. According to the 

Director of Citizen Corps, Elizabeth DiGregorio:  

Our biggest hurdle that first year was on the Hill, with the Republicans saying, 
“We don’t believe in paying volunteers” and the Democrats saying, “Don’t you 
mess with AmeriCorps, that’s our program.” So we had a huge selling job to do 
and that’s where John Bridgeland was…invaluable in terms of going to the Hill 
and spelling out how all these things are going to work (2004). 

 

Bridgeland knew going in that persuading the House Republican leadership to not only 

embrace, but agree to fund the significant expansion of a Clinton program that they had 

long targeted, would be a difficult, if not impossible task. His concerns were justified. On 

June 12, 2002, the Citizen Service Act successfully made it out of committee. But with no 

comment or explanation by the agenda-setters in the House, it disappeared—never to be 

brought to the floor for debate or vote.  

Bridgeland believes that the Citizen Service Act, if it had somehow been able to 

squeeze by its enemies in the House, would have been passed by the Senate, where it 

apparently had strong support from most Democrats and moderate Republicans.      

                                                                                                                                                 
was scratched. Interestingly, few critics ever realized its association with the USA Freedom Corps and, 
instead, directed their censure toward then Attorney General John Ashcroft. 
  On this episode, Bridgeland remarked: 
 

“TIPS got shut down because it got caught up in the ACLU political environment; plus 
there were a few components that should have been thought through more carefully, and 
[the Department of] Justice and we could have done a better job in hindsight, getting out 
in front of that. That was a mistake. You learn” (2004). 
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I went in to meet with [Republican Senator John] McCain and [Democratic 
Senators Evan] Bayh and [Edward] Kennedy. I expected to have five minutes 
with [Kennedy] and ninety minutes later we were still talking about it. I used to 
get more calls from Senator Kennedy and John McCain than I did from a lot of 
the traditional Republicans (Bridgeland 2004).   
 

However, Bridgeland also admits that there were significant issues with the bill that had 

to be contentiously ironed out before its passage could be considered a realistic 

possibility. Not least among these was the religious hiring issue that had sunk the Bush’s 

administration’s Faith-Based bill a year before. Even after the offending provisions were 

parried away, Senate Democrats in particular remained wary of giving the president what 

might be considered a “faith-based victory.”  

Amid this uncertainty, and akin to the strategy adopted after the legislative failure 

of the Faith-Based bill, the White House made a strategic decision to abandon 

negotiations with Congress and accomplish as much as possible through presidential 

executive order. As Bridgeland explains: 

It just politically couldn’t get done. So what do we do, same thing [as was done in 
the case of the Faith-Based bill]. We parried and went to do as much as we could 
by executive order (2004).   

 

This explains why, as Senator McCain noted in December 2002, after an early show of 

support, the White House simply stopped pushing for legislation. When asked who made 

this decision, Bridgeland responded:  

The president is a…you know, I think he’s the first president who has an MBA 
and he’s a very smart manager. And he knows when to make a move and make 
the play and ask for this. But he’s also smart enough to know not to ask when he 
knows it’s not going to happen (2004). 
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A consummate pragmatist (and understandably invested in the success of the 

USA Freedom Corps at a personal level), Bridgeland refused to accept that the Bush 

administration’s inability to push the Citizen Service Act through Congress constituted a 

failure. He dismissed this critique as “very Washington-centric.” Contrary to the political 

commitments of Compassionate Conservatism, he argued that the achievement of the 

initiative’s primary objective—to increase levels of civic engagement among 

Americans—was what really mattered, and how this end was achieved was irrelevant. 

Americans would not be any more encouraged to serve because of legislation, he argued, 

than because of an executive order; and, in fact, neither really means much of anything to 

most Americans.  

They care not for [the] Citizen Service [Act]; it means nothing to them, nothing. I 
know politically it would be great to put a bill up on your wall; we have the 
executive order up on the wall. [W]hen you think of how big the USA Freedom 
Corps is and the forty-two different components that are touching millions and 
millions of lives, the incremental benefit of touching 25,000 additional people 
[through AmeriCorps], of some clarity in the law about this provision or that 
provision, strikes me as very narrow-minded (Bridgeland 2004).   
 

This begs the question: Why follow a dual track strategy that, on the one had, 

involves Bridgeland and Goldsmith in an intense lobbying effort for legislation; and, on 

the other hand, has President Bush on the road trumpeting his “call to service” without 

any reference to the horse-trading behind the scenes? Yet, the Citizen Service Act and its 

difficulties in Congress were issues never raised in these presidential presentations to the 

American people. He never went public or made any public references to the realities of 

the policymaking process. To this Bridgeland added a telling comment that perhaps 

reflects the beliefs underlying the culture of self-isolation existing in the Bush White 



 120

House, which arguably has contributed to significant breakdowns in the president’s 

capacity to successfully govern.  

My goal is to forever institutionalize in the White House this service structure. 
And ultimately you might have to do that by legislation. [But] then it becomes a 
subject of congressional oversight and reporting and I’d have to testify. [I]t 
becomes a whole new world and you don’t have the flexibility, you can’t do 
things as speedily. Plus you have a huge administrative function. You’re kind of a 
creature of Congress, you’re not just Executive branch, you’re not just the White 
House (2004). 

 

THE AMERICORPS FUNDING CRISIS OF 2003 
 

AmeriCorps was one of the few reminders of Bill Clinton’s legacy that 

Republicans had been unable to erase. With this in mind, some critics have argued that 

the Bush administration never truly considered the national service program to be a 

fundamental piece of the USA Freedom Corps puzzle. In regards to the president’s 

commitment in his 2002 State of the Union address to “expand and improve the good 

efforts of AmeriCorps and Senior Corps to recruit more than 200,000 new volunteers,” 

Marc McGee of the Democratic Leadership Council-Public Policy Institute predicted that 

much of the recruiting effort would focused on potential Senior Corps volunteers, who 

serve part-time and receive only small allowances to cover incidental expenses, rather 

than a stipend for full-time service, as AmeriCorps members do. Taken along with the 

minimal amount of federal funding needed to facilitate decentralized, local Citizen Corps 

Councils, this push for a cost-effective service initiative is indicative of the 

Compassionate Conservative philosophy that guided Bridgeland’s decision-making.  
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Once committed to the rhetorical policy initiated by Bush’s “call to service” and 

sealed with the decision to abandon the Citizen Service Act on Capitol Hill, Bridgeland 

understood that nothing less than a full-time, well-mounted publicity campaign for the 

USA Freedom Corps would be needed to grow (or even maintain) the number of 

Americans who commit themselves in the service of others. Yet, despite a $23 million 

publicity campaign by the Ad Council and a constant stream of opinion pieces, speaking 

engagements, and radio shows by Bridgeland, most Americans did not seem to 

understand the structure and purpose of the initiative, or even be aware of its existence. 

Efforts to educate the public about citizen service were further hindered when, in 

early 2003, Bridgeland’s office was consumed with securing the future financial viability 

of AmeriCorps. As DiIulio disappointedly remarked: “Unfortunately the defining event 

of what [the USA Freedom Corps] could be becomes the battle over AmeriCorps;” and it 

was a battle in which Bridgeland could do no other than take the leading role.  

He had many powerful allies, but they were not obviously directly involved [with 
the defense of AmeriCorps]; people not sitting the West Wing or the EOP, people 
like Colin Powell, like Mrs. Powell, like Mrs. Bush, and not last, not least, 
President Bush. But it’s really Bridge who, meeting after meeting, battle after 
battle, becomes the kind of nuisance really…saying [to members of Congress] 
“Look this is important, it’s a pledge, it could really do some good, it’s been 
announced, we need to put our resources and so forth behind this, we need to 
make a case for it,” and does that really, I would say, as much as—a policy 
entrepreneur, single-handed—as much as anything you’ll ever see…in any area of 
policy you’ll ever look at (DiIulio 2004).  
 

In response to a mismanagement of funds by the Corporation for National and 

Community Service, the House drastically slashed the budget of AmeriCorps in 

December 2002. Such an effort had been in the making for years, as conservative critics 
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had long riddled it with charges of wastefulness, liberal advocacy, and over-blown claims 

of success without accompanying evidence. As a result, the national service program 

capped its enrollment at 50,000 and was left without the financial resources it needed to 

recruit new corps members. Consequently, it turned away thousands of interested 

applicants during a four month “enrollment pause” between November 15, 2002 and 

March 11, 2003 (Corporation for National and Community Service 2003). According to 

projections made by CNCS, the program would likely be forced to cut the number of total 

enrollees by half in the upcoming 2004 fiscal year, from 50,000 to 25,000.  

As a result, Bridgeland was forced to turn his time and attention to saving 

AmeriCorps, rather than expanding the scope and impact of the USA Freedom Corps.  

Everyone will tell you that I was wildly aggressive very early, as early as 
December and January of the last year [2002], with sharp elbows, pushing this 
thing because it was the right thing to do. And Congress wasn’t willing to fix it; 
they wanted there to be pain. They wanted there to be a lot of pain. They’ve been 
waiting for there to be a lot of pain in the AmeriCorps program since it was 
passed. And this was a golden opportunity (Bridgeland 2004). 
 

Editorials and columns in major dailies across the country called on Bush to match his 

rhetoric on citizen service with action by putting pressure on the Republican leadership in 

the House; particularly, then Majority Leader Tom DeLay. Open letters signed by a 

bipartisan majority of state governors and a bipartisan majority of U.S. Senators, asked 

the president to publicly come to the defense of the very same program that he had, only 

a year prior, promised to expand. However, despite the president’s continuing rhetorical 

promotion of citizen service, he neither turned up the heat on DeLay nor offered a public 

statement in support of the embattled AmeriCorps program.  
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On the one-year anniversary of the launching of the USA Freedom Corps, in 

January 2003, Bush declared that the past year had seen a great expansion in national 

service opportunities as a result of his administration’s support for AmeriCorps. 

However, rather than the 75,000 corps members projected to service in 2003, the cap at 

50,000 equaled the number of volunteers who were enrolled the previous year. More 

revealingly, it came up short of pre-September 11 enrollment numbers, which totaled 

53,000 in 2000 and 59,200 in 2001. During this period, the USA Freedom Corps website 

proclaimed that the initiative is “making progress in stimulating more volunteer service 

and…will use the new Bureau of Labor Statistics survey that it helped to develop to 

measure that progress on an annual basis,” which was referred to as the Civic Index 

(2003). In support this claim, the website indicated that more than 59.8 million 

Americans over the age of 16 volunteered with community service organizations between 

September 2001 and September 2002, which is more than 25% of individuals in this age 

range. However, contradicting this claim are the findings of the U.S. Census Bureau, 

which indicate that this figure represents a significant decrease, rather than increase, in 

American volunteerism. Census data examining an even more limited pool of American 

adults, those over the age of 21, found that 44% volunteered in 2000. This total was well 

down from that in 1998, during which more than 55% of adults over the age of 18 

volunteered (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). 

In 2004, citing statistics reported by the new Civic Index, the USA Freedom 

Corps website noted (in language strikingly similar to that use the year prior) that 

President Bush’s initiative “is making progress in engaging more Americans in volunteer 

service” (2004). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 63.8 million Americans 
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over the age of sixteen volunteered with a community service organization between 

September 2002 and September 2003, which is four million more than the number of 

Americans (59.8 million) who offered their time during the twelve month period that 

followed September 11, 2001. According to Bridgeland, this finding is significant 

because the heightened levels of civic engagement that emerged in response to the events 

of September 11 were not only maintained, but were actually added to during the 

subsequent year. However, a more telling figure is that of the volunteer rate, accounting 

for the increase in population during this period, which rose from 27.4 to 28.8 percent. 

However, the median of volunteer hours spent per year remained unchanged at 52 hours 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2002). 

BRIDGELAND BOWS OUT 
 

Mark Gearan, former Director of the Peace Corps during the Clinton 

administration, maintains that the USA Freedom Corps “was taken seriously as an 

initiative because the president appointed John Bridgeland” (Quoted in Easton 2002). 

When Bridgeland resigned from his position as Director of the White House Office of the 

USA Freedom Corps on New Years’ Day 2004, much of the credibility and character that 

he had personally brought to the office and its foundational initiative left with him. Many 

of the individuals involved with the Compassionate Conservative agenda in the Bush 

administration are quick to point out that Bridgeland was not only single-handedly 

responsible for keeping the issue of citizen service on the president’s agenda, but was 

able to successfully manage the complexity and contingency of the accompanying policy 
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development and implementation processes with very little support and play a central role 

in saving (at least temporarily) AmeriCorps from almost certain death. Although 

Bridgeland was an Assistant to the President, the White House filled former position with 

a deputy assistant, Desiree Sayle, who did not have direct access to the president. 

Additionally, in contrast to Bridgeland’s tenure as the head of the Domestic Policy 

Council, Sayle formerly served as the Director of Correspondence for the First Lady and 

(apart from serving on the Board of Directors at America’s Promise) had little or no 

experience in issues of citizen service or public policy more generally.     

When asked why he decided to resign, Bridgeland responded that his children 

were growing up fast and that he was tired of missing it. DiIulio, who considered 

Bridgeland his closest friend and ally in the administration, recounted:  

I don’t think [a frustration with the Bush White House or politics more generally] 
accounts for his resignation as much as the fact that he spent five years in service 
with no break. He was with the campaign and he was with Bush in Florida, and 
then into 2003 to January 2004. He has young kids, he never…I mean, sometimes 
I got there at 6:30 in the morning, he’d be there. If I had meetings at late night and 
I was going back into the White House, sometimes I’d just walk across to the 
West Wing, he’d be there. I was there very rarely on a weekend, he’d be there. It 
didn’t matter what the top issue was or the latest bounce of the ball, he was right 
on it. I’m telling you that to the degree that it’s hard to believe, and it becomes 
harder to believe in retrospect (2004).   
 

However, being that Bridgeland was one of a rare breed—the truly service-minded 

Washington insider—it is not hard to imagine him growing wary of politics as well. It 

always seemed to be the politics, whether on Capitol Hill or in the West Wing, that stood 

in the way of his efforts to do something good. When asked, in February 2004, what the 

future holds for the USA Freedom Corps, he responded: “The work continues in the 
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White House right now. I think people inside would tell you, it is not the place to do it. 

It’s political. It’s an election year. You can’t get it done” (2004).  

When this comment from Bridgeland was shared with DiIulio, who too had 

fought the losing battle of policy versus politics in the Bush administration, his reaction 

was marked by more than a hint of regret.   

[Bridgeland] was never one of them politically. In other words, he wasn’t a part of 
the political apparatus. At the end of the day, he was a civic, public policy, sort of 
a commonwealth guy, with political antennae and smarts and certainly a 
Republican pedigree and position. But he’s the kind of guy who you want, who 
I’d want—the way I describe public service—in the White House. He’s my idea 
of the kind of guy that I would want to see in the White House. And fortunately I 
found him there. But if you have to rely on guys like that, or if the system 
institutionally is so fouled and the politics are so fouled that you have to have the 
unlikely probability of twenty John Bridgelands running around, you’re in 
trouble. And we are in trouble (2004). 
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Chapter 5: The Structures of Power in Rhetorical Policymaking 

 

In his 2002 State of the Union address, President Bush asked the American people 

to reflect on “the true character of this country in a time of testing.” He reminded us “that 

we are citizens, with obligations to each other, to our country, and to history.” He 

appealed to “every American to commit at least two years, four thousand hours over the 

rest of your lifetime, to the service of your neighbors and your nation.” And he invited us 

to do so by joining the new USA Freedom Corps (Bush 2002b).  

Bush’s use of popular leadership to address policy objectives in the case of his 

“call to service” suggests the need to consider the possibility that presidential rhetoric is 

more than simply a tool for going public. However, my claim that rhetorical policy 

represents a unique phenomenon of contemporary American politics is not a conclusion 

that can be derived from this observation alone. Nor does it need to be. The principle 

value of the rhetorical policy construct used here is the utility it offers as an analytical 

tool. Specifically, it facilitates our ability as scholars to draw convincing connections 

between the structures of power that influence White House policymaking and the policy 

outcomes that result.  

In this final chapter, I explore the notion of rhetorical policy through the lens of 

Theodore Lowi’s (1964a; 1964b; 1970; 1972) now classic “arenas of power” typology. 

My aim is to explore the concept of rhetorical policy in light of Lowi’s thesis that specific 

types of policies are accompanied by specific types of political relationships among 

participants in the policymaking process. My intention in doing so is to highlight the 

politics that accompanied the president’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps 
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initiative. I suggest that the particular structures of power illustrated in my case studies 

are characteristic of rhetorical policymaking, just as Lowi observes that alternative 

arrangements of power are typical of other sorts of policies. However, the objective of 

this analysis is not necessarily to suggest that this case illustrates a “new” sort of policy 

that should be integrated into Lowi’s scheme. My primary interest is not his “arenas of 

power” model specifically, but instead the theory that underlies it, which suggests that 

processes and outcomes are intimately linked. Using Lowi’s basic premise as a jumping-

off point, I suggest an alternative framework with which the notion of rhetorical policy 

can be explored and its defining characteristic illuminated. 

A TYPOLOGY OF PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC   
 

Supported by an army of White House mouthpieces, the presidency 

communicates a constant stream of information to a wide range of audiences. Although 

constant, this presidential presentation is not consistent. Some of this talk is strategically 

designed for stage-managed presentation, some of it travels directly from the president’s 

brain to the president’s mouth, and much of it emanates from someplace in between. All 

of it, however, is more-or-less influenced by patterns of thought and action in the White 

House and the need to maintain the office’s image of controlled responsiveness in the 

face of contingency.61 This stream of presidential communications reflects these patterns 

and their underlying structures of power. From this interpretive perspective it follows that 

                                                 
61 Presidential rhetoric, however, does not only “make meaning” by defining policies, events, or issues 
(e.g., the “War on Terror,” “end of major combat operations,” “defense of traditional marriage”). The 
presidency also importantly takes the initiative in defining meaning by presenting constructions of the 
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within the rhetoric of President Bush’s “call to service” and USA Freedom Corps 

initiative there are identifiable imprints of the political crucible from which it emerged.62  

                                                                                                                                                 
American people, political adversaries, White House decision-making, governing, and the policymaking 
process, and the executive office itself.  
62 This study approaches the presidential presentation as “text” that, when critically interpreted (or perhaps 
interrogated), can offer meaningful insights into the presidential policymaking process. Tulis claims that 
the presidency and the political spectacles of symbolic language and images that orbit around it offer  
 

“a fit window on a polity that might be usefully treated as a ‘text.’ As the public, 
rhetorical aspects of the presidency become ever more pronounced, so does the suitability 
of the institution for interpretive endeavors” (1988, 51).  

 
To use an analogy, this text is the residue of the political process—artifacts of governing, leadership, and 
policymaking. The patterns of thought and action etched in presidential rhetoric are meaningful; yet, their 
meaning is not something to be “discovered,” but rather interpreted. This sort of analysis, therefore, is not a 
search for some fundamental essence, pattern, or truth inherent to the words and symbols communicated by 
the White House. It is instead our own search for meaning in this text—the patterns we observe in 
presidential rhetoric are compliments of our analytical approach and its basic assumptions. Consequently, 
the self-awareness of the researcher is essential. Responsible interpretative scholarship, as distinct from the 
willy-nilly image of interpretation so often portrayed by its critics, demands serious self-reflection on the 
inevitable research choices that must be made about objects of inquiry, research questions, types of data 
collected, methodological commitments, and so on.   
The epistemological shift in perspective involved in this interpretive approach is interdisciplinary in origin. 
For their most relevant contributions to the development of this perspective, see Foucault, Michel. 1976. 
The Archeology of Knowledge. New York: Harper & Row, Geertz, Clifford. 1985. Local Knowledge. New 
York: Basic Books. 
This shift migrated into studies of the presidency through the ideas of Edelman, Murray. 1984. "Afterword, 
1984: Reflections on Symbolism and Politics." In The Symbolic Uses of Politics. Urbana, IL: University of 
Illinois Press, __. 1988. Constructing the Political Spectacle. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, Lowi, 
Theodore J. 1985a. The Personal President: Power Invested, Promise Unfulfilled. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, __. 1985b. "Presidential Power: Restoring the Balance." Political Science Quarterly 100 
(2): 185-213, Tulis, Jeffrey K. 1987. The Rhetorical Presidency. Princeton: Princeton University Press, __. 
1988. "The Interpretable Presidency." In The Presidency and the Political System, 2nd ed., edited by M. 
Nelson. Washington, D.C.: CQ Press.  
Additionally, in his own reflections on “The Interpretable Presidency,” Tulis identifies “a small renaissance 
of research on the presidency.” In particular, Tulis recognizes Ceaser, James W. 1979. Presidential 
Selection: Theory and Development. Princeton: Princeton University Press, Mansfield, Harvey C. 1989. 
Taming the Prince: The Ambivalence of Modern Executive Power. New York: Free Press, Polsby, Nelson. 
1983. Consequences of Party Reform. New York: Oxford University Press, Rogin, Michael Paul. 1987. 
Ronald Reagan, the Movie and Other Episodes in Political Demonology. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, Skowronek, Stephen. 1982. Building the New American State. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press., for writing  

 
“important books about the American executive that cannot be reasonably described as 
scientific or as aspiring to be scientific. Instead, each of these scholars, and others like 
them, has attempted to interpret the American political order and the principles that 
animate it” (1988, 50). 
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I here introduce a simple typology that differentiates categories of presidential 

rhetoric based on the functional role that this rhetoric plays in the policymaking process. 

From this we can identify at least three types: presidential rhetoric as legislative strategy, 

presidential rhetoric as symbolic politics, and presidential rhetoric as policy. To be clear, 

these categories are analytical rather than reflections of empirical reality, which means 

that in any particular case there will be combinations and variations that do not cleanly fit 

into one of these types. They are not mutually exclusive and virtually always overlap in 

that every expression of the White House, whether intended or not, constitutes symbolic 

politics.  

A typology of rhetoric, however crude it might be, allows one to consistently 

compare and contrast diverse phenomena to draw more systematic observations, 

generalizations, and conclusions about the particular arrangements of power that 

accompany the sort of popular leadership in the case of Bush’s “call to service.” The 

upshot of this analysis is a clearer understanding of the environment in which White 

House decisions are made, the ways in which pressures, ideologies, styles of 

management, and individual personalities construct this environment, and some of the 

techniques that have been developed to cope with contingency and expectations.  

Lowi’s model distinguishes four arenas of power63—distributive, redistributive, 

regulatory, and constituent64—each of which is comprised of a distinct type of public 

                                                 
63 While sharing the view espoused by the pluralist perspective that a political system is constituted by 
multiple power structures, Lowi “replaces the descriptive, subject-matter categories of the pluralists [e.g., 
“the politics of education,” “the politics of agriculture,” etc.] with functional categories”—distributive, 
regulative, and redistributive—identified “in terms of their impact or expected impact on the society.” 
Therefore, it is not only the actual outputs of the policymaking process that are determinative in Lowi’s 
scheme, but also policymakers’ expectations about “what [the policy] can be, what it threatens to be,” that 
are used to classify it (1964a, 689). 
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policy and possesses “its own characteristic political structure, political process, elites, 

and group relations” (1964a, 689-690). While his analysis treats politics and policy as 

distinct analytical concepts within his model, they are functionally indistinguishable 

within the real arenas of power that continually constitute and reconstitute the American 

political order. While Lowi’s claim that “policies determine politics” (1972, 299 author's 

emphasis) continues to receive the bulk of critical attention from political scientists and 

students of public policy, it is important to note that he further develops this theory, later 

stating that “there is an intimate connection between policy and politics—in whatever 

direction the causal arrow might be drawn” (Lowi 1988, 726).  

Lowi’s notion of politics refers to different ways of using power in light of 

different policy goals. Politics within the context of his “arenas of power” scheme 

represents a primary component of the policymaking process;65 it involves competitions 

to define the goals, problems, and solutions that constitute policymaking.66 “The gist of 

Lowi’s argument is that there is not one political process, but several which vary in 

                                                                                                                                                 
64 Lowi first outlined his “arenas of power” thesis and identified the distributive, redistributive, and 
regulatory policy types in Lowi, Theodore J. 1964a. "American Business, Public Policy, Case-Studies, and 
Political Theory." World Politics (July): 677-715. 
The constituent policy type and the now familiar two-by-two box model were introduced later in Lowi, 
Theodore J. 1972. "Four Systems of Policy, Politics, and Choice." Public Administration Review Jul/Aug 
32 (4): 298-310. The constituent category, according to Lowi, includes procedural policy that affects the 
“environment of conduct” by setting the rules for policymaking and, often, changing the structure and 
organization of political institutions. See Lowi, Theodore J. 1997. "Comments on Anderson, 'Governmental 
Suasion: Refocusing the Lowi Policy Typology'." Policy Studies Journal 25 (2): 283-285. Because it was 
added later to his arenas of power typology, constituent policy is the least discussed and understood of the 
arenas. See Spitzer, Robert J. 1987. "Promoting Policy Theory: Revising the Arenas of Power." Policy 
Studies Journal 15 (4): 675-689, Tolbert, Caroline J. 2002. "Rethinking Lowi's Constituent Policy: 
Governance Policy and Direct Democracy." Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy 20 (1): 
75-93.  
65 Politics consists of the “tools and techniques that policy makers in the executive branch use to achieve 
their ends and the impact that these practices have on the process of policy making” Shambaugh, George 
E., and Paul J. Weinstein. 2003. The Art of Policy Making: Tools, Techniques, and Processes in the 
Modern Executive Branch. New York: Longman..  
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systematic ways according to the policies they cover” (Kjellberg 1977, 555). Accepting 

Lowi’s premise there are several political processes, each linked to a type of policy, I 

wish to add the proposition that presidential rhetoric can itself be classified according to 

the nature of its role in the political process (which I have been referring to as the 

policymaking process). Presidential rhetoric is a tool used in this competition for power. 

More specifically, rhetoric is a part of politics, as it is conceived by Lowi. His interest in 

the political relationships that constitute “arenas of power,” however, is limited to 

political arrangements between elites—primarily members of Congress, congressional 

committees, and powerful interest groups.67 The case of Bush’s “call to service” 

highlights the need to consider the political relationship between the president and the 

American people as well. The medium in this relationship is rhetoric. But in what ways 

does rhetoric contribute to the structures of power that underlie policy? The answer to 

this question, I argue, depends on what type of rhetoric is involved. 

PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC AS LEGISLATIVE STRATEGY 
   

Samuel Kernell’s concept of “going public” represents presidential rhetoric as 

legislative strategy. As previously noted, this strategy involves the president’s use of 

popular leadership as a means of impacting public opinion. The purpose of doing so is to 

pressure members of Congress to support the administration’s policy priorities. 

                                                                                                                                                 
66 On the political nature of the struggle over definitions, see Stone, Deborah. 2002. Policy Paradox: The 
Art of Political Decision Making. New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 
67 This is, in part, a consequence of Lowi equating “policy” with “legislation,” which makes the notion of a 
rhetorical policy problematic for his typology. The model as constructed simply cannot “make sense” of the 
concept. While many policy scholars have criticized his typology for being unable to account for this or 
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Therefore, this sort of rhetoric plays a central role in the policymaking process and 

constitutes a structure of power that can significantly impact the outcome. However, 

rhetoric is certainly not the whole story; the policy must be formulated and passed 

through Congress, a process which very likely will incorporate arrangements of power 

associated with a particular policy arena, as Lowi claims.  

Not to be overlooked in cases of going public is the significance of the 

relationship between the president and the people, as well as that between the people (or 

at least their opinions as documented in polls) and members of Congress. These 

structures of power may determine whether or not legislation passes, as well as how 

policy problems and possible solutions are publicly framed. Presidential rhetoric as 

legislative strategy can be categorized as instrumental—its value lies in what it can do, 

which is to serve as a means to an end in the policymaking process.    

PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC AS SYMBOLIC POLITICS 
 

Rhetoric as a means of going public, already discussed in some detail in the 

introduction, offers perhaps the clearest example of the role that popular leadership can 

play in the policymaking process. By contrast, presidential rhetoric as symbolic politics 

is a phenomenon that is more difficult to pin down. It is also the type of rhetoric that we 

are most often exposed to and, consequently, has largely been accepted (although 

certainly bemoaned) as a component of normal American politics. Perhaps it is because 

the American people are inundated by this sort of rhetoric that most observers of politics, 

                                                                                                                                                 
that policy, I do not find it particularly problematic considering that it is his insightful thesis that continues 
to generate new insights in policy studies.    
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whether professional or amateur, have come to assume by default that presidents 

sometimes exaggerate the truth, pander to their various constituencies, and even just plain 

lie. As a result, the rhetoric that saturates White House communications is commonly 

taken with a grain of salt, if not a heap of cynicism.  

As noted by Murray Edelman (1977), political symbols are actively manipulated 

to win acceptance for policies and actions. More specifically, by utilizing symbolic 

politics, presidents identify and frame issues to their advantage, portray unfavorable 

images of the opponents, and portray their administration as responsive and in control. 

This sort of rhetoric, therefore, can bring about advantages in competitions for power, 

which in turn can impact the policymaking process. But while the function of presidential 

rhetoric as legislative strategy is instrumental, that which trades in symbolic politics is 

often incidental. If we are to accept the president’s use of rhetoric in a particular case as 

constituting part of the power structure, then the important distinction to be drawn 

between going public and symbolic politics is the very different roles they play in 

policymaking.        

Many prominent advocates for civic engagement have dismissed Bush’s “call to 

service” as merely symbolism that, while perhaps inspiring for a time, would have little 

lasting or constructive effect without some accompanying legislative substance (see 

Broder 2003; Democratic Leadership Council 2003; Dionne 2003; Eisner 2003; Gergen 

2002; Putnam 2002a; Skocpol 2002). Again, this criticism highlights the very element 

that characterizes rhetoric as symbolic politics: it essentially has no role in the legislative 

process, or policymaking more generally. Yet, accepting at face value the reductionist 

“all roads lead back to Rove” argument that has gained wide currency among Bush’s 
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detractors only oversimplifies and distorts the complexities involved in the presidential 

policymaking process that occurred in this case. This is not to say that the 

administration’s decision to eschew going public, even while undertaking a year-long 

promotional campaign, was devoid of politics; arguably nothing associated with the 

presidency is. In fact, it is safe to assume that any case study of presidential rhetoric has a 

symbolic politics component to it. The larger point is that rhetoric can serve more than 

one purpose in presidential policymaking. The prominence of popular leadership in 

Bush’s “call to service” and promotion of the USA Freedom Corps does not, by itself, 

indicate what the function of his rhetoric was, which is precisely the variable that 

determines what sort of rhetoric it is within my suggested typology.    

PRESIDENTIAL RHETORIC AS POLICY 
 

The more common notions of presidential rhetoric as symbolic politics and 

presidential rhetoric as legislative strategy understand rhetoric as device used with some 

level of premeditation by the White House. By contrast, presidential rhetoric as policy is 

characterized by the largely improvisational use of symbolic language as a virtual stand-

in or substitute for more concrete public policy. The politics associated with rhetorical 

policy, as demonstrated in my case study, primarily involve the political relationship 

between the president and the American people. Presidential rhetoric as legislative 

strategy plays an important, although not determining role in policymaking by 

contributing to certain outcomes on Capitol Hill. However, influencing policy decisions 

as strategic rhetoric does is qualitatively different from rhetorical policy which, for all 
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intents and purposes, represents the policymaking process (which continues to make and 

remake policy for as long as the rhetoric is used) and the policy itself. It is neither 

instrumental, like going public, nor incidental, like the great majority of symbolic 

politics.  

In an effort to put these distinctions between types of rhetoric into play, we can 

return to the case of President Bush’s “call to service” and identify the defining 

characteristics of the presidential rhetoric as policy category. I do so by considering the 

distinctions between rhetorical policy and symbolic politics within the context of my case 

by returning to John DiIulio’s first-hand observations and assessments of the politics and 

policy of the Bush White House.    

“MAYBERRY MACHIAVELLIS” AND THE STRUCTURES OF POWER  
 

Public criticisms faulting the political operations of the Bush White House for 

routinely subverting the best intentions of its policy apparatus have been a mainstay in 

assessments of the Bush administration.68 The thesis that this president has consistently 

                                                 
68 For various examples of such references (predominantly in regards to the Compassionate agenda and 
citizen service issue) in news articles and commentary, think tank research, academic scholarship, and from 
former White House officials, see Allen, Mike. 2001. "Bush Plans Values-Based Initiative to Rev Up 
Agenda." Washington Post, July 29, Black, Amy E., Douglas L. Koopman, and David K. Ryden. 2004. Of 
Little Faith: The Politics of George W. Bush's Faith-Based Initiatives. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, Broder, David. 2003. "Empty Promises for AmeriCorps." Washington Post, June 15, 
Daalder, Ivo H., and James M. Lindsay. 2001. "America Three Months Later." The Brookings Institution. 
Originally published in NRC Handelsblad, December 11. http://www.brookings.edu/views/op-
ed/daalder/20011211.htm [July 2004], Democratic Leadership Council. 2003. "Enough Rhetoric: Time for 
Presidential Action on National Service." New Democrats Online, July 14. 
http://www.ndol.org/ndol_ci.cfm?contentid=251870&kaid=131&subid=192 [July 2003], DiIulio, Jr., John 
J. 2002a. "Mandate Mongering: Republicans and the Temptation to Hubris." The Weekly Standard. 008 
(10), November 18, __. 2002b. Interview by R. Suskind, October 24, __. 2003. "Inside the Bush 
Presidency: Reflections of an Academic Interloper." Paper presented at The George W. Bush Presidency: 
An Early Assessment, April 25, Woodrow Wilson School, Princeton University. 
http://www.wws.princeton.edu/bushconf/DiIulioPaper.pdf, __. 2004. Interview by R. Holtzman, May 20, 
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allowed politics to trump policy has become somewhat of a default assumption for many 

opponents. Consequently, a common assessment of the president’s foray into the issue of 

citizen service was that it was simply symbolic politics. After all, the context within 

which Bush made his “call to service,” which he referred to as a “unique moment of 

opportunity” in his 2002 State of the Union address, appeared to be particularly 

promising for just this sort of patriotic, non-partisan, even non-political initiative.69 

According to DiIulio, in the wake of the events of September 11, the institutionalization 

of the president’s citizen service initiative should have been the policymaking equivalent 

of the most reliable shot in basketball—it’s one of those things, according to DiIulio, 

“that would look and appear to be so easy…it’s just a lay-up. Freedom Corps ought to 

[have been] a lay-up” (2004). For critics of the administration, the fact that USA Freedom 

Corps was not a lay-up with everything seeming to be in its favor is an indication that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Dionne, Jr., E.J. 2002. "Conservatism Recast: Why This President's Reach Could Be Monumental." 
Washington Post, January 27, B01, __. 2003. "Save AmeriCorps, Mr. President." Washington Post, June 
27, Eisner, Jane. 2004. Interview by R. Holtzman, May 20, Hsu, Spencer S. 2006. "Post-Katrina Promises 
Unfulfilled: On the Gulf Coast, Federal Recovery Effort Makes Halting Progress." Washington Post, 
January 28, A1, Kuo, David. 2005. "Please, Keep Faith." Beliefnet.org, February 15. 
http://www.beliefnet.com/story/160/story_16092_1.html [February 2004], Magee, Marc [Democratic 
Leadership Council and Public Policy Institute]. 2004. Interview by R. Holtzman, February 17, Milbank, 
Dana. 2002. "President's Compassionate Agenda Lags." Washington Post, December 26, A1, Milbank, 
Dana, and Jonathan Weisman. 2004. "Conservatives Restive About Bush Policies: Fresh Initiatives Sought 
On Iraq, Domestic Issues." Washington Post, May 10, A1, Putnam, Robert D. 2004. Interview by R. 
Holtzman, September 4, Reed, Bruce. 2004. "Bush's War Against Wonks." Washington Monthly, March, 
Rich, Frank. 2002. "Never Forget What?" New York Times, September 14, A15, Suskind, Ron. 2003. "Why 
Are These Men Laughing?" Esquire, January 1, __. 2004a. The Price of Loyalty: George W. Bush, the 
White House, and the Education of Paul O'Neill. New York: Simon & Schuster, __. 2004b. "Without a 
Doubt." New York Times Magazine, October 17, Whitman, Christine Todd. 2005. It's My Party, Too: The 
Battle for the Heart of the GOP and the Future of America. New York: Penguin Press.. 
69 This “unique moment of opportunity” was marked by five factors which, taken together, suggested great 
prospects for the successful legislation of a new citizen service initiative: 1) A valued, cultural tradition of 
citizen service; 2) A mobilized and civically engaged American public; 3) An already-existing service 
framework, instituted at the national level; 4) The real possibility of bipartisan support; and (by all 
accounts) 5) A strong, personal commitment from the president.  



 138

White House was only seeking political gain by promoting, yet not following through on, 

the issue of civic engagement.    

DiIulio, however, offers a different explanation. “Big John,” as President Bush 

nicknamed him (DiIulio himself was quick to add that “it was not because I am tall”) was 

a scholar-advocate in matters of urban social policy and had earned a reputation in 

political circles as an honest broker—a designation he shared with just a handful of 

original Bush appointees; most notably former Secretary of State Colin Powell, former 

Secretary of the Treasury Paul O’Neill, and former head of the Environmental Protection 

Agency Christine Todd Whitman. While certainly qualified for the job intellectually, 

DiIulio also provided the contentious Faith-Based issue with a sort of political cover. An 

Ivy League academic, centrist Democrat, “born-again Catholic” with blue-collar roots, 

and tireless advocate for social justice in his native Philadelphia—the White House knew 

that just having “Big John” around would help quell suspicions that the president’s 

initiative was a post-election giveaway to the Religious Right.  

For good or for ill, however, DiIulio will primarily be remembered as the first 

high-level administration appointee to break the Bush code of silence, and for the 

particular way in which he did it. DiIulio publicly branded key players in the White 

House as “Mayberry Machiavellis” 

…who consistently talked and acted as if the height of political sophistication 
consisted in reducing every issue to its simplest, black-and-white terms for public 
consumption, then steering legislative initiatives or policy proposals as far right as 
possible (2002b). 
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On October 24, 2002, fourteen months after he resigned his position as head of 

the Faith-Based Office, DiIulio wrote an “on/for the record” memo to Esquire’s 

Washington correspondent, Ron Suskind.70 The so-called “DiIulio Letter” provided a rare 

peek inside a White House that had, until this point, kept its internal operations highly-

guarded. The language in the memo is not that of a former appointee with an axe to 

grind—after all, the White House had practically begged DiIulio to reconsider his plan to 

resign,71 even going so far as to suggest that he re-locate the Faith-Based office to his 

hometown of Philadelphia. Nor is it a personal attack of President Bush, whom DiIulio 

still believed to be “a highly admirable person of enormous personal decency,” and who 

“[i]n many ways…is all heart” (2002b).72 His memo instead reveals the amazement of a 

professional student of politics who was, more than a year after leaving Washington, 

                                                 
70 DiIulio’s memo was published in January 2003, alongside Suskind’s article on Karl Rove, whom he 
dubbed “the most powerful presidential adviser in a century.” See Suskind, Ron. 2003. "Why Are These 
Men Laughing?" Esquire, January 1.  
71 According to DiIulio, one of the conditions he stipulated when accepting his presidential appointment 
was that he would resign after six months. When interviewed, he explained how this was extended to eight 
months, and almost many more: 

 
“I was close to leaving in July [2001]. I agreed in June to stay on until August. I agreed in 
July to stay until September the 15th, but for a variety of reasons [the White House] kept 
pushing me back, pushing me back, pushing me back. At one point they asked whether I 
would take the entire office and operation and move the whole thing to Philadelphia… 
because that would keep me in for another year, year and a half. This was as late as July 
of 2001. And then when I finally handed my resignation letter in, they kept saying ‘Wait, 
wait, wait. Fly down to Crawford and hand it to [the President] there,’ which I knew if I 
did I would never get out of the job because he just puts his arm around you and says, 
‘You know I just need you for a job.’ It makes it impossible to say no directly. So I 
submitted it” (DiIulio 2004). 
 

72 During our May 2004 interview, John Bridgeland characterized George W. Bush in much the same way 
as DiIulio had:  
 

“I think he’s an extraordinary man and a good manager and his heart is in the right place 
and he’s very committed to things I believe in, certainly. In Freedom Corps and the 
Compassionate Agenda and in my areas we got it done. And that’s in large part because 
he was willing to do twenty-eight events and was willing to use his capital and take time 
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D.C., still unable to completely make sense of what he experienced and observed during 

his brief foray inside the White House gates. In particular, DiIulio was stunned to 

discover how little interest top White House officials actually had in policymaking.  

With little effort to hide his incredulity regarding this state of affairs within the 

administration, DiIulio’s letter to Suskind offers a scathing critique of the West Wing’s 

powerful, political apparatus and what he saw as the resulting indifference toward policy 

substance that permeated the White House. He claims that the “high political-to-policy 

ratios of [the Bush] administration” are an outgrowth of an organizational culture and 

decision-making structure in which the influence and Oval Office access of a few chief 

political advisors was not being balanced or checked by far-less influential policy aides. 

DiIulio wrote:  

There is no precedent in any modern White House for what is going on in this 
one: a complete lack of a policy apparatus. What you’ve got is everything—and I 
mean everything—being run by the political arm (2002b).  
 

DiIulio attributes this lack of concern for public policy to the dearth of influential, policy-

minded aides in top advisory positions.     

In eight months I heard many, many staff discussions, but not three meaningful, 
substantive policy discussions. There were no actual policy white papers on 
domestic issues. Every modern presidency moves on the fly, but, on social policy 
and related issues, the lack of even basic policy knowledge, and the only casual 
interest in knowing more, was somewhat breathtaking—discussions by fairly 
senior people who meant Medicaid but were talking Medicare; near-instant shifts 
from discussing any actual policy pros and cons to discussing political 
communications, media strategy, et cetera. Even quite junior staff would 

                                                                                                                                                 
in a really complicated landscape right now to give this any attention. A lot of presidents 
wouldn’t have given…especially Republicans, wouldn’t have given it much attention.” 
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sometimes hear quite senior staff pooh-pooh any need to dig deeper for pertinent 
information on a given issue (2002b).  
         

Also expressing frustration with these conditions, an unnamed senior White House 

official drew a clear line between the lack of genuine policy discussions that occurred and 

the influence of the president’s chief political advisor, Karl Rove—a connection that 

DiIulio had largely left implicit in his letter. The anonymous official confirmed that  

…certainly in domestic policy, there has been almost no meaningful consideration 
of any real issues. It’s just kids on Big Wheels who talk politics and know 
nothing. It’s depressing. Domestic Policy Council meetings are a farce. This 
leaves shoot-from-the-hip political calculations—mostly from Karl [Rove]’s 
shop—to triumph by default (Quoted in Suskind 2003).  

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF RHETORICAL POLICYMAKING  
 

As a scholar of public administration,73 it is not surprising that DiIulio’s portrait 

of the inner-workings of the Bush White House identifies the primary problem as 

administrative in nature—in particular, the president’s managerial style.74 A significant 

                                                 
73 See DiIulio, Jr., John J., et. al. 1993. Improving Government Performance: An Owner's Manual. 
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press. 
74 Drawing on his service as a White House consultant for the Clinton administration (primary regarding 
former Vice-President Al Gore’s “Reinventing Government” initiative), DiIulio’s memo argues that 
President Bush’s management style diverged significantly from that of his predecessor: 
 

“As Joe Klein has so strongly captured him, Clinton was ‘the natural,’ a leader with a 
genuine interest in the policy process who encouraged information-rich decision-making. 
Clinton was the policy-wonk-in-chief. The Clinton administration drowned in policy 
intellectuals and teemed with knowledgeable people interested in making government 
work. Every domestic issue drew multiple policy analyses that certainly weighted 
politics, media messages, legislative strategy, et cetera, but also strongly weighted 
policy-relevant information, stimulated substantive policy debate, and put a premium on 
policy knowledge. That is simply not Bush's style. It fits not at all with his personal cum 
presidential character. The Bush West Wing is very nearly at the other end of this Clinton 
policy-making continuum”  
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consequence of the Bush administration’s top-down, politically-oriented structure of 

decision-making is that typical competition among presidential aides for access to the 

president was essentially non-existent. When it came to gaining access to the Oval 

Office, the mostly young, inexperienced policy wonks were no match for veteran political 

strategists, many of whom had been by Bush’s side since his first gubernatorial campaign 

in Texas.75 This made it nearly impossible for those who were policy-minded to get their 

proposals a serious hearing in the Oval Office. 

However, when facing the unrelenting pressure of high expectations, the primary 

objective of the presidency is to maintain its image of power, which is a construction that 

demands constant maintenance and readjustment. If the White House ceases to actively 

maintain these images, even momentarily, critics of the office will be able to take the 

initiative by presenting their own favorable definitions and meanings. A consequence of 

the organization and make-up of the White House staff was that any pressing needs for 

policy proposals were addressed by the president’s political apparatus. As exemplified in 

my chapter on the interim period between September 11 and the president’s State of the 

Union address, during which advisors were scrambling for some positive, community-

oriented response, key political players turned to rhetoric as a means of buying time and 

appearing responsive. After all, it is clearly easier and more risk adverse to employ such 

rhetoric rather than engage in “real” domestic policymaking that necessitates the passing 

of legislation .  

                                                                                                                                                 
 

See DiIulio, Jr., John J. 2002b. Interview by R. Suskind, October 24. For DiIulio’s reference, also see 
Klein, Joe. 2002. The Natural: The Misunderstood Presidency of Bill Clinton. New York: Doubleday. 
75 For more on this, see Reed, Bruce. 2004. "Bush's War Against Wonks." Washington Monthly, March. 
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In the case of the president’s “call to service,” the characteristics of the rhetorical 

policymaking process are evident. They include a sort of “making it up as you go,” 

improvised style of presidential governance; a systemic lack of communication between 

the political advisors who managed this process and those on the policy side of the 

administration who were left to fill in the details; little concern with Congress or with the 

passing of legislation; the public floating of policy concepts—which largely had no 

substance behind them when introduced—to “road test” ideas before any non-rhetorical 

resources were invested in formulating, and advocating on behalf of, substantial policy 

particulars; and the reframing of past policy proposals and pre-existing policy streams to 

address new issues thrust onto the public agenda by events such as September 11 and its 

aftermath. If even some of these techniques ultimately prove successful over time, they 

can usefully augment the policymaking influence of presidents with little cost or political 

risk. But what about the policies involved? Considering DiIulio’s recounting of the 

structures of power in the first-term, Bush administration—which of course will be 

reconstituted by future administrations which must contend with similar public 

expectations, pressures, and contingencies—is there any future for White House-

generated, public interest-oriented policies such as the USA Freedom Corps? DiIulio is 

not so sure. 

I taught my Intro to American Politics class this year; I’ve taught it on and off for 
twenty-five years. And I told them I’ve never been cynical and I have never been. 
Joe Klein likes to say, “Cynicism is the profundity of the mediocre.” So I always 
try not to be cynical. But I told them, “Look I’ll be honest with you. I’ve always 
had a love for the subject [of American politics] that was in part contingent on the 
notion, based on the notion, predicated on the notion that, at the end of the day, 
the system really works. I’m not sure of that anymore. And I don’t have any 
reform proposals for you. And I don’t know what to do. But I’m definitely not 
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where I was before 2001 in believing that…the system works. I’m not sure that it 
works and I’m not sure what to do about it” (DiIulio 2004). 
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Appendices 

 

APPENDIX A:  STUDYING THE SPECTACLE OF THE AMERICAN PRESIDENCY  
 

While many political scientists have bemoaned the methodological challenges 

that accompany a phenomenon with an n of 1, Jeffrey K. Tulis (1988) argues that the 

presidency is an object of study that is particularly well-suited for interpretive, rather than 

scientific, analysis. First, he argues, the fact that it is an n of 1 is largely what gives the 

office its significance as “as repository for the polity’s aspirations and disenchantment.” 

According to Tulis, it is the common (although not necessary conscious) view of 

presidents “as reflectors and carriers of America’s political self-understanding” that 

provides fertile ground for interpretive exploration (1988, 50).  

Secondly, the presidency is not only a symbol; it is the primary interpreter of the 

American polity as well. Tulis points out that “a presidential interpretation may be 

interesting in its own right—that is, informative by virtue of the questions to which it 

points or the problems that it raises” (50).76 This shift from the “search for facts” to the 

“search for significance,” according to Tulis, entails a different orientation toward 

research: “What we have then is more a search for meaning than for causes, more a 

                                                 
76 The two additional reasons offered by Tulis in support of the notion of the interpretable presidency are 
that (1) the institution has traditionally been used as an avenue for “intellectual reconsiderations of the 
political order as a whole,” and (2) there has recently been a new receptivity in political science towards, 
“the philosophic genealogy of executive power.” See page 51 of Tulis, Jeffrey K. 1988. "The Interpretable 
Presidency." In The Presidency and the Political System, 2nd ed., edited by M. Nelson. Washington, D.C.: 
CQ Press.    
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concern for significance than for laws, more a quest for coherence than for certainty” 

(1988, 46).77   

Harmonizing with Theodore J. Lowi’s declaration that “the defining characteristic 

of political science” should be “the study of political pathology” (1994, 405), Tulis 

suggests that the principal task of interpretive analysis is to explore “the character or 

inherent contradictions of republican government.” Such studies of the American polity, 

he claims, represent a  

…truly systemic perspective [that] stands at a juncture between the study of 
institutions and of American political thought. Political interpretation aims to 
illuminate just that sort of juncture—the meaning of the mutual dependence of 
thought and politics (Tulis 1988, 53). 
 

I believe that Murray Edelman’s78 notion of the political spectacle suggests a 

critical framework within which the political power of ideas and the symbolic language 

and images of presidential rhetoric can be usefully explored. The concept of the political 

spectacle serves as a “meaning machine: a generator of points of view and therefore of 

perceptions, anxieties, aspirations, and strategies” (Edelman 1988, 10).79 It therefore 

provides a valuable tool for critical analyses of the text of presidential presentation in a 

                                                 
77 To be clear, this interpretive perspective is not anti-positivist. According to a review of The Rhetorical 
Presidency by John DiIulio, the approach embraced by Tulis is intended “to balance, not banish, 
conventional empirical research efforts.” See DiIulio, Jr., John J. 1988. "The Presidency & Political 
Science: Review Articles." Polity 21 (2): 427-438. 
78 Edelman’s writing provides a look at the unfolding of his ideas over two decades. Most interesting is the 
epistemological shift that he makes between his earlier behavioral studies of symbols as tools of mass 
arousal and quiescence (see 1964, 1971) and his later interpretive criticisms of the manipulative 
employment of symbols by political leaders (see 1977, 1984, 1988). Accompanying Edelman’s shift is his 
calling into question the positivist assumption that participants in the policy process are “observers of 
‘facts’ whose meanings can be accurately ascertained” (1988, 1). 
79 Also see Miroff’s treatment of presidential rhetoric and the political spectacle in Miroff, Bruce. 1993. 
Icons of Democracy: American Leaders as Heroes, Aristocrats, Dissenters, and Democrats. New York: 
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larger effort to systemically explore its significance for the American polity and political 

system.80  

Edelman’s study of symbolic politics is grounded in an epistemological 

perspective influenced by diverse contributions, including those of critical social theory,81 

structuralism and post-structuralism,82 and (perhaps most fundamentally) the symbolic 

interactionism of George Herbert Mead83 (see Edelman 1984, 197-198). The social 

psychologist Mead explores “gestures,” which he conceptualizes as symbols that have 

shared meanings among members of a society and, therefore, are able to arouse similar 

                                                                                                                                                 
Basic Books, __. 2003. "The Presidential Spectacle." In The Presidency and the Political System, edited by 
M. Nelson. Washington, D.C.: CQ Press.  
80 In concert with the perspectives of Lowi and Tulis, Edelman’s analysis of the political spectacle is built 
upon a basic assumption of interpretive research that empirical observations and normative assessments are 
“inextricably intertwined.” See pages 124-125 in Edelman, Murray. 1988. Constructing the Political 
Spectacle. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
81 The ideas and self-understanding of critical social theorists can be conceptualized as moving through 
relatively distinct, historical phases. For key contributions of the Frankfurt School, see Adorno, Theodore 
W., and American Jewish Committee. 1950. The Authoritarian Personality. New York: Harper and 
Brothers, Fromm, Erich. 1941. Escape from Freedom. New York: Farrar & Rinehart, Inc, Horkheimer, 
Max. 1947. Eclipse of Reason. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, __. 1974. Critique of Instrumental 
Reason: Lectures and Essays Since the End of World War II. New York: Seabury Press, Marcuse, Herbert. 
1941. Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 
For critiques of post-war, American culture, see Adorno, Theodor W. 1990. Negative Dialectics. New 
York: Continuum, Horkheimer, Max, and Theodor W. Adorno. 1988. Dialectic of Enlightenment. New 
York: Continuum, Marcuse, Herbert. 1964. One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced 
Industrial Society. Boston: Beacon Press.  
For second generation critiques of instrumental reason, see Habermas, Jürgen. 1975. Legitimation Crisis. 
Boston: Beacon Press, __. 1984. The Theory of Communicative Action: Reason and the Rationalization of 
Society. Vol. 1. Boston: Beacon Press, __. 1987. The Theory of Communicative Action: Lifeworld and 
System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason. Vol. 2. Boston: Beacon Press, __. 1989. The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press. 
82 For diverse contributions representing these somewhat amorphous categories of research, see Barthes, 
Roland. 1972. Mythologies. New York: Hill and Wang, Berger, Peter L., and Thomas Luckmann. 1966. 
The Social Construction of Reality. Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, Bruner, Jerome. 1985. Actual Minds, 
Possible Worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, Derrida, Jacques, and Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak. 1976. Of Grammatology. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, Foucault, Michel. 1976. The 
Archeology of Knowledge. New York: Harper & Row, __. 1995. Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the 
Prison. New York: Vintage Books, Goodman, Nelson. 1983. Of Mind and Other Matters. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press. 
83 See Mead, George Herbert. 1934. Mind, Self and Society. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
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responses from these individuals. A “conversation of gestures” is an interaction of signs 

and symbols—that is, language—which supplies our world, and ourselves, with meaning 

(see Mead 1934, 14). Developing Mead’s notion that meaning is created though 

symbolism, Edelman takes a critical turn toward consideration of the power involved in 

this exchange or imposition of gestures. He concludes that “[l]anguage, then, is the 

paramount form of action in creating political phenomena” (1984, 196) and, as a result, 

“[i]mages, rather than meticulous descriptions, become the currency in which we think 

about and mutually negotiate changes in the world we inhabit” (Edelman 2001, 12).84  

Edelman suggests that  

…[t]he patterned nature of so much of the publicized political process provides a 
revealing clue to the function of the political spectacle. In effect, though not often 
in intent, it is dramaturgy rather than policymaking. Like drama, it is constructed 
to be presented to a public (1988, 210).85   

 

The symbols disseminated by presidential rhetoric, consequently, can be conceived and 

intellectually engaged as a constellation of ideas, values, pressures, and influences that 

play a formative role in their construction. Edelman states that any  

…strategy for analyzing politics as spectacle must begin with language that 
highlights the controversial perspectives inherent in these terms and calls attention 
to the social formations they conceal. To recognize the uncertainty in the 
meanings of language, of leaders, of institutions, and of all political entities is the 

                                                 
84 Edelman adds: “It is important to notice that the word ‘image’ refers to what linguists call ‘icons’ 
(pictures that reflect an idea), and also to ‘indices’ (terms that lead the mind in a particular direction), and 
also to ‘symbols’ (quite abstract terms that help the mind to see the potentialities in a situation)” (2001, 13). 
85 Edelman’s use of “drama” to analogize the presentation of images in the political sphere recalls the 
groundbreaking contribution of sociologist, Erving Goffman, who dissects personal interactions between 
individuals by imagining them as actors in a play. For an insightful argument, and style of argumentation, 
that is too often overlooked by political scientists, see Goffman, Erving. 1959. The Presentation of Self in 
Everyday Life. New York: Anchor Books. 
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beginning of useful analysis, for we can then analyze the diverse meaning they 
hold in different situations and for different groups (1988, 120, 207). 
 

The interpretive perspective involved in the study of political spectacles, like the 

analytical frameworks explicated by Tulis and Lowi, fundamentally challenges the basic 

precepts of positivist research. It does so most acutely by illuminating the claims to 

power that are implicit, and usually unrecognized, in this mainstream approach. Edelman 

explains that the approach he employs and advocates  

…is not a search for clarity and certainty: to discover indicators of what the goals 
of organizations or programs “really” are, what leaders stand for, what course of 
action constitutes “justice” or “conservatism,” what strategies achieve what ends. 
The definition of an ambiguous entity (or a nonentity like the state) as if it were a 
clear one is itself a political act. In discounting the maskings, mystifications, 
contradictions, accidents, and unintended consequences of which personal and 
political action mainly consists, contrived clarity accepts rationalization as reason 
and so legitimizes those who rationalize either their privileges or their 
disadvantages (1984, 207).  

 

While more behavioral-oriented analyses of the symbolic language and images that 

constitute presidential rhetoric is primarily focused on how they influence the human 

targets toward which they are directed, an effort to understand the significance of 

presidential presentation for governing, leadership, and policymaking also calls for an 

exploration of ideas, the symbols employed to signify them, and their significance and 

meaning within the American polity.  

In the study of presidential rhetoric, such an approach can provide critical insights 

into notions of power that may be misunderstood, overlooked, or even ignored. To 

paraphrase Karl Marx, the purpose of social inquiry is not to simply explain the world, 
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but to change it. Perhaps one way we might do so is to take a look at familiar things in 

unfamiliar ways. 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEWS 
 

Bill Bentley 

Executive Vice President and Chief Operations Officer, The Points of Light Foundation 
Interviewed: February 17, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

John Bridgeland  

President and CEO, Civic Enterprises 
Former Director, White House Office of the USA Freedom Corps 
Former Assistant to the President 
Interviewed: May 19, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

Elizabeth Chapman 

Congressional Aide, Office of Senator Rick Santorum (R-PA) 
Interviewed: May 18, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

Ronald Christie 

Former Director, White House Office of the USA Freedom Corps 
Former Deputy Assistant to the President  
Interviewed: May 5, 2004, by telephone 
 

Elizabeth DiGregorio 

Director, Citizen Corps, Office of Disaster Preparedness, Department of Homeland 
Security 
Interviewed: February 18, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

John DiIulio, Ph.D.  

Professor, University of Pennsylvania 
Former Director, White House Office for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives  
Former Assistant to the President 
Interviewed: May 20, 2004, Philadelphia, PA 
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Emily Duncan 

Congressional Aide, Office of Senator Evan Bayh (D-IN) 
Interviewed: May 18, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

Jane Eisner 

Columnist, The Philadelphia Inquirer 
Interviewed: May 20, 2004, Philadelphia, PA 
 

Jim Gambone, Ph.D. 

President of ReFirement, Inc. (nonprofit organization involved in researching, promoting, 
and facilitating the civic engagement of retired Americans) 
Interviewed: March 5, 2004, by telephone 
 

Henry Lozano 

Board Member, Corporation for National and Community Service 
President and CEO, Californians for a Drug-Free Youth 
Interviewed: February 13, 2004, by telephone 
 

Marc Magee 

Director, Center for Civic Enterprise, Democratic Leadership Council-Progressive Policy 
Institute 
Interviewed: February 17, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

Sarah Moore 

Congressional Aide, Office of Representative Christopher Shays (R-CT) 
Interviewed: May 17, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

Robert Putnam, Ph.D. 

Professor, Harvard University 
Former “consultant” for the USA Freedom Corps 
Interviewed: August 28, 2004, Chicago, IL 
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Patricia Read 

Vice President for Public Affairs, Independent Sector (national leadership forum for 
charities, foundations, and corporate giving programs) 
Interviewed: May 18, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
 

Jim Towey 

Director, White House Office for Faith Based and Community Initiatives 
Deputy Assistant to the President 
Interviewed: May 17, 2004, Washington, D.C. 
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