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In the wake of the September 11 attacks in 2001, President George W. Bush delivered a speech that
would resonate throughout history. This address, made to a shocked nation and a world grappling
with the implications of unprecedented terrorist acts, was not merely a reaction to tragedy but a
carefully crafted rhetorical effort aimed at unifying the American people, asserting national
strength, and reassuring the world. In this article, we will conduct a rhetorical analysis of Bush's
9/11 speech, examining its context, purpose, and the various rhetorical strategies employed.

Context of the Speech

Understanding the context in which Bush delivered his speech is crucial to analyzing its rhetoric.



The attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon resulted in thousands of casualties and
widespread panic. The nation was in a state of confusion, grief, and fear. Bush's address, delivered
on the evening of September 11, was intended to provide comfort and direction to the American
people.

Setting the Scene

On September 11, 2001, Bush was visiting an elementary school in Sarasota, Florida, when he
received news of the attacks. His initial response was to remain calm in front of the children, but as
he gathered more information, it became clear that he needed to address the nation. The speech was
delivered from the Oval Office, a setting that symbolizes leadership and authority.

Purpose of the Speech

The primary purposes of Bush's speech were:

1. To reassure the nation: In times of crisis, the public looks to leaders for guidance and
reassurance. Bush aimed to calm fears and provide a sense of stability.

2. To unify the American people: The speech sought to transcend political divisions and rally the
nation together in the face of a common enemy.

3. To assert a strong response: Bush needed to communicate that the United States would respond
decisively to the attacks, signaling to both domestic and international audiences that America would
not be intimidated.

Rhetorical Strategies Used in Bush’s Speech

Bush’s speech is notable for its effective use of various rhetorical strategies, including ethos, pathos,
logos, repetition, and the use of imagery.

1. Ethos: Establishing Credibility

Bush worked to establish his credibility through several means:

- Presidential Authority: As the President of the United States, Bush had an inherent authority that
came from his position. This was vital in conveying trust during a time of uncertainty.

- Personal Connection: He shared his personal feelings about the attacks, stating, "I have seen the
pictures of airplanes flying into buildings, fires burning, huge structures collapsing." This connection
helped personalize the tragedy, making it more relatable.



2. Pathos: Evoking Emotion

Emotional appeal was a cornerstone of Bush's rhetoric. He aimed to evoke feelings of patriotism,
sadness, and anger among the American people. Some strategies included:

- Imagery: Bush painted a vivid picture of the events, describing the horror of the attacks and the
heroism of first responders. This helped to stir emotions and create a shared experience.

- Collective Grief: He addressed the nation as a grieving community, stating, "America has heard
from the enemy." By doing so, he fostered a sense of unity among those affected by the tragedy.

3. Logos: Logical Argumentation

While emotional appeals were prominent, Bush also used logical reasoning to frame the situation:

- Clear Identification of the Enemy: By naming the perpetrators and framing them as terrorists who
hate freedom, he provided a clear enemy, which helped to mobilize public opinion and support for
military action.

- Rationale for Action: Bush laid out the need for a strong response, stating, "We will make no
distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them." This
logical structure reinforced the idea that the U.S. would not tolerate such actions.

4. Repetition: Reinforcing Key Messages

Bush employed repetition to emphasize critical messages throughout his speech, notably the phrases
"We will" and "Tonight." This technique served to create a sense of urgency and determination. For
example:

- "We will not tire": This repeated assertion instilled confidence in the American people, signifying
unwavering resolve.

- "This is not just a national tragedy": By framing the attacks as a universal affront to freedom, he
broadened the appeal, encouraging international solidarity.

5. Imagery and Symbolism

Bush's speech was laced with imagery that invoked strong feelings:

- Symbol of the Flag: He referred to the American flag and the ideals it represents, tapping into
deep-rooted patriotism.

- Heroes of the Day: By honoring first responders and ordinary citizens who acted heroically, he
presented a narrative of American courage and resilience.



The Impact of Bush's Speech

Bush's 9/11 speech not only served its immediate purpose but also had lasting implications:

National Unity

In the days following the attacks, his speech helped to foster a sense of national unity. Americans of
diverse backgrounds came together, driven by shared grief and a collective resolve to respond.

Justification for War

Bush’s rhetoric laid the groundwork for the subsequent War on Terror, including military actions in
Afghanistan. His framing of the attacks as an assault on freedom provided a moral justification for
these actions, rallying both domestic support and international alliances.

Historical Significance

The speech has been studied extensively in rhetorical circles and remains a crucial example of
political communication in crisis. Its effectiveness continues to be analyzed in the context of
leadership, persuasion, and the role of rhetoric in politics.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Bush's 9/11 speech stands as a testament to the power of rhetoric in shaping public
perception and response to crisis. Through the effective use of ethos, pathos, logos, repetition, and
imagery, he not only addressed the immediate fears and grievances of the American people but also
set the stage for a unified national response to terrorism. The speech continues to be a reference
point for understanding political communication and the role of leaders in times of national tragedy,
illustrating how words can inspire, unite, and mobilize a nation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key rhetorical strategies used by George W. Bush
in his speech following the 9/11 attacks?
Bush utilized pathos to evoke emotions, ethos to establish credibility, and anaphora to emphasize his
points, particularly in his repeated use of 'we will' to instill a sense of unity and resolve.



How did Bush's choice of words in his 9/11 speech contribute
to national unity?
Bush used inclusive language, such as 'we' and 'our,' which fostered a sense of collective identity
and shared purpose among Americans in the wake of the tragedy.

In what ways did Bush appeal to American values during his
9/11 address?
He appealed to core American values like freedom, resilience, and justice, framing the response to
the attacks as a defense of these ideals against terrorism.

What role did repetition play in Bush's 9/11 speech?
Repetition served to reinforce key themes and messages, making his assertions more memorable
and impactful, particularly his insistence on the resolve to combat terrorism.

How did Bush address the concept of fear in his speech?
Bush acknowledged the fear and uncertainty felt by Americans but countered it by emphasizing
strength, unity, and the commitment to protect the nation, thereby transforming fear into a rallying
point.

What was the significance of the phrase 'this is a day of
infamy' in Bush's rhetoric?
The phrase invoked historical context, linking the 9/11 attacks to other significant moments in
American history, which helped to frame the attacks as not just a tragedy but a pivotal moment in
the nation's story.

How did Bush's speech address the international audience?
Bush aimed to communicate solidarity with allies and a clear message to adversaries, positioning the
U.S. as a leader in the fight against global terrorism, thereby appealing to international support and
cooperation.
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