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Process Paper

Throughout the last 250 years, several presidents have left enduring legacies—shaped by
the political climate, economic cycles, and societal issues that defined their eras. But in 2026, at
a time when media is deeply intertwined with politics, I cannot overlook the lasting legacy of
Ronald Reagan. Popular interpretations of Reagan’s presidency center on his economic and
national security agendas, as he became a symbol of neoliberalism and defiance against the
Soviet threat. However, Reagan was not the sole actor in this chapter of history who produced
major geopolitical changes. His idea of small government and lower taxes was the embodiment
of classical laissez-faire economics, in much the same way the Reagan Revolution can be
interpreted as a counterrevolution against the “Great Society” of the 1960s. Therefore, I
concluded Reagan’s impact on rhetorical politics in the age of mass media was a more
compelling subject for research.

I began my research by surveying previous scholarly critiques of Reagan’s presidency,
including historical and political science analyses of Reaganomics, the Cold War, and
conservative realignment. I noticed that many interpretations of Reagan’s policy success were
contested, and scholars often disagreed on the effectiveness of Reagan’s communication in
actually changing public opinion. This finding encouraged me to shift my focus from simply
defining Reagan’s communication as successful and tracing how future politicians followed it, to
identifying which aspects of Reagan’s rhetorical style contributed to the broadly positive public
perception of him, and how contemporary politicians have sought to emulate that strategy. I also
drew a historical parallel by comparing optimism and reassurance projected by Franklin D.

Roosevelt’s fireside chats and John F. Kennedy on television with Reagan’s use of media.



Because Reagan is a relatively recent historical figure, I was able to work extensively
with primary sources in modern media, ranging from presidential debates and campaign
advertisements to nationally televised addresses. This process allowed me to identify recurring
themes of optimism and individual liberty, which reflected Reagan’s skepticism of government. I
also used contemporary newspaper coverage and political commentary to study how Reagan’s
rhetoric was received during specific moments, especially regarding the Challenger disaster and
U.S.-Soviet relations.

My conclusion addresses the dual legacy of Reagan’s rhetorical revolution. As a
Hollywood actor-turned-politician, Reagan was especially effective on national television, and
frequently engaged with the American people through mass media. Reagan’s campaigns were
among the most effective early examples of television’s full integration into presidential
communication strategy, a milestone that is still relevant in today’s political landscape. Reagan’s
emphasis on political rhetoric and public persona became an influential model for presidential
politics, as symbolism and political performance increasingly received greater attention. By
explaining the downside of Reagan’s rhetorical legacy through the case of George H.W. Bush, a
policy-competent president who lacked communication skills compared to Reagan’s, I argue that
this legacy contributed to a greater tendency for appearance and public persona to eclipse

political accountability—a shadow of Reagan’s optimistic and shrewd use of media rhetoric.



Historical Paper

On the evening of January 28, 1986, the American people gathered before their
televisions to watch President Ronald Reagan’s address to the nation. In the wake of the
Challenger Space Shuttle disaster, Reagan initially appeared on screen with a mournful tone.
Presidential speeches after a disaster usually carry heightened significance as the event itself is
so indelible, but they rarely become a distinct chapter in history. Reagan’s speech that night was
an exception. Instead of merely eulogizing the lost, Reagan enabled his audiences to vicariously
explore the values the crew embodied. He lauded the astronauts as “pioneers,” invoking
America’s frontier spirit. Despite the tragic imagery of flames and scattered debris from that
morning, Reagan’s speech allowed Americans to dream that the astronauts ultimately achieved
the goal of their journey, expanding the limits of human ingenuity. Reagan’s poignant yet
sanguine tone, epitomized by the phrase “slipped the surly bonds of Earth to touch the face of
God,” offered hope that Americans could still achieve great things, as they did in the past, while
attempting to restore faith in institutions shaken by the tragedy.! This relatively short four-minute
speech channeled support for continued commitment to space programs and unified the people
through a common denominator of grief and ambition.?

The speech epitomized Reagan’s moments as the “Great Communicator.” As an actor-
turned-politician with a Hollywood background, America’s then-oldest president projected

confidence and casual optimism. This conspicuous positivity of the 1980s led many to believe in

! Ronald Reagan, "Address to the Nation on the Explosion of the Space Shuttle Challenger," speech, January 28,
1986, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, accessed February 24, 2026,
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-explosion-space-shuttle-challenger; John Gillespie
Magee, Jr., "High Flight," Poetry Foundation, accessed February 21, 2026,
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/157986/high-flight-627d3cfb1e9b7.

2R.W. Apple, Jr., "The Shuttle Explosion; President as Healer," The New York Times, January 29, 1986, accessed
February 24, 2026, https://www.nytimes.com/1986/01/29/us/the-shuttle-explosion-president-as-healer.html.



the ostensible success of the Reagan presidency, exemplified by his sixty-five percent approval
rating when he left office in 1989.3 James Sloan, Catherine Schonhardt-Bailey, and Lee
Sigelman with Cynthia Whissell corroborated this view by highlighting Reagan’s leadership
skill, distinctive civil-religious rhetoric, and broader role in shifting the national political
narrative.*

Nonetheless, numerous scholars have also challenged overgeneralized accounts of
presidential rhetoric and communication, including Anne Pluta, Jeffrey Cohen and John
Hamman, Martin Wattenberg, and Reed Welch. They argue that presidential influence over
public sentiment is often constrained by political circumstances, media structures, and issue-
specific persuasion limits.

These authors provide important correctives to facile glorifications of Reagan by using
statistical analysis to expose the limits of the rhetorical presidency. This essay, in contrast,
examines Reagan’s legacy in rhetorical and public persona strategy, arguing that he
revolutionized how politicians shape popular sentiment through socioeconomic and cultural

appeals. In doing so, it sheds light on how, decades after Reagan left office, politicians’

3 John W. Sloan, "Meeting the Leadership Challenges of the Modern Presidency: The Political Skills and Leadership
of Ronald Reagan," Presidential Studies Quarterly 26, no. 3 (1996): 795, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27551632.

4 Sloan, “Meeting the Leadership Challenges of the Modern Presidency,” 796; Cheryl Schonhardt-Bailey et al.,
"Yes, Ronald Reagan's Rhetoric Was Unique—But Statistically, How Unique?," Presidential Studies Quarterly 42,
no. 3 (2012): 491-497. http://www jstor.org/stable/41684514; Lee Sigelman and Cynthia Whissell, "'"The Great
Communicator' and 'The Great Talker' on the Radio: Projecting Presidential Personas," Presidential Studies
Quarterly 32, no. 1 (2002): 137—146, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27552369.

5 Anne C. Pluta, "Reassessing the Assumptions behind the Evolution of Popular Presidential

Communication," Presidential Studies Quarterly 45, no. 1 (2015): 70, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43285460; Jeffrey
E. Cohen and John A. Hamman, "'"The Polls': Can Presidential Rhetoric Affect the Public's Economic

Perceptions?," Presidential Studies Quarterly 33, no. 2 (2003): 420421, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27552492;
Martin P. Wattenberg, "The Changing Presidential Media Environment," Presidential Studies Quarterly 34, no. 3
(2004): 571, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27552613.



appearance and performance have become increasingly salient in U.S. politics as policy details

have receded into the background.

The Roots of the Conservative Revival

Reagan’s prowess lay primarily in communicating his overall agenda rather than
scrupulously drafting better policies. Serving as president during a consequential era when
television became truly ubiquitous, Reagan readily embraced the media’s role in politics. He had
the proclivity and audacity to frequently engage with the American people, delivering thirty-nine
addresses to the nation and giving hundreds of Saturday morning radio broadcasts.® Reagan
possessed charm that resonated with his audiences as he championed the noble mission of
restoring an optimistic America he remembered from his youth. This helps explain his rise to
national prominence as a vehement adversary of the “welfare state” in the 1960s. Though
Reagan was initially a fervent supporter of Franklin D. Roosevelt and New Deal initiatives, his
politics leaned to the right in the 1960s, culminating in his 1964 endorsement of Barry
Goldwater.” Reagan, then a 53-year-old General Electric spokesperson, employed antithesis,
sarcastic jokes, and a sense of historic urgency to galvanize the national audience in favor of

smaller government and anti-communist defiance.®

6 Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, "President Reagan's Addresses to the Nation," Ronald Reagan
Presidential Library and Museum, National Archives, accessed February 15, 2026,
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/reagans/reagan-administration/president-reagans-addresses-nation.

7 Ronald Reagan to Harold Ward, May 26, 1962, accessed February 15, 2026,
https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-primary-source/ronald-reagan-economics-and-political-
parties-1962; Ronald Reagan, "A Time for Choosing," speech, October 27, 1964, Ronald Reagan Presidential
Library and Museum, accessed February 15, 2026, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/reagans/ronald-reagan/time-
choosing-speech-october-27-1964.

8 Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, "A Time for Choosing Speech, October 27, 1964," Ronald
Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, National Archives, accessed February 15, 2026,
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/reagans/ronald-reagan/time-choosing-speech-october-27-1964.



The endorsement speech helped propel Reagan toward the California governorship in the
late 1960s and early 1970s, where he solidified his image as a fervent defender of traditional
American values.” Reagan’s reliability and optimism drew a reassuring contrast with the
mayhem of the time: political assassinations, the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, and the
stagflationary economy. Notwithstanding their personal integrity, both Gerald Ford and Jimmy
Carter were ineffective in communicating their governance agendas. Carter’s “Crisis of
Confidence” speech, despite an initial surge in approval ratings due to the president’s genuine
tone, ultimately failed to resolve the leadership and energy crisis facing the nation, leaving an
enduring association with malaise and an eventual electoral defeat.!® To endure the vicissitudes
of socioeconomic instability, American voters needed sanguine reassurance, not a didactic
sermon, and Reagan was more effective in providing that sentiment.!! Reagan’s rhetorical
strategy was not to directly restore the credibility of government, but to reinstate faith in the
American people themselves. In “A Time for Choosing,” Reagan expressed his resentment
toward defining the people as “the masses,” as if they were the subject of control and coercion.!?
Reagan’s faith in the American people’s strength was likewise conveyed through his skepticism
of concentrated government power, which he argued should remain subordinate to collective

citizenry rather than encumbering individual liberty.

% Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, "A Time for Choosing," Ronald Reagan Presidential Library
and Museum.

10 Robert A. Strong, "Recapturing Leadership: The Carter Administration and the Crisis of
Confidence," Presidential Studies Quarterly 16, no. 4 (1986): 647, http://www.jstor.org/stable/40574414.

1 Robert C. Rowland and Robert A. Payne, "The Context-Embeddedness of Political Discourse: A Re-Evaluation
of Reagan's Rhetoric in the 1982 Midterm Election Campaign," Presidential Studies Quarterly 14, no. 4
(1984): 508, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27550126.

12 Reagan, “A Time for Choosing,” speech.



Strategic Campaign Choices

In addition to personal charisma, Reagan and his advisers’ judicious choices of diction
and appearance tactics contributed to the reinforcement of his admired public persona. He used
symbolic imagery to convey his ideas more often than he outlined statistics or specific details.!?
A typical Reagan oration would commence by envisaging an ideal world, usually through
Biblical references or mythical symbols, before connecting them to his policy agenda, which
ranged from tax cuts and welfare reform to defense spending.'* Compared to other presidents in
the 20th century, Reagan stands out in his use of words related to civil religion, consequently
popularizing the phrase “God bless you, and God bless America,” originally spoken by Harry
Truman in 1953.15 Analyses of his seminal speeches and the State of the Union addresses suggest
that words related to civil religion comprised 58.5% and 48.2% of those transcripts respectively,
dwarfing the portion allocated to fiscal policy, domestic economic growth, and the Soviet
threat.'6

For Reagan, Biblical analogies were an effective tool for contrasting his vision of family-
friendly, conservative America with the atheistic Soviet communism. Reagan championed the
idea that individuals bestowed value on society, and he scorned the Soviet style of expansive
government power. Considering Reagan’s rhetorical style of employing abstract symbols in lieu
of direct statements, the recurring use of civil-religion themes in his speeches served as a strategy

for implicitly advancing his policy agenda. His use of simple, binary words also helped him

13 Sigelman and Whissell, "The Great Communicator' and 'The Great Talker' on the Radio,” 144.
14 Cheryl Schonhardt-Bailey et al., "Yes, Ronald Reagan's Rhetoric Was Unique," 493.
15 Cheryl Schonhardt-Bailey et al., "Yes, Ronald Reagan's Rhetoric Was Unique," 491-497.

16 Cheryl Schonhardt-Bailey et al., "Yes, Ronald Reagan's Rhetoric Was Unique," 491-497.



appeal to ordinary Americans.!” Reagan was especially assiduous in simplifying the nation’s
complex problems before delivering his messages. Focusing on rudimentary but stark frames—
individual endeavor versus big government, benevolent United States versus menacing Soviet
Union, religious conservatives versus secular liberalism—Reagan seized the higher moral
ground in the language of national debate. Therefore, the rightward realignment of voters across
multiple cohorts during the 1980s cannot be fully comprehended without considering the White

House’s rhetorical influence.!®

Conviction Politician?

One of the most common descriptions of Reagan is that he was a “conviction
politician.”!® He suggested that America had perennially answered the major questions of the day
by upholding individual liberty and imposing a limit on government; he also traced
contemporary problems to the estrangement from such traditional values.?’ Reagan’s efficacy in
broadly appealing to ordinary Americans also mitigated the resistance from a recalcitrant
Congress. Although Republicans recaptured the Senate in 1980, the House of Representatives
remained in Democratic control (see Figure B2), and Reagan’s credibility on the Hill was
tenuous as his adversaries viewed his electoral success as a rebuke to Carter’s presidency rather

than an endorsement of his mandate.?! Instead of engaging Congress in a direct and cumbersome

17 Sloan, “Meeting the Leadership Challenges of the Modern Presidency,” 796.

18 Yair Ghitza et al., "The Great Society, Reagan’s Revolution, and Generations of Presidential Voting," American
Journal of Political Science 67, no. 3 (2023): 535, https://www jstor.org/stable/48737419.

19 Sloan, “Meeting the Leadership Challenges of the Modern Presidency,” 796.
20 Sloan, “Meeting the Leadership Challenges of the Modern Presidency,” 796.

2l David Mervin, "Ronald Reagan's Place in History," Journal of American Studies 23, no. 2 (1989): 275,
http://www jstor.org/stable/27555182.



way, Reagan maneuvered around it by mobilizing ordinary Americans, pressuring legislators
through the very constituents they served. In early 1981, when Washington politicians received a
flood of letters in support of Reagan’s economic recovery plan after he asked people to call or
write their representatives on national television, the political establishment recognized Reagan’s
favorable standing with the public, or at least his supporters.??

But many scholarly evaluations of Reagan’s policy achievements indicate that he adapted
his tone and governing approach over time, instead of being a “conviction politician” with
unwavering ideological goals.?* Reagan’s shifting stance on the Soviet threat is an example of
why he was a pragmatist. The contrast between the words of his “Evil Empire Speech” in 1983
and his actions after meeting Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985 is stark: he vehemently highlighted the
moral struggle against the Soviet Union and the threat it posed to democratic family values, just
four years before announcing a milestone nuclear treaty with Moscow.?* Reagan’s rhetoric of
emphasizing the positive aspects of the outcome, regardless of his previous predicaments or
statements, enabled him to remain a “conviction politician” in voters’ minds even as his policy
positions evolved. Many of Reagan’s signature policy initiatives—supply-side economics,

Strategic Defense Initiative, and the Reagan Doctrine—reshaped the terms of political debate,

22 Reed L. Welch, "Was Reagan Really a Great Communicator? The Influence of Televised Addresses on Public
Opinion," Presidential Studies Quarterly 33, no. 4 (2003): 871-872, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27552540.

23 Hugh Heclo, "The Mixed Legacies of Ronald Reagan," Presidential Studies Quarterly 38, no. 4 (2008): 555-574,
http://www jstor.org/stable/41219701; Joint Committee on Taxation, General Explanation of the Revenue
Provisions of the Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982 (H.R. 4961, 97th Congress,; Public Law 97-248),
Joint Committee Print JCS-38-82. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 12, accessed February 21,
2026, https://www.jct.gov/publications/1982/jcs-38-82.

24 Ronald Reagan, "Remarks at the Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, FL,"
speech, March 8, 1983, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, accessed February 21, 2026,
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks-annual-convention-national-association-evangelicals-
orlando-fl; William Burns et al., The Treaty on Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces: History and Lessons Learned,
Arms Control Series paper 9 (Brookings Institution, 2012), 1-5, accessed February 21, 2026,
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/30-arms-control-pifer-paper.pdf.
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putting his opponents on the defensive while consolidating the coalition of “Reagan

Conservatives,” an influence that persisted even into the Clinton era.?’

Reagan’s Use of Mass Media and Public Persona

In 1984, Reagan continued to eloquently project his rhetorical optimism, declaring
“Morning in America” through his famous television commercial.2® Television and mass
entertainment were deeply integrated into ordinary American life by the 1980s, setting a
favorable media environment for Reagan, who was adept at generating a holistically positive
atmosphere for himself. Roosevelt first established an intimate and effective form of direct
communication with the American people through his fireside chats (see Figure A3); John F.
Kennedy’s telegenic success in 1960 then marked the rising significance of appearance in
presidential politics.?’” Early media dynamics, however, revolved around episodic, ceremonial
events—Ilike presidential debates—rather than the continuous, message-disciplined media
strategy that would characterize later presidencies. By the 1980s, broadcast television was deeply
entrenched and alternative forms of video distribution were expanding, as more than 10 million

people watched the evening news.?® Adapting to the fragmented media landscape, Reagan

25 Chester Pach, "The Reagan Doctrine: Principle, Pragmatism, and Policy," Presidential Studies Quarterly 36, no. 1
(2006): 76, http://www jstor.org/stable/27552748.

26 C-SPAN, "Video Clip: 1984 Ronald Reagan Presidential Campaign Ad," video, 1:12, C-SPAN, March 19, 2012,
accessed February 24, 2026, https://www.c-span.org/classroom/document/?7280.

27 Scott Yenor, "A New Deal for Roosevelt," Claremont Review of Books, last modified 2007, accessed May 18,
2026, https://claremontreviewofbooks.com/a-new-deal-for-roosevelt/; Margaret Biser, "The Fireside Chats:
Roosevelt's Radio Talks," The White House Historical Association, last modified August 19, 2016, accessed May
18, 2026, https://www.whitehousehistory.org/the-fireside-chats-roosevelts-radio-talks; James N. Druckman, "The
Power of Television Images: The First Kennedy-Nixon Debate Revisited," The Journal of Politics 65, no. 2 (2003):
559-571, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2508.t01-1-00015.

28 Jonathan Levy et al., Broadcast Television: Survivor in a Sea of Competition, OPP Working Paper 37
(Washington, DC: Federal Communications Commission, 2002), 1-6, accessed February 21, 2026,
https://docs.fce.gov/public/attachments/DOC-226838 A22.pdf; Pew Research Center, Network TV: Evening News
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deployed communication across multiple platforms: from town-hall meetings and radio
broadcasts to prime-time television and addresses to the nation. The way the public perceives
political issues, as elucidated by the Receive-Accept-Sample (RAS) model, helps explain
Reagan’s communicative strength. According to the model, public opinion often reflects the elite
cues and salient considerations most available to citizens, depending on people’s political
awareness and prior predispositions.?” Reagan’s advantage lay in his ability to supply those cues
through a coherent public persona.

In contrast to popular sentiment, Reagan’s communication was not always a panacea for
reshaping public opinion to his advantage. Exposure to Reagan’s speeches did not reliably
persuade audiences that he was more effective or more trustworthy as president.?° It did,
however, make the public more likely to attribute strong leadership qualities to Reagan.’! This
discrepancy between “effectiveness” and “perceived qualities” as president suggests that
Reagan’s media strategy emphasized the construction of a holistic public persona that could
remain buoyant above fragmented policy debates or political scandals. Reagan’s approval ratings
bolster the claim that he was indeed a “Teflon president,” remaining comparatively resilient
throughout most of his presidency, with notable exceptions during the 1981-1982 recession and

the Iran-Contra affair (see Figure B1).3

Ratings Over Time by Network, July 9, 2015, accessed February 21, 2026,
https://www.pewresearch.org/chart/network-tv-evening-news-ratings-over-time-by-network/.

2 John Zaller, "What Nature and Origin Leaves Out," Critical Review 24, no. 4 (2012): 569, accessed April 6, 2026,
https://doi.org/10.1080/08913811.2012.8076438.

30 Welch, “Was Reagan Really a Great Communicator?” 868.
31 Welch, “Was Reagan Really a Great Communicator?” 868.
32 Marilyn Berger, "Ronald Reagan Dies at 93; Fostered Cold-War Might and Curbs on Government," The New York

Times, June 6, 2004, accessed February 22, 2026, https://www.nytimes.com/2004/06/06/us/ronald-reagan-dies-at-
93-fostered-cold-war-might-and-curbs-on-government.html; Gallup, "Presidential Approval Ratings — Gallup
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Comparison with Reagan’s Successors

For a politician whose signature theme was a curb on government’s power, Reagan left a
rather ironic achievement: contributing to a renewed sense of dignity and admiration for the
presidency.?* Many of his successors emulated his style, whether intentionally or inadvertently,
before claiming the office. Clinton reportedly studied Reagan’s rhetorical patterns and sought to
develop an altered approach to the “rhetorical presidency.”* He certainly made a memorable
impression as a presidential candidate when he appeared on a late-night talk show to play the
saxophone (see Figure A4).3> While both Bush presidents extensively applied media strategies in
their campaigns, the forty-third president more closely mirrored Reagan’s small-town traditional
American values and folksy communication strategy, though he lacked Reagan’s oratorical
skill.*¢ As a convincing orator and an optimistic politician, Barack Obama’s rise to the
presidency parallels that of Reagan. Both first gained national prominence through an impactful
endorsement of a presidential candidate.?” Their sustained optimism in spite of economic

downturns provided a source of reassurance to apprehensive Americans.

Historical Statistics and Trends,” accessed February 21, 2026, https://news.gallup.com/poll/116677/presidential-
approval-ratings-gallup-historical-statistics-trends.aspx.

33 Heclo, “The Mixed Legacies of Ronald Reagan,” 566; Berger, “Ronald Reagan Dies at 93.”

34 Keith E. Whittington, "The Rhetorical Presidency, Presidential Authority, and President Clinton," Perspectives on
Political Science 26, no. 4 (1997): 199, https://doi.org/10.1080/10457099709600675; Heclo, “The Mixed Legacies
of Ronald Reagan,” 566.

35 C-SPAN, "Clinton Appearance on Arsenio Hall Show," C-SPAN, accessed February 24, 2026, https://www.c-
span.org/program/campaign-1992/clinton-appearance-on-arsenio-hall-show/19384.

36 C-SPAN, "2000 Political Ads," C-SPAN, Cable-Satellite Public Affairs Network, last modified August 30, 2004,
accessed February 21, 2026, https://www.c-span.org/program/vignette/2000-political-ads/132870.

37 Reagan, “A Time for Choosing,” speech; C-SPAN, "Barack Obama 2004 Democratic National Convention
Keynote Speech," video, 19:05, C-SPAN, accessed February 23, 2026, https://www.c-span.org/program/american-
history-tv/barack-obama-2004-democratic-national-convention-keynote-speech/193754.
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Politics in the 2010s also faced another critical inflection point: the introduction of social
media. Americans now have access to an unprecedented amount of information, including
political messages and rhetoric. Though Reagan’s media politics were largely television-based,
his rhetorical and campaign style—particularly its incremental integration into everyday

American life—has remained relevant even in the age of social media.

Reagan’s Rhetorical Legacy

The legacy of Reagan’s rhetorical revolution extends beyond cultivating presidents of
optimistic charisma; it also helped institutionalize an unsustainable model of political
communication that privileges appearances while eclipsing policy substance. The tumultuous
end of George H.W. Bush’s presidency best illustrates the duality of this legacy. In 1988, Bush
himself campaigned as a pragmatic conservative who proclaimed, “no new taxes.”*® Yet his
campaign also benefited from Republican televised advertisements invoking fears of radical
liberalism and portraying Michael Dukakis as permissive on crime.’® Bush ultimately defeated
Dukakis by a commanding margin, and the following years proved him to be an experienced
statesman who displayed prudence and seasoned leadership.*® Often described as a “Pragmatic

Conservative,” Bush represented a different strand of conservatism compared to Reagan,

38 George H.W. Bush, "Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at the Republican National Convention in
New Orleans," speech, August 18, 1988, The American Presidency Project, accessed February 24, 2026,
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-accepting-the-presidential-nomination-the-republican-national-
convention-new.

39 Peter Baker, "Bush Made Willie Horton an Issue in 1988, and the Racial Scars Are Still Fresh," The New York
Times, December 3, 2018, accessed February 22, 2026, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/03/us/politics/bush-
willie-horton.html.

40 Adam Nagourney, "George Bush, Who Steered Nation in Tumultuous Times, Is Dead at 94," The New York
Times, December 2, 2018, accessed February 24, 2026, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/30/us/politics/george-hw-
bush-dies.html.
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advocating for “a kinder and gentler nation.”*! Candidate Bush largely followed the framework
of Reagan’s media politics, but President Bush focused more on public policy outcomes than
campaign optics.*? The tragedy for Bush was that his foreign policy competence and conciliatory
approach to domestic issues often failed to generate equivalent political enthusiasm among
voters. As economic sentiment among many voters remained weak heading into the 1992
election, Bush’s once-solid approval ratings fractured, ultimately paving the way for the victory
of young, charismatic Bill Clinton.** Implied by Bush’s lament to supporters that he did not
receive enough credit for his accomplishments, his standing in the media was conspicuously
more tenuous than Reagan or Clinton.** Clinton’s victory in 1992 reinforced the growing
importance of politicians’ rhetorical efficacy in U.S. politics, a lasting shift first signaled during
the Reagan Revolution.

About four months after his Challenger address, Reagan received the report of the Rogers
Commission, which had been tasked with investigating the accident.*’ Reagan’s optimistic
narratives sought to restore public confidence in America’s space program, but it was evident

from the report that NASA’s institutional communication and technical accountability were

4! Nagourney, "George Bush Is Dead at 94.”; Bush, "Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at the
Republican National Convention," speech, The American Presidency Project.

42 John Kornblum, "How George H.W. Bush Made Modern Europe," Politico, December 1, 2018, accessed February
24,2026, https://www.politico.eu/article/george-hw-bush-made-modern-europe-cold-war/.

43 David E. Runkle, "No Relief in Sight for the U.S. Economy," Quarterly Review 16, no. 4 (1992): 13-14,
https://doi.org/10.21034/qr.1642; Nagourney, “George Bush Is Dead at 94.”

4 Walter Mears, "George H.W. Bush: Great on Experience, Not as Communicator," Associated Press, December 1,
2018, accessed February 23, 2026, https://apnews.com/article/north-america-financial-markets-us-news-ap-top-
news-ronald-reagan-d90885dbd04d41e9b3f7da8134555291.

45 Presidential Commission on the Space Shuttle Challenger Accident, Report to the President by the Presidential
Commission on the Space Shuttle Challenger Accident (Washington, DC: Presidential Commission on the Space
Shuttle Challenger Accident, 1986), 1, accessed February 21, 2026,
https://sma.nasa.gov/SignificantIncidents/assets/rogers_commission_report.pdf.
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insufficient, exposing a troubling contrast between public narrative and operational reality.*
Presidents inevitably face moments of chagrin and accountability. Bush would admit this burden
as he once again apologized for breaking his tax cut promises.*’ Nonetheless, presidential
accountability weakened in subsequent years, as polarization permitted partisan actors to deflect
or diffuse scrutiny.*® Since the Reagan years, voters have increasingly evaluated political
candidates on the basis of their affective appeal and political atmosphere, rather than by
scrupulous analysis of policy commitments and disqualifying political liabilities.
Correspondingly, affective polarization, which extends beyond case-specific policy
disagreement, has intensified, further undermining voters’ ability to attribute responsibility for
socioeconomic outcomes.*” The Reagan Revolution, however, left another valuable legacy as
well: the significance of optimism and faith in the American people. The Great Communicator
would not have been great without the rhetorical eloquence and commanding public persona that

ultimately helped orient the nation toward its ideal: the shining city upon a hill.>

46 Reagan, "Address to the Nation on the Explosion of the Space Shuttle Challenger,” speech; Presidential
Commission on the Space Shuttle Challenger Accident, Report to the President on the Space Shuttle Challenger
Accident, 1.

47 Nagourney, “George Bush Is Dead at 94.”

8 Rongbo Jin et al., "The Policy Blame Game: How Polarization Distorts Democratic Accountability across the
Local, State, and Federal Level," State Politics & Policy Quarterly 23, no. 1 (2022): 1-2,
https://doi.org/10.1017/spq.2022.21; G. Bingham Powell and Guy D. Whitten, "A Cross-National Analysis of
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Appendix A

Figure Al. Ronald Reagan Addressing the Nation on the Challenger Space Shuttle Explosion
Source: Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum

Figure A2. Reagan on a Whistle-Stop Tour in Ohio During the 1984 Presidential Election
Source: Ernie Mastroianni via The New York Times
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Figure A3. Franklin D. Roosevelt Delivering a Fireside Chat Through Radio
Source: National Archives and Records Administration
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Figure A4. Bill Clinton Playing Saxophone on The Arsenio Hall Show in 1992
Source: The Arsenio Hall Show

Figure AS. George H.W. Bush and Michael Dukakis in the 1988 Presidential Debate
Source: University of California, Los Angeles
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Appendix B

Ronald Reagan Public Approval/Disapproval
(Gallup Data)
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Number of Representatives by Party

Figure B2. The House of Representatives Election of 1980
Source: Digital Scholarship Lab of University of Richmond
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