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This study analyzes the confirmation hearings discourse of Clarence Thomas 

and George Bush. Language constructs social reality. The United States has a history 

of racism and this history manifests itself in our language. The discourse of Clarence 

Thomas and George Bush created a social reality that equated opposition to Thomas' 

confirmation with racism using rhetorical strategies that included metaphor and 

narrative construction. 

The strategies of Clarence Thomas and George Bush were successful in 

changing the focus of the debate surrounding Thomas from qualification questions and 

sexual harassment allegations to the extent to which racism exists within the judicial, 

legislative, and executive branches of government and in society as a whole. The 

linguistic reconstruction strategies of Clarence Thomas and George Bush served to 

mute serious debate regarding Thomas' qualifications to serve on the Supreme Court, 

as well as Anita Hill and her allegations. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

As the nation's court of last resort, the United States Supreme Court wields 

personal and political power over the lives of United States citizens. Each member of the 

Supreme Court is nominated by the president and then is subject to a United States Senate 

Judiciary Committee Hearing. That recommendation is passed on to the Senate for a full 

member vote. Given that Supreme Court appointments are for life and that the decisions 

of this court can significantly affect the lives of United States citizens, these nominations, 

hearings, and confirmations are marked with importance and gravity. 

In late 1991, national attention was focused on an historical event that left many 

people relieved, many people confused, many people disenchanted, and many people 

angered. This event was the confirmation hearings of President Bush's Supreme Court 

nominee, Clarence Thomas, and specifically those confirmation hearings dealing with 

sexual harassment charges made by Professor Anita Hill, a previous employee of Thomas. 

The hearings were confrontational, in large measure, due to those charges brought against 

the nominee. At the time of the hearings, that came to be labeled as the "Anita Hill-

Clarence Thomas hearings," the media reported that popular opinion seemed to believe 

that Judge Thomas was telling the truth (Gest 28). By 1992, the sentiment arguably had 

changed. Polls indicated that the majority of American citizens believed Professor Anita 

Hill (Gest 28). 



While many facets of the confirmation hearings exist warranting attention and 

research, this study concentrates on the discursive use of racial ethnicity as defense, 

specifically the Bush Administration's and Thomas' use of the discourse of racial ethnicity 

to defend against questions raised concerning the nominee. This chapter establishes the 

foundation for this inquiry. In the first section, the problem that the study addresses will 

be presented. The second section provides an overview of self-defense rhetoric. The 

justification for the study will be addressed in the third section. The chapter concludes 

with the study's design. 

Statement of the Problem 

The discourse of racial ethnicity, the vocabulary of racist issues and terms, 

historically has been used to construct social realities supporting the status quo. Prior to 

the American Civil War, skin color automatically justified servitude of Africans in 

America. Later, a specific social reality was created justifying the continued practice of 

national segregation between blacks and whites (Plessv vs. Ferguson 163 US 1138 

[1896]). In the presidential campaign of 1988, then Vice-president George Bush's 

infamous Willie Horton campaign advertisements resonated a social reality of 

African-American crime that proved successful against Michael Dukakis (Swain 227). 

These instances of racial ethnicity discourse were created and maintained by hegemonic 

structures to control and preserve social institutions and/or as fear appeals for the white 

community. Against this backdrop, the pro-Thomas confirmation discourse seems unique. 

The nomination and confirmation of Thomas, an African-American, was defended and 

justified through the use of racial ethnicity discourse. In the case of Thomas, the use of 

racist discourse surfaced initially in the Pin Point narrative as was put forth by the Bush 



Administration, as well as by Thomas himself. Later, the narrative of racial victimage was 

added to the Pin Point narrative in response to the allegations of Hill. Both strategies 

served to garner popular support for his claims of a racist process. Answers regarding his 

qualifications for the position and simple denial of the sexual harassment allegations 

arguably would have had limited effectiveness in dismounting these claims. Thomas' lack 

of experience and credentials, as well as Anita Hill's status as professor, her credentials, 

and collaborating, testimony, provided constraints to Thomas' rhetorical situation that 

likely would have been difficult to overcome. To meet the demands of the situation, the 

Bush Administration and Thomas constructed a reality that muted qualification questions 

and also overcame Hill's charges of sexual harassment. 

This study analyzes the discourse of Thomas and the Bush Administration and 

answers the question: How was the issue of race used to construct a social reality that 

equated opposition to Thomas' confirmation with racism? Answering this question will 

help determine the strategies used by Thomas and the Bush Administration, as well as the 

effects these strategies had on popular opinion and Thomas' eventual confirmation and 

appointment to the United States Supreme Court. 

Contributory Studies 

Political confirmation hearings, such as those of Thomas, are a form of apologia. 

Just as defendants in criminal proceedings defend their innocence, nominees must defend 

their qualifications and character. The decision to appoint a candidate is the result of the 

rhetor successfully constructing a reality demonstrating that he/she is worthy of the 

appointment. Clarence Thomas' defense included resolving professional and character 

questions and more importantly, addressing charges of sexual impropriety. Ware and 



Linkugel provide a description of four strategies that were available to Thomas in the 

construction of a reality that resolved these questions. These strategies include denial, 

bolstering, differentiation, and transcendence. 

The realities resulting from the first two strategies argued by Ware and Linkugel 

seemingly fit the definition of classical stasis issues. Cicero and Quintilian argued that the 

basis of judgment could be ascertained by determining whether a case turned on a question 

of fact, definition, or quality (Golden, Berquist, and Coleman 77). Questions of fact 

consider whether an accused person has committed a particular crime for which he/she is 

charged. For instance, if a person is charged with taking another's life, the initial question 

raised is whether he/she committed the act. According to Ware and Linkugel, this form 

of stasis results from strategies of "denial." From these strategies, a reality is constructed 

that denies "participation in, relationship to, or positive sentiment toward whatever it is 

that repels the audience" (276). 

A second issue of classical stasis is consideration of the act and its defining terms. 

Again, in the taking of life, the consequences of a first degree murder conviction are far 

different from those of a manslaughter conviction. The differences in punishment lie in 

defining circumstances surrounding the taking of life. Finally, questions of quality ask 

whether the action was good or bad. In other words, was the act justified? In the above 

example, was killing premeditated or justifiable homicide? Hence, arguments are 

determined once the motives for actions done or to be done are recognized and defined. 

Arguably, Ware and Linkugel describe this issue as the reality constructed by "bolstering" 

and occurs when the speaker attempts to align himself/herself with something viewed 

favorably by the audience (277). 



In recent history, the use of much broader contexts, and hence broader stasis issues 

(such as past social injustices and parental and/or spousal abuse), has changed the way in 

which all involved view the realities of particular cases and processes guiding that case. 

Frequently, cases now revolve around issues from an adult's past, even as far back as 

childhood. With increased media attention to problems such as injustice or abuse in the 

form of talk shows and entertainment news shows (such as "Hard Copy," "Inside Edition," 

and "A Current Affair"), stasis issues now often evolve from predominant social issues, 

which then enjoy the power of media soundbite status. 

These much broader stasis contexts are becoming more pronounced in self-defense 

rhetoric. According to Ware and Linkugel self-defense strategies of "differentiation" and 

"transcendence" construct these contexts. First, differentiation allows the speaker to 

separate "some fact, sentiment, object, or relationship from some larger context within 

which the audience presently views that attribute" (281). Second, the strategy of 

transcendence "move[s] the audience away from the particulars of the change at hand in a 

direction toward some abstract, general view of [the rhetor]" (280-281). 

This study draws from the contribution of Ware and Linkugel. The study will 

attempt to show how the Bush Administration and Thomas used discourse of self-defense 

to win majority support in the U.S. Senate necessary for Thomas' confirmation to the 

Supreme Court. The study's significance will be discussed in the next section. 

Significance of the Study 

The study may prove to be significant in three ways. First, this study may aid in 

the continuing search for rational society—what Habermas argues is participation among 

free and equals (Habermas 188). Governmental decisions are often the product of 



resolving the discursive tensions constructed intensionally, inferences and judgments, 

rather than extensionally, verifiable observations. Until studies provide insights into 

discursive intensionality, rationality cannot play a role in societal and political discourse 

and decision-maldng. 

Second, the study may aid in understanding the importance of metaphor in the 

court of public opinion. All discourse is metaphoric in that symbols substitute "real" for a 

vicarious experience. Rationality demands metaphor analysis for extensionality due to the 

ability of language to be ideological, as well as its ability to create social reality. This 

study will deconstruct Thomas' use of metaphor in the formation of social reality. 

Finally, this study may shed light on an emerging shift in discourse surrounding 

nomination and confirmation processes. Many recent hearings involving political 

nominations have evidenced the emergence of this type of rhetoric in which a subject bases 

a defense on a particular experience, group membership, or past societal injustice. This 

genre's consummation predicates on the guilt of others whether rooted in society or 

person(s). The final section provides the plan of the study. 

Plan of the Study 

Since the construction of social reality plays such an important role in any hearing 

or trial, Chapter Two will focus on this subject, and particularly how race has historically 

been used in the construction of social realties. After recognizing ways in which race has 

been used successfully by others in the past to form social realities, Chapter Three will 

analyze its use in the discourse of Clarence Thomas and the Bush Administration. In this 

chapter an attempt will be made to uncover patterns, strategies, and the roles of metaphor 

in the 1991 confirmation discourse. Chapter Four will provide conclusions and 



implications of the study concerning the rhetoric of the Thomas confirmation hearings and 

will make suggestions as to possible areas for future research. 



CHAPTER II 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF SOCIAL REALITIES 

In the midst of the Hill-Thomas hearings, an important component of both the 

political and social aspects of the event was consistently overlooked by political and non-

political observers. This component was the creation of social realities. The debate 

surrounding how language works to create social reality and how these social realities 

then effect and help create society as a whole has not been limited to communication 

studies scholars. Psychological, sociological, historical, and cultural scholars have all 

added to the richness and diversity of social reality theory. 

Chapter II continues the discussion of the construction of social reality. This 

chapter argues that social reality is created by discourse and that the ability of language to 

do such has resulted in an historical creation and re-creation of realities regarding race 

and/or ethnicity. While many studies focus on either the construction of reality or the 

history of racist discourse, this chapter attempts to connect both phenomena. This 

discussion suspends judgement about what constitutes "real" meaning and instead 

examines knowledge formations which lead to meaning, and hence reality, being formed in 

a racist manner (Wetherell and Potter 81). First, an explanation of how language 

constructs social realities will be presented. Second, the functions of racist 

discourse will be discussed. Finally, the chapter presents some historical uses of racist 

language as examples of its evolution. 
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How Language Constructs Social Reality: 

An Interdisciplinary Perspective 

Communication is not only the means by which we convey and hence commune. 

Communication is also the means by which we create, sustain, and alter our social 

realities. Rather than a process "whereby information about an external, 'real' world is 

shared by individuals," it is the means by which information is used to construct individual 

and group realities (Sigman 6). The rhetorical creation of social reality is a three step 

process. First, persons perceive their world through their basic senses. Next, these 

perceptions are formed into interpretations of the world based on information previously 

gathered concerning the nature of what has been perceived. Finally, persons create social 

realities in regard to what has been perceived by linking their many interpretations of the 

sensation(s) in order to form a belief about what is "real" in their world (Pearce and 

Cronen 233). This process leads us to discover how perceived truth is formed rather than 

leading us to discover a particular truth. 

It is efficacious, at this point, to discuss perception abstractions and how these 

abstractions help form social realities. Hayakawa suggests that once an object is initially 

perceived, we engage in a process called "abstraction." An abstraction is "an interaction 

between our nervous systems (with all their imperfections) and something outside them" 

(Hayakawa 100). In other words, when we see an object we perceive that object in its 

most basic of forms, ignoring individual characteristics of that object. For example, when 

person A encounters person B, the initial perceptions about person B are of person B's 

most basic, recognizable characteristics (race, sex, attractiveness, dress, etc.). Person A 
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then categorizes person B, based on those characteristics in order to organize the 

encounter into one of his or her social realities. In an effort to achieve understanding at 

the time of initial perception, person A ignores the individual characteristics of person B. 

Typically, perception begins with the highest level of abstraction such as race, sex, or 

dress, and as knowledge about the perception expands, lower levels of abstraction are 

recognized such as firefighter, war veteran, or parent (Hayakawa 101). Unfortunately, 

however, most often perceptions, interpretations, knowledge, and social realities are 

formed using high-level abstractions (Hayakawa 115). 

Once categorization of the abstraction has occurred, interpretation of the 

abstraction begins. In his book Society as Text: Essays on Rhetoric. Reason, and Reality. 

Richard Brown argues that society, as humans come to perceive it, is an actual text. That 

is, the process of communication interprets each new article of information "in terms of 

messages already pronounced" (129). In this way, the world as perceived by a person is 

constantly being redefined in terms of new information gathered, and the interpretation of 

the new information that is gathered is effected by what a person has already perceived 

about his or her world. (Brown 129). More simply put, we comprehend and organize 

perceptions into more complete concepts and categories in order to manage and order our 

individual and group worlds. This also implies that all of our knowledge stands in relation 

to what we already know to be "true," and that anything we "know" is known as 

something and is constructed from the perspective of our existing knowledge (Brown and 

Lyman 5). 
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The next step in this process is the actual transition of a sensual perception, that 

has been ordered into an individual's interpretation of what he or she "knows," into an 

actual social reality that organizes one's world. It is in this stage that an understanding of 

the importance of language becomes most vital. While language certainly plays an 

important role in the process of providing knowledge, we rely on our private discursive 

constructs when approached with other social realities that may or may not make sense to 

us by virtue of our limited amount of knowledge. That is to say that when a person is 

confronted by an unfamiliar reality, that person most likely will rely on his or her own 

reality and available knowledge in order to evaluate the unfamiliar reality. 

This concept can be simplified with an example. When a white American citizen is 

approached by a black American citizen, both citizens rely on knowledge already available 

in order to form important conclusions about the high-level abstractions "white" and 

"black," such as the nature of the person (good or evil), the intelligence of the person, the 

cleanliness of the person, the intent of the person, etc. This knowledge comes in the form 

of language, and the words with which a person has come to define that person of a 

different color become an important part of the conclusions reached by each individual 

concerning the other. 

After conclusions are drawn, decisions concerning the other are made. Such 

decisions might include whether or not to hire this person, help this person, acknowledge 

this person, house this person, or even hate this person. Often times, these very important 

decisions are made simply on the basis of a physical characteristic which has been 

constructed by language in the social reality of an individual. A high-level abstraction, 
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such as "black," not only ignores the individual characteristics of a person, but it is also 

one of the most complicated types of abstraction in that lower levels of abstractions 

cannot systematically occur (Hayakawa 115). What does "black" mean? Is it a race, a 

color, an ideology, a community? Herein, according to Hayakawa, lies the "nature of 

prejudice" (Hayakawa 115). Perceptions, categorizations, interpretations, and social 

realities are made on the basis of the very abstract term "black." Language creates this 

abstraction, which is the basis of individual knowledge. 

This type of individual knowledge may be defined as a social reality created by 

language. As Mead suggests, language "does not simply symbolize a situation or object 

which is already there in advance." Rather, it makes possible the very "existence or 

appearance of that situation or object, for it is part of the mechanism where that situation 

or object is created" (78). For example, I am told that a place called "England" exists. I 

can see it listed in an encyclopedia, I can see it placed on a map, and I can hear stories 

from people who claim to have been there, however, until I visit England myself the 

country exists only as a construct of language. In fact, for many people the entire world is 

simply a rhetorical construct, for they have not actually been around the world. We are 

told that England exists and hence it does. This is how language creates reality. Using the 

two above mentioned examples together, it becomes clear how a person can construct a 

reality in dealing with another person from an unfamiliar country based on how a person 

interprets what that person has read, seen, and heard about the unfamiliar country and its 

people. 



13 

Much debate concerning social reality theory revolves around an understanding of 

meaning. The process explained above is simply an explication of how people arrive at 

meaning. According to Mead, meaning must be viewed as having an existence unto itself. 

Mead argues that human symbols are differentiated from the meanings to which they refer 

(78). Mead also argues that meanings are not a set of "organized relations existing or 

subsisting mentally outside the field of experience into which they enter" (Mead 78). For 

example, if two people hear the word "chair," each person may have a different image, and 

hence meaning, for that word. One person may picture the rocking chair passed down for 

generations in his or her family, however, another person may picture the administrator of 

their major department in college, also known as the "chair" of the department. Even if 

both person's picture an image of furniture, each person's image will differ, often times 

dramatically. Hence, the meaning of the word "chair" does not exist outside the personal 

meanings of each individual who uses the word at the time of its use. 

In their book, The Meaning of Meaning: A Study of the Influence of Language 

Upon Thought and of the Science of Symbolism. Ogden and Richards exemplify their 

theory of meaning in the form of the semantic triangle. Each of the three corners of the 

triangle represent the major components in the process of meaning. These threee corners 

include symbol, reference or thought, and referent or the object of thought. The reference 

includes past knowledge and the contexts of that knowledge. Referents are the objects 

that are perceived by the senses and create impressions stored in the thought area. 

Symbols are the words that summon the referent through the cognitive mechanisms of the 

reference. The key to understanding the process of meaning rests in the relationship of 
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each major component of the process to the other components (Ogden and Richards 10-

11). 

A causal relationship exists between the reference and the symbol. Just as we 

deliberately choose symbols based on references such as purpose and proposed effect, 

when we perceive a symbol we perform an act of reference in order to assume an attitude 

that will closely resemble that of the speaker's. The relationship between the reference and 

the referent can be either direct or indirect. The relationship is direct when we are 

thinking of something that we are capable of personally perceiving at that time. The 

relationship is indirect when we are thinking of something that we cannot immediately 

perceive and that may require longer chains of interpreted signs or symbols. Only an 

indirect relation is possible between the symbol and the referent because the two 

components are not typically directly connected. Only when a symbol is primarily 

equivalent to the referent, in such cases as onomatopoeic words and when explicit 

drawings or gestures are used, does the relationship become direct (Ogden and Richards 

10-11). 

The semantic triangle emphasizes the fact that no direct connection exists between 

a word and what it symbolizes, and also serves to warn us that it is fallacious to assume 

that the person to whom we are speaking has the same thought process with regard to 

certain words as we do. In other words, the semantic triangle underscores the observation 

that meaning lies within people rather than in their symbols. These explanations of 

meaning are not to say that any particular meaning is necessarily true or false. Each 

person's meanings are justifiable by that person as a result of the person's experiences, 
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education, influences, and other social processes. A person's meanings are real and 

rationalized by that person, and hence a person's social constructions of reality that are 

based on those meanings are also real and rationalized for the same reasons. Because 

meanings are not subject to empirical analysis, a meaning becomes as distinct and 

particular as each person that holds the meaning. For the same lack of verifiability, often 

times peoples' meanings differ and even clash with reference to important issues. It is the 

recognition of this fact that has led the propagandist to seek ways to both bypass and 

manipulate meaning, and it is for this reason that the careful evaluation of important 

rhetoric is necessary. 

Guided by Walter Fisher, in his essay, "A Motive View of Communication," I 

conclude the following about language and the creation of social reality. First, an inherent 

function of discourse is its ability to influence ethical choices (Fisher 131). Influence is 

possible because of the flexibility of meanings and the power one accesses when a rhetor is 

able to manipulate meaning in the minds of listeners. Second, rhetorical discourse creates 

an "image, a value-oriented interpretation of some part of the world." Images are 

"composites of empirical and non-empirical knowledge," and these images influence 

individual social realities enough to dictate one's behavior in reference to any subject 

matter (Fisher 131). Third, a rhetorical construct can be characterized as a "real-fiction." 

That is, as a construct it becomes a guide to one's daily beliefs and actions in response to 

those beliefs, however, it is ultimately fiction since its guidance cannot be empirically 

analyzed (Fisher 132). Finally, rhetorical constructs function to effect the forming of an 

image that is later expressed as a "proposition, proposal, or cause" (Fisher 132). 



16 

In summary, reality is a distinctly human sphere. It is neither rigid nor immutable, 

but as McCall and Simmons suggest, "a thing to be debated, compromised, and legislated" 

(42). In addition, it is those who are most able to understand and manipulate the 

complications of meaning who are more persuasive in their quest to establish their 

interpretations as reality, and hence have greater control over society. With regard to the 

United States, those in control have consistently constructed the meanings and 

interpretations of those without European-Anglo heritage and from these constructs has 

come a racist discourse that permeates and flows throughout American society even 

today. As echoed by Michel Foucault throughout his book, Power/Knowledge: Selected 

Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977. knowledge is a form of discursively produced 

history, and history is always a version. 

Race in the Construction of Social Reality 

Racist discourse, as defined by Wetherell and Potter, is "discourse (of whatever 

content) which has the effect of establishing, sustaining, and reinforcing oppressive power 

relations between those defined" (70). Racist discourse, then, has the effect of 

"categorizing, allocating, and discriminating" between particular groups while it justifies, 

sustains, and legitimates" those practices which maintain power and dominance over the 

subjects of such discourse (Wetherell and Potter 70). Racist discourse relies on the 

retention of certain tropes, metaphors, and images in order to construct and maintain an 

"elaborate and layered causal narrative" (Wetherell and Potter 97,123). 

While popular conceptions of race do change, they change slowly and continue to 

rely on a firm foundation that mixes ideas regarding race from both the past and present 
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(Wetherell and Potter 20). The union of both old and new racial stereotypes assure that 

power and dominance will be maintained by creating a cycle, and hence many 

contemporary whites still react to an African-American in a particular manner on the basis 

of the slave history of African-Americans in the United States. The cycle continues as 

follows. Attitudes about African-Americans that were formed during the time of slavery 

have become a part of American culture. These very attitudes are those which help 

reinforce the present status of the African-Americans in the United States. To complete 

the cycle, this present status is partly a result of the attitudes passed down from the time of 

slavery, continuing the cycle (Simpson and Yinger 111). 

What people say about ethnic minorities is seldom based on personal experiences 

or opinions, rather, the discourse surrounding race is primarily based on socially shared 

and stereotypical knowledge of the race (van Dijk 61). Racist discourse is a 

representation of reality for many people regardless of the fact that the racist discourse is 

both contingent on one's historical perspective, as well as socially determined through the 

power of language to create social reality. Hence, racist discourse is ideological because it 

is both unscientific (relying on an uncomplimentary image and narrative) and because it is 

only a "partial form of knowledge" which protects the vested interests of the politically 

and socially dominant (Wetherell and Potter 31). 

According to Wetherell and Potter, ideologies are distinguished from other mental 

processes by virtue of their social functions and effectiveness (22). Wetherell and Potter 

contend that ideology works by imposing "usually liberal, metaphysical abstractions which 

conceal and obscure the real exploitative basis of social relations" (22). In other words, 
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ideological discourse works as a illogical justification for the social relations which put 

some members of society in power and leave others to be oppressed. This is accomplished 

through the use of abstract terms and images which serve to confuse the knowledge and 

meaning process es of the uncritical audience. This type of discourse purposefully ignores 

the real state of affairs through its obscurity and mystification, and has been described as a 

type of "false or deluded consciousness" (Wetherell and Potter 18). 

The ideologies that are formed through this type of discourse help organize large 

portions of our lives and are generally based on our personal goals, interests, and values, 

all of which are reflections of our perceptions regarding our individual "positions" in 

society (van Dijk 194). It is for this reason that racist discourse, being ideological in 

nature, is not only able to help form knowledge and hence social reality, but is also able to 

influence behaviors affecting ourselves and others as well. For example, it was a particular 

ideology, constructed and reinforced by language, that justified the institutionalized 

slavery of Africans in the United States. For further explanation of how racist discourse 

works as an ideology to help shape our lives, we can look to four main functions of racist 

discourse: to excuse the actions of the status quo; to preserve the dominant race; to 

provide scapegoats; and to reaffirm an acceptance of the racist argument based on 

consonance. 

The first function of racist discourse is to excuse the actions of the status quo. 

Such actions might include past injustices such as slavery or segregation, as well as 

present situations such as the degeneration of the inner cities and decreased funding for 

minority-oriented programs. Racist language helps the dominant group hide and ignore 
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the exploitative nature of the hegemony's relations with minority groups and masks these 

relations as "natural, enduring, and in everyone's interest" (Wetherell and Potter 31). 

In the past, African-Americans have been labeled "inferior" and "immoral" (Burkey 

50). The history of slavery has been constructed for many as a "positive good" for 

African-Americans, saving Africans "from the pot," and hence has constructed a reality of 

Africans and their lifestyle before the intrusion of the white Americans (Frederickson 62). 

The attitudes concerning African-Americans that have been passed down from the times of 

slavery have helped legitimize the exploitation of African-Americans in the United States. 

White Americans successfully pushed Black Americans into a lower social class by 

bringing reality into line with the need to ensure subservience and hence production at a 

lower cost (Miles 105). 

The second function of racist discourse is to preserve the dominant race. The 

ideological nature of racist discourse allows the status quo to maintain its advantage 

through presentation of its interests as the interests of the entire community (Wetherell 

and Potter 24). Two major systems in America have helped maintain white dominance 

and black subordination—slavery and apartheid. From its institutionalization in the early 

eighteenth century until around 1865, slavery maintained white dominance by refusing to 

educate, accept, or respect slaves in mainstream society. Informal, and later formal 

(Plessv v. Ferguson 163 US 1138 [1896]) policies of separate but unequal, coupled with 

other efforts to restrict blacks to the lowest social strata such as voting rights violations, 

civil rights violations, and discrimination compelled subordination in America (Burkey 

213). These forms of past and present civil injustice not only maintain white dominance, 
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but also leave blacks open to criticism based on living conditions and lack of social skills, 

which are a result of the oppression. As Bryce-LaPorte argues, the slave plantation 

"stigmatized the slave in order to justify his custody and exploitation" and deprived 

him/her from rehabilitation and thus supported the stigma attached to the slave's skin color 

(7). Thus, by disallowing blacks into the mainstream of society, whites enjoy the power to 

define blacks as non-people. In doing so, whites are able to create and preserve a climate 

in which the status quo maintains dominance (Cohen 232-33). 

Directly connected to the identity of blacks as constructed by racist discourse is 

the use of scapegoating—the third function of racist discourse. During times of economic, 

social, or political dysfunction, blacks and other minorities frequently become the targets 

of scapegoating tactics through the use of racist discourse. Perhaps the most well-known 

example of this tactic is the scapegoating of German Jews during the reign of Adolf Hitler 

(Larson 374). Hitler successfully marginalized the Jews with the creation of the mythic 

German Aryian in order to establish, justify and preserve the status quo. Hitler linked the 

Jews with the social and economic problems being experienced by all Germans, and hence 

constructed a reality that became an ideological basis of the Holocaust. Scapegoating 

works to relieve tension or pressure from members of the dominant group by placing 

blame for societal problems on those not in power, hence maintaining and even 

strengthening the dominant-group's power. 

Larson argues that blacks are frequently blamed for societal problems in the United 

States due to the preexisting patterns of racism and discrimination in the country (375). 

Placing blame on blacks through the use of racist discourse and stereotypes works well 
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because generalized, abstract claims made by the dominant group concerning the nature of 

the subordinate group are already a part of the dominant groups constructed reality. This 

preexisting knowledge (ideological in nature), coupled with a history of African-American 

servitude, prejudice, and discrimination, make the scapegoating of blacks in the United 

States a frequent occurrence. As Critcher argues, this is due to the fact that these 

conditions work together to aid in the creation a black scapegoat of "manageable 

proportions" (Husband 233). Scapegoating works directly on an interpersonal level, and 

indirectly through the use of biased media coverage of social issues (Larson 375; van Dijk 

155). 

The final function of racist discourse is to reaffirm the acceptance of a racist 

argument based on consonance. Halloran, Elliot, and Murdock contend that the strategy 

of consonance attempts to detail all events discussed or the all claims made in a manner 

that will fit with an audience's "preexisting images" in order to "confirm earlier ideas" 

(217). In order for an argument to be accepted by an audience, consonance must occur or 

existing values may clash with those of the rhetor causing the audience to reject the 

rhetor's argument. Many scholars agree that a prime example of consonance occurred 

during the 1988 presidential election when George Bush used a television commercial 

portraying a convict, who had murdered while out of jail on furlough, as an example of the 

poor leadership offered by then Massachusetts Governor and Democratic Presidential 

candidate, Michael Dukakis (Dent 64; Karenga 132; Lacayo 16; Mayer and Abramson 

170; McClendon 149; Swain 227; Thelwell 105). The image on the screen was of an 

African-American man named Willie Horton. Horton possessed most of the physical 
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African-American stereotypes, as well as fitting a racist social expectation of being a 

criminal. In the eyes of many scholars, the advertisement used the frightening image of 

Horton along with a equally frightening narrative and past and present racial prejudice to 

make an argument equating crime with black members of society. This tactic is called 

"race-baiting" (Mayer and Abramson 170). Race-baiting arguments work by making a 

claim, however subtle, that can be accepted by an audience based on a reality already 

accepted by members, thereby creating consonance for the audience. The Willie Horton 

advertisement hence reaffirmed the racist stereotypes and ideologies surrounding African-

Americans, and then connected those negative attitudes to Presidential candidate Michael 

Dukkakis. 

The Historical Use of Racist Language 

The racist social reality in the United States is so familiar due its "monotony of 

ideological refrain" in which "variously combined, formulated, and documented" key ideas 

have been "adapted to different and changing adversaries" in order to allow for persistence 

of ideology without basic modification of language, and hence, reality (Higham 230). In 

dealing with the construction of a racist social reality in America, it is important to 

understand the history and evolution of racist language in the United States. Since racist 

social realities exist within institutions, communities, and social structures of the world 

society, the complete history of racist language (even if limited only to the African race in 

the United States) would be a thesis unto itself. Therefore, in an effort to examine the 

history of the social reality regarding African-Americans as created by language, I will 

briefly discuss three significant examples throughout American history—Christianity in a 
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new North America, the institution of slavery, and the importance of media in the 

construction of a racist social reality. 

The construction of a racist social reality begins where many American social 

constructions begin—Christianity. The predominant interpretation (both figuratively and 

literally) of Christianity and its primary text, the Bible, form the basis of a racist social 

reality in the United States. Issacs argues that the most basic themes of the Bible, good 

and evil, are represented by the colors white (good) and black (evil) (Husband 212). 

"Dark" and "light1 are also major themes which have been interpreted in racist terms by 

many Christians. Again, Issacs argues that "black" and "dark" are consistently negative in 

their interpretations representing "sin, wickedness, and evil," while white is used to signify 

"beauty, purity, and elegance" (Husband 212). 

Racist discourse and philosophy often grounds its primary arguments in 

Christianity, using racist interpretations of the Bible as evidence. For example, a member 

of the Ku Klux Klan states, "We always look to God's Holy Word as revealed in the Bible 

for our belief in supremacy of the White race...no man has ever presumed to say that 

Adam was not a white man" or has ever "denied that Christ was anything but a white man" 

(Williams 48). 

Christianity's portrayal in the early European arts also included racist depictions to 

reaffirm the racism found m Christian interpretations as a whole. According to Hunter, 

the tormentors of Christ in early European arts were frequently "Negro figures" (Husband 

213). Hunter also adds that in medieval morality plays and pageantry, "blacked up" 

figures represented the "devil, wickedness, and paganism" (Husband 213). Hunter notes 
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that by the sixteenth century, the meanings of black in the English language included 

"deeply stained with dirt, soiled, dirty, foul, having dark or deadly purposes, malignant, 

pertaining to or involving death, horrible, and wicked" (Husband 213). Again, a cycle 

begins by creating a social reality which is defined in racist terms and images. These racist 

terms and images then become institutionalized definitions which lend to an inherent 

predisposition against a certain physical characteristic (black skin). Those with black skin 

are then defined negatively and are given very little opportunity to change that definition 

because the realities associated with that physical characteristic deny the person's ability to 

change. 

Less than a century after America won its independence in the American 

Revolution, slavery had become an institution in North American society, subjugating 

Africans to slaves in the United States. The slave plantation quickly grew from a 

dependent institution to a dominant institution supported by other institutions and hence 

became the "central entity of a culture, society, and social system" unto itself (Bryce-

LaPorte 7). 

By the 1830s slavery had been ideologically defined as the natural evolution of 

African inferiority as biologically determined. In an effort to thwart abolitionists 

proponents claimed that, 

the Negroes-, whether physically or morally considered, are so inferior as to 

resemble the brute creation as nearly as they do the white 

species...hence...no alteration of their present condition would be 

productive of the least benefit to them, in as much as no change of their 
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nature can be expected to result from there. (Burkey 50) 

Anti-abolitionists also claimed that, 

it is well established that the negro is now an inferior species, or at least a 

variety of the human race...even when partially civilized under the control 

of the white man, he speedily returns to the same state if emancipated. 

(Burkey 50) 

Claims such as the above were frequently made, invoking Darwinism as the biological 

proof that evolution would assure the demise of some races (Higham 233). 

The role of the media has become increasingly important in the construction of 

social reality as media has become for accessible to most citizens, van Dijk argues six 

factors of media that become important when discussing the construction of social reality, 

van Dijk argues that the media provides data for everyday conversations and that groups 

with low power have less access to the media. He also argues that context and style 

reflect the dominant ideology, and that "neutral" topics for whites (such as politics, 

culture, and the arts) are not neutral when in a minority context. Next, van Dijk argues 

that deeper social causes of problems concerning minorities are rarely discussed. Finally, 

he argues that the media defines ethnic situations to infer negativity, hence formulating 

prejudice (van Dijk 44-46). These factors become very important in a society so 

inundated and absorbed by a media culture. 

The media has a particularly powerful way of maintaining a racist social reality by 

way of headlines which Husband argues categorize and repeat "culturally saturated 

connotative meanings" that play a major role in the creation of person's social reality 
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(Husband 229). The underrepresentation of minorities assures that the public has no 

admirable models by which to counter racist constructions of reality and racism as 

reported by the media is attributed to a few extremists rather than being treated as a 

systematic phenomenon (van Dijk 164). Therefore, according to van Dijk, most citizens 

get information about minorities from the media which provides the information in a 

context that supports the status quo, ignores deeper social causes, and formulates 

prejudice through its negativity in relation to minorities. Hence, a context bound 

knowledge of minorities coupled with an underrepresentation of minorities and a lack of 

access to media by minorities helps maintain the construction of a racist social reality. 

This reality is based, in this instance, not only on what is said, but as Husband argues, also 

on what is not said (Giles 220). 

Examples of this phenomena can be found in the events surrounding the cases of 

Charles Stuart and Susan Smith. Charles Stuart shot and killed his pregnant wife as they 

drove home from childbirth classes. Stuart blamed the murders on a black man before 

jumping into the Boston Harbor to his death. In between Stuart's accusations and his 

suicide, however, police swept through various housing developments, stopping and 

searching every black man in sight. This manhunt eventually ended in the arrest and 

charging of Willie Bennet for the murders of Mrs. Stuart and her unborn child (Terry 32). 

Susan Smith also accused a black man in the murder of her two children. Susan Smith, a 

South Carolina mother, invented a black abductor and falsely accused that abductor of 

caijacking her and her children, and then killing the children in an effort to hide her own 

guilt. Describing the attacker as a "black man in his twenties, wearing a plaid jacket and 
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jeans and waving a gun," Susan Smith pinned the crime on America's number one 

scapegoat—a young black man (Gibbs 46). The description Smith gave the sketch artist 

was so generic it was considered useless (Gibbs 47). Aldon Morris, the chair of the 

sociology department at Northwestern University argues that, "This case (Susan Smith) 

demonstrates once again the stereotypical view of black men in America, that they are 

other, that they are dangerous, that they should be imprisoned" (Terry 32). Dr. Alvin F. 

Poussaint, a professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School adds that, "Susan Smith 

was in tune with the racism in society. She knew what would work best to direct attention 

away from her: point the finger at a black man" (Terry 32). Charles Stuart and Susan 

Smith, did in fact use the media and the racist stereotypes of the United States in an effort 

to lay blame on a constructed villain, however, in Smith's case the construction did not 

cause the racial uproar that occurred in the Stuart case (Lacayo 47; Terry 32). 

Language creates social reality for members of any society. In the United States, 

the particular social reality that places African-Americans in a negative light and maintains 

the lower social status of this group is created through the use of racist language. This 

racist discourse finds its roots in the earliest of Western European traditions and has 

continued through to present day North American society. 

We create, sustain, and alter our social realities through communication. These 

social realities exist as the rhetorical constructions on which we base important decisions 

relating to the outside world. These constructions begin as understandings, perceived as 

abstractions, and then move into the realm of social realities via interpretations based on 

existing knowledge (our collection of social realities). Often times, social realities are 
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constructed from an historical perspective, which include past social institutions and their 

elements as a basis for social reality. 

American social realities, then, are often times based on an history that includes the 

institution of slavery, and hence many social realities still exist which are based on the 

attitudes that helped erect and maintain slavery. These realities are constructed through 

the use of racist language. Racist language is flexible, and its manifestations change with 

the shift of material conditions in the United States (Wetherell and Potter 176). Herein 

lies the power of racist discourse-the power to define, distinguish, subjugate, segregate, 

and ignore a people for centuries based on a single physical characteristic. It is the power 

of racist language in the construction of a particular social reality on which the next 

chapter will focus. Chapter III will concentrate on the discourse of Clarence Thomas in 

response to the specific rhetorical problems he faced during his confirmation hearings, and 

search for rhetorical strategies and patterns as Judge Thomas confronted the Senate 

Judiciary Committee and the nation regarding his race, his qualifications, and the 

allegations made by Professor Anita Hill. 



CHAPTER III 

THE RHETORICAL SITUATIONS AND 

STRATEGIES SURROUNDING THE 

CLARENCE THOMAS HEARINGS 

The confirmation process of Clarence Thomas to the U.S. Supreme Court gave 

rise to a rhetorical situation. The situation demanded an answer to the question, "Should 

Thomas be confirmed as Supreme Court Justice by the Senate?" The answer to the 

broader question was predicated initially on issues concerning Thomas' qualifications and 

character. This chapter argues that the discourse of the Bush Administration and Thomas 

recontextualized Thomas' confirmation debate constructing a social reality that equated 

negative criticisms of Thomas with racism. Questions concerning Thomas' appointment 

were recast as issues of prejudice existing within the Senate and the broader American 

community. 

Chapter III explains this discursive phenomena. First, the rhetorical situation 

facing Thomas will be described. Second, an analysis of the rhetorical strategies used by 

the Bush Administration and Clarence Thomas in addressing this situation will be 

discussed. Finally, with an understanding of the rhetorical situations and responses to 

those situations at hand, the construction of social reality with regard to the Thomas 

confirmation hearings will be addressed, as well as the consistent themes present in each 

constructed reality. 

29 
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The Rhetorical Situation of Clarence Thomas 

Clarence Thomas' confirmation discourse was in response to a rhetorical situation. 

In his innovative work, "The Rhetorical Situation," Lloyd Bitzer provided a framework for 

discovering and defining these discursive phenomena (1). Bitzer described the rhetorical 

situation as "a natural context of persons, events, objects, relations, and an exigence which 

strongly invites utterance" (5). Bitzer's definition of the rhetorical situation incorporates 

three constituents, including: exigence, audience, and constraints. An exigence is defined 

as, "an imperfection marked by urgency," which "specifies the audience to be addressed 

and the change to be effected" (6-7). The audience is defined as, "consisting of only those 

persons who are capable of being influenced by discourse and being mediators of change" 

(8). Finally, constraints include, "persons, events, objects, and relations which are part of 

the situation because they have the power to constrain decision and action needed to 

modify exigence" (8). Arguably, in Thomas' rhetorical situation, the final constituent, 

constraints, provided the defining character of the situation and proscribed the discourse. 

For instance, the exigency confronting Thomas and the Bush Administration was the 

filling of a vacancy in the Supreme Court. The audience of the exigency included the 

Senate Judiciary Committee members and the full Senate. The exigency and audiences 

were similar to those confronting other nominees to the Supreme Court. 

The uniqueness of any Supreme Court nomination, and particularly Thomas' 

confirmation, are the contexts of the confirmation. The initial contexts for Thomas 

occurred with the retirement of Justice Thurgood Marshall from the Surpreme Court, the 

discourse used by President George W. Bush in support of his replacement, and the 
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influence of popular opinion on the confirmation process. The contexts arguably 

influenced "antecedent rhetorical forms," which according to Kathleen Hall Jamieson 

"perpetuate a distinguishable institutional rhetoric by creating expectations which any 

future institutional spokesmen (sic) feel obliged to fulfill rather than frustrate (165). These 

contextual constraints determined the "fitting response" that Thomas and the Bush 

Administration were to invent for removing the exigence and satisfying the needs of the 

audiences. 

First, Thomas was nominated to replace the Court's first and only African-

American Justice and a strong advocate and defender of civil rights and affirmative action. 

Justice Marshall established expectations for a member of this ethnicity on the Supreme 

Court. As a lawyer for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, 

Marshall successfully argued Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. Kansas 347 US 

483 [1954], the Supreme Court case that ended legal segregation in U.S. public schools. 

He also advocated civil rights in twelve more Supreme Court cases (Mayer and Abramson 

15). Hence, Thomas' political philosophies were under especially strict scrutiny as a result 

of the nomination. The Justice Marshall standard focused debate on Thomas' past record 

regarding African-American rights and other civil rights issues. 

Critics questioned Thomas' stance on affirmative action, especially since he was 

thought to be a past beneficiary of these programs (LaCour 129; N.A.A.C.P. 270; Marable 

62; Higginbotham 12; Mayer and Abram 50,59). This record developed during Thomas' 

tenure as Chair of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission under the Reagan 

Administration. Thomas' ideology in reference to the E.E.O.C. was fundamentally 



32 

conservative. In fact, Thomas frequently publicly positioned himself in favor of "God-

given natural law" arguments (Mayer and Abramson 142). 

The second constraint facing Thomas confirmation was brought about due to the 

discourse President George Bush used in the nominating speech of Thomas. Bush vetoed 

the Civil Rights Act of 1991 in May of that year basing his rationale on an argument 

against quotas. Bush's nomination of an African-American risked creating the appearance 

of being a contradiction of his own argument (Dowd A15; Ostrow and Fulwood A16; 

Mayer and Abramson 21). To avoid this possibility, Bush's speechwriters intended for the 

President to label Thomas as the "best man" for the job. During the nominating address, 

however, Bush mistakenly characterized Thomas1 as the "best qualified man" for the job. 

This gaffe focused attention on Thomas' professional qualifications—an institutional 

standard Thomas had trouble meeting (Congressional Black Caucus 238; Marable 65,77; 

Mayer and Abramson 20). 

As a result of Bush's error, critics quickly mounted a campaign against Thomas 

beginning with his scholastic background. Their findings revealed that Thomas entered 

Yale law school in the fall of 1971 under an affirmative action plan aimed at increasing the 

university's minority enrollment to ten percent (Mayer and Abramson 58). While his 

university academic records remained sealed, Professor Thomas I. Emerson elected to 

make his class record public. Those records showed that Thomas finished sixty-ninth in a 

class of seventy-one in a class in politics and civil rights (Mayer and Abramson 60). 

A second area of Thomas'qualification-based rhetorical problem was his past 

federal performance. Thomas worked as a legislative assistant, the assistant secretary of 
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the Department of Education, a federal commission chair and a federal circuit court judge. 

First, Thomas did not possess the litigation experience that made him the "best qualified" 

candidate for the Supreme court. As a legislative assistant for Senator John Danforth (R-

Missouri), he specifically asked for tax law cases in order to avoid being perceived as an 

affirmative action employee working on civil rights cases (Mayer and Abramson 64-65). 

During Thomas' two and one half years in Senator Danforth's office, Thomas rarely 

strayed from tax cases, and handled mostly appeals. This was Thomas' only litigation 

experience and a chief criticism of forces opposing Thomas. Furthermore, critics also 

charged that in a post where he had an opportunity to enforce civil rights laws, Assistant 

Secretary for the Department of Education, Thomas used the occasion only to gain a 

"foothold' in the Reagan Administration (Mayer and Abramson 76). 

A third area of inquiry concerning Thomas' qualifications was his tenure at the 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. This was the last and highest federal 

commission office he held prior to his Supreme Court nomination. Thomas began his 

work at the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission as a part of the transition team 

assembled to draft new administration policies for the department under President Reagan. 

After nine months as a member of the transition team, Thomas was nominated for the 

position of department chair. 

An important criticism lodged against Thomas in this position was the enormous 

backlog of cases that grew steadily. At one point, the backlog of age discrimination cases 

grew so large that more than ten thousand cases were deserted due to statutes of 

limitation (Mayer and Abramson 129-130). Most importantly, and as stated above, 
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Thomas was seriously criticized for his views on affirmative action, calling it "a 

fundamentally flawed approach." Thomas' views regarding affirmative action drew fire 

because critics charged he was a beneficiary of many affirmative action programs in the 

past (Mayer and Abramson 59; Marable 62; Higginbotham 13-14; N.A.A.C.P. 270; Sales 

178). 

Finally, Thomas' judicial record as a federal circuit court judge for the Washington, 

D.C. district was scrutinized. As the court called to mediate disputes between the 

legislative and executive branches of the federal government, this circuit is considered 

second in importance only to the Supreme Court. In March of 1990, Thomas was sworn 

in as a member of this court. 

While Thomas wrote only twenty-five judicial opinions, his performance in two 

cases alarmed many opponents (Mayer and Abramson 163-164). In one, Thomas 

participated in a suit against Ralston Purina, the foundation of the Danforth family fortune. 

Critics charged his involvement was a conflict of interest due to his working for Senator 

Danforth after law school. In the other case, Thomas joined the opinion that freed 

Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North by denying a rehearing requested by the special 

prosecutor (Boyd and Royas 41). Thomas was accused of allowing a high ranking 

military official and Reagan Administration advisor to violate the Federal Constitution 

without due punishment. His participation in these two cases combined with his typically 

conservative stance as Chair of the E.E.O.C., his lack of judicial experience, and questions 

concerning his general scholastic and professional qualifications worked together to 
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effectively raise doubt regarding Bush's assertion that Thomas was the "best qualified" 

candidate. 

The final antecedent rhetorical form contributing to the initial constraint of 

Thomas' rhetorical situation was the importance of popular opinion. Popular opinion 

considerations has achieved more influence in the judicial confirmation process with the 

failed nomination of Judge Robert Bork in 1987. Bork's nomination and the importance 

of popular opinion has become the focus of numerous scholars. In his book, Packing the 

Courts: The Conservative Campaign to Rewrite the Constitution. Herman Schwartz 

discusses the organized resistance to the nomination. Another account, The People 

Rising: The Campaign Against the Bork Nomination, by Michael Pertschuk and Wendy 

Schaetzel, focuses on the maintenance of the opposition and the mass media campaign that 

followed the nomination. Finally, Patrick McGuigan and Dawn Weyrich write in their 

book, Ninth Justice: The Fight for Bork. about the losing strategies of the Reagan 

Administration with regards to the nomination. These three books chronicle and explain 

the process of the Bork nomination and his defeat in the Senate and more importantly 

explain how the roles of local and national organizations, mass media, and presidential 

politics during the Bork confirmation hearings changed the face of the Supreme Court 

nomination process. Previously, confirmation discourse was for the most part directed 

only to those within the Senate. Now, as a result of the well publicized Bork confirmation 

hearings, the process includes popular opinion as gauged, and even constructed to some 

extent by special interest groups. 
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Predominate constructors of popular opinion questioning the Thomas nomination 

included the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC), the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and the American Bar Association. For 

instance, in a report entitled, "In Opposition to Clarence Thomas: Where We Must Stand 

and Why," the Congressional Black Caucus examined the record of Clarence Thomas with 

regard to civil rights and liberties. First, the CBC scrutinized the civil rights philosophy of 

Thomas. The CBC reported that Thomas had consistently opposed affirmative action 

plans, as well as plans that lay aside a certain percentage of government contracts for 

minority companies. The CBC argued that Thomas' natural law philosophy and criticism 

of established privacy rights fell "far outside mainstream constitutional theory" (234). 

With regard to his work at the E.E.O.C. the Congressional Black Congress claimed that 

Thomas was a "lawless administrator," consistently advocating narrow interpretations of 

civil rights and refusing to "seek the full range of remedies against discrimination" (234). 

Finally, the CBC argued that Thomas' political ideology was "harsh" and that Thomas 

exhibited "intolerant independence" to the determent of civil rights groups (234-235). 

Besides the Congressional Black Caucus1 negative assessment of Thomas, the American 

Bar Association gave Thomas a rating of "qualified" with a minority voting "unqualified." 

This ranking was the lowest given to a Supreme Court nominee in modern times and 

important ammunition for the anti-Thomas ranks (Mayer and Abramson 213; LaCour 

130). 

Operating with the antecedent constraint of popular opinion was the role of the 

media. The rhetorical choices of the Bush Administration and Clarence Thomas and their 
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effectiveness in meeting the demands of the rhetorical situation were constrained by media 

influence. Particularly, during the second round of Thomas' confirmation hearings, the 

public witnessed the media's ability to "act as gatekeepers" of information and the ability 

of" Thomas' handlers" to operate within the constraint of media "to control events and 

manipulate public opinion" (Miller 155). With regard to any event, the media has the 

power to construct that event for the public, as well as to distract from that event in an 

effort to confuse and misdirect (Karenga 134). The media can construct the reality of an 

event in predominantly two ways—creating stories that narrate the event and focusing in 

on and/or ignoring certain aspects of an event (Taylor 207; Ross 46). With regard to the 

Thomas confirmation hearings, the media helped construct the event in these ways. 

The fact that African-Americans did not take notice of the confirmation of Thomas 

and its argued contradictions until the media's concentration on the story involving Anita 

Hill's allegations helps prove the power of the media to create and sustain realities 

(Karenga 134; Staples 198). In fact, according to Ross, it was in the "recaps, updates, and 

summarized reports that a narrative plot was created out of the story's raw materials, 

accompanied by select footage to illustrate the plot" (45-46). Mayer and Abramson add 

that the camera indeed shows "only part of the story" when covering an event such as the 

Thomas hearings (7). In this way, the media covered the event in an unavoidably biased 

manner just by virtue of the fact that the media cannot cover all aspects of any event. 

The comprehension of the Thomas confirmation and popular opinions concerning 

the confirmation, then, strongly depended on what media source a person focused. Those 

who read African-American oriented newspapers, for instance, might have constructed the 
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event in terms of racism due to the print campaigns discussed above; however, a citizen 

paying close attention to news sources such as national news networks (predominantly 

controlled by whites), might see the African-American groups in opposition more often 

than those in favor of Judge Thomas. Therefore, depending on what media source a 

person focused, a citizen could view most African-Americans as either in favor of or 

opposed to the c onfirmation of Thomas. 

An example of this phenomenon can be found by looking at what times both 

Thomas and Hill spoke during the confirmation hearings. Hill's initial and lone statement 

of allegations against Thomas and her continued interview by the Senate Judiciary 

Committee began at 2:13 p.m. on Friday, October 11. During the midday hours, very 

view people were able to watch Hill testify before the Committee. Thomas, on the other 

hand, began his denial of the allegations and first round of questioning at 9:03 p.m. on 

Friday, October 11 and then continued his testimony the following day. In contrast to 

Hill, then, Thomas was allowed a prime time discussion of his denial, witnessed by those 

already at home, while Hill's testimony occurred during the midday and was summarized 

for the public by the media. 

Also, due to the fact that media cannot be everywhere at all times, and the 

conservative nature of the media, the media is able to focus in on and/or ignore certain 

events. For example, at the same time a scheduled public announcement of the 

Congressional Black Caucus1 opposition to the Thomas confirmation was to occur, the 

Bush administration scheduled a press conference for Congressmember Gary Franks, the 

lone Republican African-American in Congress and a supporter of Thomas (Mayer and 
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Abramson 182). In similar form, the Bush administration also scheduled a press 

conference for the newly formed organization Women for Judge Thomas (consisting 

mainly of female Bush administrative officials) at the same time the Women's Legal 

Defense Fund had scheduled their press conference to announce opposition to Judge 

Thomas. The lining up of both forces at the same times created the impression of an 

evenly divided public, and those forces connected with the Bush administration effectively 

muted the opposition's message (Mayer and Abramson 183). 

The power of the media to control and orchestrate events is not a power unknown 

nor unrecognized; however, with regard to the Thomas nomination, the media seemed to 

have more control than in the past due to the newly assumed role of televising the event 

entirely. By doing so the media was able to (either covertly or overtly) accomplish two 

things—the creation of a powerful illusion and the creation of rhetorical boundaries. In 

this instance, the media had the power to create an illusion of public participation in the 

political process, where in truth, very little existed. The media empowered the public to 

make noise, but not change and offered what appeared to be immediate participation in the 

confirmation process. While the media may appear neutral, it strictly controls what the 

viewer hears and sees, and hence strictly controls the reality of any event. When this 

important construction occurs the media invites alienation by way of creating the illusion 

of participation (Smith 191-192). 

Coupled with the illusion of participation comes the creation of rhetorical 

boundaries. Again returning to the fact that the media cannot report all aspects of any 

event, it follows, then, that discussion is also limited to the way an event is constructed for 



40 

the public. By virtue of a situation such as the fact that Hill did not have a convenient 

speaking time, that press conferences conflicted, and that people construct an event as a 

result of from which media source they obtained their information, the discussion of the 

Thomas hearings were limited by what the public did and did not perceive. Hence, the 

media was allowed to "set parameters for our discourse and provide the conceptual hinge 

on which thought and decision" turned (Karenga 126). 

The media, then, served to influence the construction of popular opinion in the 

confirmation hearings of Clarence Thomas by narrating the event via a focus on and/or 

ignoring of certain stories, voices, and aspects of the debate. The media effectively told 

the public what was important and who was important and helped construct public opinion 

concerning Thomas and his confirmation. 

Besides these antecedent rhetorical constraints, the rhetorical situation of the 

Clarence Thomas confirmation was (Jefined by the allegations of Anita Hill. 

On October 6,1991, National Public Radio and New York Times Newsdav broke the 

story of Professor Anita Hill's allegations of sexual harassment against Judge Clarence 

Thomas making his qualifications no longer the most difficult rhetorical constraint-

After the nomination of Clarence Thomas on July 1,1991, the routine background 

check of Thomas required for confirmation began, and by August 1991 rumors of alleged 

sexual harassment claims against Thomas began circulating among Senate Judiciary 

Committee members (Spencer 3). Although Hill's initial allegations of sexual harassment 

against Thomas were made on September 12,1991, the allegations did not surface 

publicly until October 6,1991. While some members of the Senate Judiciary Committee 
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knew of the allegations at the time of the first recommendation vote, some did not 

(Spencer 5). 

On September 27,1991 the Senate Judiciary Committee voted seven to seven, 

unable to send a recommendation to the full Senate regarding Thomas. While Thomas 

filed a sworn statement denying the allegations on September 28,1991, Senate Majority 

Leader George Mitchell (D-Maine) procured unanimous agreement to begin full Senate 

debate on October 3, culminating in the confirmation vote on October 8. Hill's allegations 

were not to be made public. On October 6,1991, however, National Public Radio and 

New York Times Newsdav broke the story of the allegations which led to the eventual 

hearings concerning only the matter of Hill's allegations (5). 

Hill's allegations of sexual harassment proved to be a demanding addition to the 

existing antecedent rhetorical constraints and hence Thomas' rhetorical situation. Hill's 

allegations raised serious questions about the character of Judge Thomas and his fitness to 

serve on the Supreme Court, as well as arming the opposition with more ammunition in 

their battle against Thomas' confirmation (Black Scholar xii). Thomas' character became 

the issue upon which most debate was focused, particularly since his job at the E.E.O.C. 

put him in charge of prosecuting sexual harassment cases for the 

federal government. In the next section, the strategies used by Clarence Thomas and the 

Bush Administration to address the situation will be discussed. 

Rhetorical Strategies in Response 
to the Situation 

The initial rhetorical strategy of Bush in addressing the situation of Thomas' 

confirmation came as no surprise to many scholars, journalists, and political leaders. After 
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running the now infamous 1988 Willie Horton advertisements discussed in Chapter II, 

critics of his "race-baiting" techniques were seemingly not surprised by his overall strategy 

of racial politics during the confirmation process (Dent 64; Karenga 132; Mayer and 

Abramson 170,204; McClendon 149; Thelwell 105). In general, racial politics are not a 

new phenomenon in the political arena and many saw the Thomas nomination and its 

ensuing battles as a continuation of Bush's ongoing strategy of playing racial politics. As a 

strategy, scholars agree that racial politics is a form of manipulation that seeks to redefine 

issues in an effort to make those issues appear "colorblind," however, in reality racial 

politics only give the illusion of equal participation to minorities (Congressional Black 

Caucus 238; George 68). Observers agree that in reference to Thomas' nomination, 

Bush's "race card" was played well in the sense that Bush was able to "color" a nominee to 

the United States Supreme Court—an institution whose promise ensures a "colorless, 

color-blind court" (Jackson-Leslie 106; Wanza 222-223). 

Bush and the politics of race can be broken down into the following three major 

rhetorical strategies: constructing the Pin Point narrative to dispel qualification questions; 

using African-American solidarity to precipitate disjoinment in the African-American 

community; and using the power of a racist label to help eliminate potential Senate 

opposition. First, the Pin Point narrative was a strategy used consistently by both the 

Bush Administration and its predecessor, the Reagan Administration, in order to "sell" 

Clarence Thomas (Wanza 220). The story celebrated the rise of Thomas from his humble 

birth in the racially segregated Pin Point, Georgia as the grandson of a sharecropper. 

Thomas' relationship with his grandfather, Myers Anderson, was emphasized, suggesting 
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that Anderson was the "father" Thomas had never known. According to the narrative, 

Anderson had pushed Thomas to accept responsibility without governmental assistance to 

succeed in whatever career he choose. Thomas' success, then, was credited to following 

Anderson's directives. 

The Thomas narrative was "trimmed for drama and emphasis" resonating 

American virtues of "self-sufficiency and hard-won success" (Mayer and Abramson 31-

32). While Thomas was the grandson of a sharecropper in racially segregated Georgia, 

Thomas lived a relatively elite life surrounded mostly by whites (Mayer and Abramson 

41). Thomas attended private secondary schools and received his first degree from Holy 

Cross (a private Catholic university) while on an affirmative action scholarship. Next, 

Thomas entered Yale law school under a plan implemented to raise the total number of 

minority students to ten percent (Mayer and Abramson 50, 58). Also trimmed from the 

narrative was the fact that by Anderson's death in 1983, he and Thomas were barely on 

speaking terms as a result of Anderson's disappointment with his grandson's stance on 

Civil Rights and legal remedies regarding such (Mayer and Abramson 43). 

With these omissions, the Reagan and Bush Administrations were able to draw 

from the narrative during the career of Thomas to "disassociate the Pin Point narrative 

from the need for government directives" (Henry 84; Lewis 141; Wanza 222-223). In 

other words, the Reagan and Bush Administrations successfully redefined Thomas' life 

into a narrative that was in reality a myth, and then using that myth, they were able to 

justify and celebrate an African-American's rise to the top without government assistance-

affirmative action. 



44 

Resurrecting the narrative during the Supreme Court confirmation process 

allowed the Bush Administration to define Thomas in terms of his life qualifications 

rather than his work qualifications (Mayer and Abramson 32). In the face of consistent 

public criticism of Thomas1 lack of qualifications, Thomas and the Bush Administration 

pushed the narrative as a replacement for "persuasive intellectual or scholarly support" 

(Thelwell 108-109). Instead of focusing on Thomas' qualifications, the administrations 

instead chose to place Thomas' mythical upbringing into the foreground exploiting the 

sentimental "American story" of one man's rise out of "stark" and "numbing" poverty 

(Thelwell 108-109). 

Once opponents heard the deprival narrative, they typically backed down from 

further investigation, allowing the administrations to "bury ideology and sell biography" 

(Mayer and Abramson 30). Afraid of attacking such a powerful narrative for fear of being 

labeled "racist," Democratic senators allowed difficult questions to be answered with 

stories of Thomas' rise to the top at the urgings of his grandfather. Thomas was allowed 

to invoke this narrative whenever he chose (LaCour 130). Scholars argue the Pin Point 

narrative is one example of the "success of the right wing in winning the war of the images 

in the last decade" (Ross 45). 

Bush's second strategy was the use of racial solidarity in order to garner African-

American support for Thomas and precipitate disjoinment in the African-American 

community (Jackson-Leslie 106). As a rule, African-Americans traditionally choose racial 

solidarity over any other solidarity, such as sex or class (Crenshaw 415; Swain 222). 
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Recognizing that racial solidarity would take precedence over other considerations, Bush 

nominated Thomas (Swain 222). 

The strategy worked well, as the African-American community was "effectively 

split" over the Thomas nomination (Henry 84). Most African-American leaders could not 

initially claim his lack of qualifications because of initial racial solidarity arguments (West 

391). In fact, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People waited 

until August 7, over a month after the nomination, to announce its opposition to Thomas, 

and the Congressional Black Caucus waited until September to announce its opposition. 

As Swain argues, the organizational opposition to the Thomas nomination came too late 

to stop the confirmation (219). By this time, African-American support had grown for 

Thomas, arguably because of his race, and African-American citizens were willing to 

ignore Thomas' politics in order to support an African-American nominee (McKay 281; 

Burnham 308). 

Finally, Bush used the power of a racist label to help eliminate potential opposition 

to Thomas' confirmation, particularly from the Senate. The strategy was to present a 

conservative African-American to an all white Senate, thereby making it almost impossible 

for a senator to oppose the African-American nominee for fear of being labeled a racist 

(Staples 195). 

For instance, two notable groups were formed in order to support Thomas—the 

African-American Freedom Alliance and the Coalition for Restoration of the Black Family 

and Society. Both groups mounted newspaper campaigns, predominantly run in African-

American newspapers and hence aimed at African-Americans. The first group, the 
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African-American Freedom Alliance, effectively linked the confirmation battle to the 

battles of the historic Civil Rights Movement. One ad pictured an African-American 

woman, a bus, and the United States Supreme Court. Under the images read the 

message,"You can tell how we're doing by where we sit" (Mayer and Abramson 189). 

The second group, the Coalition for Restoration of the Black Family and Society, 

also mounted an effective media campaign aimed at African-Americans. One full page ad 

featured a picture of Thomas with the headline: "To the back of the bus." After 

describing Thomas' roots in poverty the copy read: "As the left strives to keep Judge 

Thomas from his seat on the United States Supreme Court, it's like forcing blacks to take 

a seat on the back of the bus. Fight racism. Call your United States senators and urge 

them to confirm Judge Thomas" (Mayer and Abramson 189-90). 

Both ads resonated the history of the Civil Rights Movements and its narratives to 

equate opposition to Thomas' confirmation with racism. This strategy effectively garnered 

African-American support for Thomas that could be used against others, including Senate 

members, to coerce public support for Thomas (The Black Scholar xvii). The media 

campaigns did not mention, however, that both groups were founded and financed by 

white fundamentalists working with President Bush (Mayer and Abramson 190). 

The strategy to equivocate opposition to Thomas with racism worked not only to 

fortify African-American support, but it also coerced United States Senators into 

supporting Thomas. The irony of having some Democratic members of the Senate 

Judiciary Committee serve as judges of Thomas was already being questioned by Thomas 

supporters and opposition alike (Mayer and Abramson 204). For instance, arguments 
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were made that Senator Kennedy (D-Massachusetts), who had been involved in the 

Chappaquiddick scandal and other tales that inferred womanizing, should not be allowed 

to judge anyone with regard to the treatment of women. Similarly, arguments were made 

challenging the abilities of other committee members. Senator DeConcini's (D-Arizona) 

qualifications were questioned due to his involvement as one of the infamous "Keating 

Five" senators implicated in the enormous Federal Savings and Loan bailout. For these 

two men, in particular, their opposition to Thomas might raise their own past alleged 

indiscretions (Mayer and Abramson 204-205). 

Still others argued that an all white male Committee, in general, had no "right" to 

judge the actions of neither Thomas nor Hill (Swain 228; Mayer and Abramson 204). 

With these problematic circumstances as a background for the hearings, it was clear that 

the Senate, and in particular Democratic senators, feared the issue of race as it was 

connected with the nomination of Clarence Thomas (Mayer and Abramson 204). 

At the time of the second set of hearings, African-Americans strongly supported 

Thomas' confirmation, and hence senators (particularly Southern senators), who were up 

for re-election in 1992, gave their support to Thomas (Marable 70). For the public, and 

senators in particular, the "fear of being racist is sometimes more destructive than the risk 

of sounding like one" (Wanza 223). As a result, Thomas and the Bush administration 

were able to strongly play "on the "collective guilt" of the Senate members, as well as the 

American public (Miller 158). As a result of Bush's racial politics, a majority of the Senate 

chose to forego honest debate and critique of Thomas—playing right into the hands of the 
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Bush administration by bowing to the fear of a racist label and the Pin Point narrative 

(LaCour 132; Wanza 223). 

Bush's strategy of racial politics played well in 1988 and again in 1991. Using the 

Pin Point narrative, African-American solidarity, the fear of disjoinment in the African-

American community, and the fear of a racist label to coerce the Senate to confirm 

Thomas, Bush helped successfully accelerate Thomas' confirmation to the United States 

Supreme Court. 

The large extent to which gender and race debates trouble the American public 

was the foundation for the ensuing debate regarding Hill's allegations. The issue of sexual 

harassment of an African-American female by an African-American male recently 

nominated to the United States Supreme Court captured the attention of the American 

public (Bray 47). As a result of the sexual harassment debates, the debate surrounding the 

qualifications of Thomas was muted as the controversy surrounding Hill's allegations 

emerged (Lubiano 329; Smith 191; Stansell 260). With the qualification debate silenced, 

the rhetorical constraint confronting Thomas with regard to his qualifications practically 

disappeared as well, as national attention was focused on the new round of nomination 

hearings. As a result of the overshadowing of the antecedent rhetorical constraints by 

Hill's allegations, Thomas assumed more responsibility for addressing the rhetorical 

situation. 

Thomas' response to the situation combined the strategies of the Bush 

administration with self-defense rhetoric. Ware and Linkugel provide insights into the 

discourse Thomas used. First, there is denial, when the speaker denies "participation in, 
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relationship to, or positive sentiment toward whatever it is that repels the audience" (276). 

Thomas stated in his opening remarks to the Senate Judiciary Committee that, 

unequivocally, uncategorically, that I deny each and every single allegation 

against me today that suggested in any way that I had conversations of a 

sexual nature or about pornographic material with Anita Hill, that I ever 

attempted to date her, that I ever had personal sexual interest in her, or that 

I in any way ever harassed her. (Senate Confirmation hearings 1) 

Thomas continued throughout the hearings to place emphasis on his role at the E.E.O.C. 

in prosecuting sexual harassment cases in order to further deny allegations through the 

ethos of his former position. 

The second strategy of bolstering occurs when the speaker attempts to align him 

or herself with something viewed favorably by the audience (277). Thomas's Pin Point 

narrative, as used by both him and President Bush, served to equate Thomas with the 

positive "American" values of hard work and individual accomplishment. 

Third, Thomas used differentiation in order to separate "some fact, sentiment, 

object, or relationship from some larger context within which the audience presently views 

that attribute" (281). Thomas effectively used this strategy with his attacks on the 

institution of American politics as racist or unfair. In regard to the hearings Thomas 

stated, 

It means wanting to give up. It means losing belief in our system, in this 

system, in this process, losing a belief in a sense of fairness and honesty and 

decency. That's what it's meant to me...but it is a bigger injustice to this 
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country. (Senate Confirmation Hearings 22) 

In using the strategy of differentiation, Thomas effectively mutes the issue of sexual 

harassment by claiming the larger issue as institutional injustice fortified by racism. 

Finally, 'Thomas used the strategy of transcendence by moving "the audience away 

from the particulars of the charge at hand in a direction toward some abstract, general 

view [of the rhetor] (Ware and Linkugel 280-281). In using this strategy, Thomas called 

on the familiar Pin Point narrative and added the narrative of victimization in order to 

redefine himself as a victim of the process and of the system. With an understanding of 

Thomas's general rhetorical strategies at hand, we can know turn to the more specific 

strategies within this broader category. 

Perhaps the most well recognized quote from the Thomas hearings is the metaphor 

of "high tech lynching" made by Thomas in his opening statement on Friday, October 11, 

1991 (Senate Hearings on Thomas 2). Thomas' strategy, and in particular his opening 

statements, worked as a speech act that linked the lynching metaphor with a victimization 

narrative that both muted the allegations of Hill and the debate concerning sexual 

harassment, as well as played on the fears of the senators with regard to racism. 

The following is the October 11,1991 opening testimony of Clarence Thomas in 

which he described the confirmation process: 

This is a circus. It's a national disgrace. And from my standpoint as a black 

American, as far as I'm concerned, it is a high-tech lynching for uppity 

blacks who in any way design to think for themselves, to do for themselves, 

to have different ideas, and it is a message that unless you kowtow to an 



51 

older order, this is what will happen to you. You will be lynched, 

destroyed, caricatured by a committee of the US Senate rather than hung 

from a tree. (Senate Confirmation Hearings 2) 

Once Thomas made these statements, the hearings soon turned into a referendum on 

racism (particularly institutional racism), and as Morrison states, 

The entire spectrum of the histories, realities, metaphors, and mythologies 

of black-white relations, as well as the various relationships within the 

African-American community itself, was played out again via television in 

the nation's living rooms, (xxi) 

The phrase "high-tech lynching" has enjoyed analysis from all fields including many 

scholars, journalists, and political professionals. In her essay, "Doing Things with Words: 

'Racism' as Speech Act and the Undoing of Justice," Claudia Brodsky LaCour examines 

the statements and strategies of Clarence Thomas using the term "speech act" as defined 

by J.L. Austin. According to Austin, a "speech act" is a kind of speech that, rather than 

stating something, actually does something (Austin 5-6). Since we use language as a 

means for describing or reporting the world, the distinction of a speech act is fundamental 

to understanding how language works (LaCour 134). Examples of speech acts would 

include "I name," "I bequeath, "I promise," "I pronounce you," "I swear," and "I do." 

These phrases exist as speech acts because in saying something they are actually doing 

something as well. (Austin 12; LaCour 134-135). 

Words and phrases that do not "do" anything are called "locutionary acts" in which 

the goal is a description or report. On the other hand, Austin names words and phrases 
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that masquerade as locutionary, constative acts "perlocutionary acts" (Austin 121; LaCour 

136). In other words, perlocutionary acts are uttered under the guise of description or 

report, but are in fact used as a means of doing something with an utterance. 

LaCour argues that Thomas' utterance, then, functions as a perlocutionary speech 

act in that by uttering words and phrases that either directly or indirectly inferred "racism," 

Thomas was able to make his utterances do something. What leads LaCour to this 

conclusion is that in order to function as a locutionary speech act, the utterance must 

enjoy a "literal or identifiable object to which it could refer" (LaCour 137). Since Thomas' 

utterances were in response to the allegations of an African-American women's testimony, 

"racism," did not enjoy a true literal or identifiable object to which it could refer (LaCour 

137-138). Instead, the utterance was aimed at, 

no one in particular and at everyone: the mysterious Senate staffer, the 

member or members of the press, "special interest groups"-meaning 

anyone against Thomas's nomination, including civil rights activists, 

national associations of black clergymen, prominent black legal scholars, 

and congressmen—and of course the Congress itself, whose democratic 

leadership had written and passed every piece of civil rights legislation the 

country had ever known. (LaCour 138) 

Thomas's utterances inferring "racism" worked to equate any opposition to his 

confirmation with racism because only within the context of Anita Hill, another African-

American, could those utterances refer to no identifiable or literal object and have no 
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objective meaning, and hence "create inequality where none had existed before (LaCour 

138; 142) 

Wrapped in this single metaphor is the history of lynching in the United States, and 

this history worked within the metaphor to awaken protective instincts of the African-

American community, as well as the collective guilt of the white community (Jackson-

Leslie 107; Miller 158; Thelwell 122). In using the metaphor of lynching, Thomas 

invoked the image of a typical nineteenth century lynching which was often announced 

days ahead of time to ensure a crowd. During these lynchings the body was hung, often 

burned, mutilated, and all body parts were fought over for souvenirs (Giddings 442-443). 

Richards argues that metaphors operate by using one reference of a group of 

things that are related in order to discover a similar relation in another group (93). In 

using the lynching metaphor, then, Thomas effectively connected his race to those 

lynched, the sexual harassment allegations of Hill to the predominant allegations toward 

lynched African-Americans (which was usually some type of sex crime against a white 

woman), and the nineteenth century white executioners with the predominantly white 

political institutions of the United States (Bray 51; Davis 60; McClendon 152; Painter 

209). 

Thomas himself used the racist mythologies he claimed to abhor in order to protect 

his nomination and hence exploited his identity as an African-American (Ross 59). As 

Marable argues, by equating Hill's charges with the "bloody record" of lynching, Thomas 

was able to "swing millions of undecided blacks" behind his campaign (77). The lynching 
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metaphor and exploitation of its history racially empowered Thomas by playing on white 

guilt and racial stereotypes (Allen 25; Crenshaw 416; Thelwell 122). 

The lynching metaphor not only worked well alone to mobilize support, the 

metaphor also worked well within the larger Pin Point narrative and Thomas's conclusion 

that his upbringing and the confirmation process made him the victim of Hill's allegations 

and of the second round of hearings (Marable 68; Thomas 387). Thomas used not only 

white collective guilt to his advantage, he also used collective African-American racial 

victimage to gain national support (Lawrence 138). By appealing to feelings of collective 

racial victimage, Thomas was able to appeal to the African-American community's sense 

of solidarity (Lawrence 138; Stansell 264; West 395). 

With regard to this victimage narrative, Thomas was again able to produce a 

successful speech act. While the Pin Point narrative was not as succinct as claiming 

racism through the lynching metaphor, the Pin Point narrative was still able to construct a 

speech act that was disguised as a racist fact with the help of the lynching metaphor. 

Thomas used the Pin Point narrative that recalled his days in segregated poverty along 

with the lynching metaphor, which had no objective, identifiable meaning, because unlike 

the lynching victims of the nineteenth century who were poor and uneducated, Thomas 

was powerful, educated, and a "president's hand picked man" (Painter 208; Stansell 285). 

Thomas stated that, 

When there was segregation I hoped there would be fairness one day or 

someday. When there was bigotry or prejudice, I hope that there would be 

tolerance and understanding some day...I am proud of my life and what I 
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have accomplished, proud of my family and this process, this process is 

trying to destroy it all. (Senate Confirmation Hearings 5) 

Thomas continues, 

I am a victim of this process. My name has been harmed. My integrity has 

been harmed. My character has been harmed...I will not provide the rope 

for my own lynching or for further humiliation. (Senate Confirmation 

Hearings 5) 

By using the Pin Point narrative with the lynching metaphor, Thomas called on the 

collective guilt of whites and the collective racial solidarity of African-Americans. This 

speech act strategy worked, again, because the public had no objective meaning by which 

to judge these statements and because Thomas, in truth, stood very far away from the 

nineteenth century lynching victim in terms of status and punishment for proposed 

allegations. 

The lynching metaphor and victim narrative also served to mute Professor Hill 

and her allegations, as well as most public discussion about sexual harassment (Bhabha 

245). Bhabha argues that the high-tech lynching metaphor is the most "dramatic 

illustration of the process of regulating and normalizing the politics of difference" (235). 

By using the metaphor, Thomas was able to subvert attention away from Hill and her 

allegations just as Hill andiier allegations had subverted attention away from the debate of 

Thomas's qualifications. Hill disappeared in the cry of "race," while Thomas emerged as 

the "persecuted black man." By using the speech act "racism" Thomas "got" people to 
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stop listening to Hill—by defining himself as the victim, Thomas did something by saying 

something (LaCour 136). 

Finally, Thomas effectively played on the Senate Judiciary Committee's racial fears 

by using both the lynching metaphor and the Pin Point/victim narrative. Thomas's strategy 

with regard to the Senate Judiciary Committee played much like that of President Bush, 

however, since Thomas was actually able to face the senators and use the racial scare 

tactic in directly answering senatorial questions. In his opening statement on Friday, 

October 11, Thomas stated, 

This is not American; this is Kafkaesque. It has got to stop. It must stop 

for the benefit of future nominees and our country. Enough is enough. I'm 

not going to allow myself to be further humiliated in order to be confirmed. 

I am here specifically to respond to allegations of sex harassment in the 

workplace. I am not here to be further humiliated by this committee or 

anyone else, or to put my private life on display for prurient interests or 

other reasons. I will not allow this committee or anyone else to probe into 

my private life. This is not what America is all about. To ask me to do 

that would be to ask me to go beyond fundamental fairness. (Senate 

Confirmation Hearings 4) 

"Draping himself in the history of black male repression" was particularly effective in 

facing the all-white male Senate Judiciary Committee (Crenshaw 416). Both Bush and 

Thomas knew that this committee would have trouble interrogating Thomas in the public 

eye, especially considering, again, the reputations of many of the senators themselves, and 
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hence Thomas disarmed the Committee through the use of direct and indirect accusations 

of institutional and individual racism (LaCour 132; Swain 222,228). 

In summary, the rhetorical strategies of Thomas can be divided into the lynching 

metaphor and the Pin Point/victim narrative, both of which were successful speech acts. 

These strategies served to silence both the allegations of Hill, as well as the possible 

questions of the Senate Judiciary Committee by equating the hearings and any opposition 

to Thomas with racism. 

Social Reality as Created by the 
Bush Administration and 

Clarence Thomas 

The discourse of the Bush Administration and Clarence Thomas did not recycle 

discourse from the confirmation process of past Supreme Court nominees. Instead, the 

rhetors recognized the defining constraints within the rhetorical situation of this particular 

confirmation and operated within those constraints. The result was the construction of a 

social reality that gave meaning to the rhetorical situation. 

Richard Vatz illuminated this discursive activity in his essay, "The Myth of the 

Rhetorical Situation" in which he argued events are shaped by rhetors and hence become a 

part of shared social realities. Vatz asserted that no situation can have a nature 

"independent of the perception of its interpreter or independent of the rhetor with which 

he [sic] chooses to characterize it" (154). Meaning is not intrinsic to the situation, but 

rather the situation is communicated through the meaning processes of all involved (156). 

The choice of events communicated plays an important role, giving salience (or what 
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Perleman calls "presence") to the event (Vatz 156; Perleman 116). The translation of 

events into meaning is created by the rhetors (157). 

The Bush Administration and Clarence Thomas drew from the vocabulary of 

racial politics in order to recast the rhetorical situation favorably for the confirmation of 

Thomas to the Supreme Court. The politics of race manipulated reality redefining Thomas 

in the confirmation process and evoked emotional reactions from the public as well as the 

politicians. President Bush borrowed the strategy that had proven successful for the 

Reagan Administration—the Pin Point narrative. This narrative characterized Thomas well 

before the beginning of the Supreme Court confirmation process. By defining Thomas as 

a self-made, successful African-American man, Bush was able to tout Thomas as an 

example of opportunities and possibilities available to minorities without the use of racial 

incentives within the political, social, or economic systems. 

In particular, Bush used the politics of race both to gain African-American racial 

solidarity in support of Thomas, and to fragment groups likely to become involved in the 

process as a result of this solidarity. This rhetorical tendency not only divided African-

American organizations and communities, but it also divided women and other 

marginalized groups as well, due to the fact that when faced with a choice, people will 

choose race over other social and cultural affiliations. 

The strategy of racial politics was rhetorically effective for members of the U.S. 

Senate. The Senate Judiciary Committee faced a number of problems including a lack of 

knowledge concerning sexual harassment, and various problematic personal backgrounds 

and reputations that begged the question of qualifications or "rights" to sit in judgment of 
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Thomas and Hill. These problems were coupled with the fact that the committee was 

made up entirely of white males. Similarly, Senators up for reelection in 1992 (and 

particularly those who were Southern Democrats) feared that they would be held 

accountable for their negative votes. 

Based on the Pin Point narrative, the disarray obvious within the African-American 

community, and the fears of the senators, President Bush was able to create the following 

reality that existed on two levels. On the first level, the strategies explained above created 

the reality that Thomas was both deserving of and qualified for the position of Supreme 

Court Justice. On the second level, Bush created the reality that the African-American 

community overwhelmingly supported Thomas. The Pin Point narrative served this 

constructive function in two ways. First, it proved that "Horatio Alger" tales of individual 

accomplishment and success can and do exist in the United States. Labeled as the "Land 

of Opportunity," the Pin Point narrative goes to great lengths to maintain the American 

myths of equality and equal opportunity. Second, the Pin Point narrative proved that the 

system is not racist. Thomas supporters argued that he was able to ascend the social and 

economic ladder, due to his hard work and determination—none of which were hampered 

by the color of his skin. Based on the myths of the unhampered successful African-

American, Bush created a reality equating Thomas's rise to the top with his personal 

credibility and qualifications for the Supreme Court seat. Bush accomplished this through 

the use of the Pin Point narrative. 

This reality, however, also worked on a second level. Through the use of racial 

politics and racial fear tactics, Bush sent a message that opposition to Thomas would 
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probably mean sacrificing an African-American seat on the court (The Black Scholar xvii). 

With the claim that Thomas was not a "quota" nominee, Bush effectively used the fear of 

losing Marshall's seat to a non-African-American. Because Bush made the non-quota 

claim, a denial of Thomas's confirmation would certainly not ensure the nomination of 

another African-American to the Supreme Court. Hence, for many members of the 

African-American community, the more obscure reality created by Bush was to "take 

Thomas or nothing at all" (Lewis 140). 

The social reality created by Clarence Thomas hinged on the Pin Point/victim 

narrative that he constructed throughout both confirmation hearings. While strongly 

relying on the Pin Point narrative during the first hearings in order to evade qualification 

and philosophical discussions, Thomas added himself as a victim of a racist system during 

the hearings regarding Professor Hill's allegations. This reality also worked on two levels. 

On a more cognizant level Thomas used the powerful metaphor of "high-tech 

lynching" to successfully create a reality that defined himself as a victim of a racist system 

and process. Evoking the history of lynching and the racist stereotypes that accompany 

that history, Thomas played on the emotions and collective victimage of the African-

American community and on the collective guilt of the white community, particularly on 

that of the Senate Judiciary Committee. On a second, more cryptic, level the use of the 

Pin Point/victim narrative served to mute both Hill and the Senate Judiciary Committee. 

Hill and the issue of sexual harassment went relatively unnoticed, as did the Senate's 

potential questions and debate. Both were silenced by fears of a racist label. 

Finally, the media played an important role as the messenger sent to deliver these 
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very important messages, and hence realities, to the public. The realities created by the 

media worked on both levels discussed above. The first reality created for the public was 

the idea that the issue of sexual harassment would be discussed by those with the power to 

make significant changes. This illusion was created by having the hearings televised, 

however, due to the time at which Hill was allowed to testify and Thomas' cries of racism, 

the issue of sexual harassment was muted. Hill, speaking during the day on a Friday, was 

heard by very few, making a meaningful discussion of sexual harassment impossible since 

the accuser's voice and story could only be heard in short news segments. In addition, 

once Thomas employed his rhetorical strategies of race, Hill, her testimony, and the issue 

of sexual harassment were all silenced and sacrificed to the power of racial argument. 

Second, media coverage implied a larger amount of public participation as the 

public would be able to hear and understand the proceedings as they were occurring. Due 

to the fact that very few people heard more than a few sentences of Hill's testimony, as 

well as the fact that the media cannot cover all aspects of any event (and the ones that are 

covered exist as interpretations of the event by the media), public participation was 

illusionary at best. 

On a second, less cognitive level of reality, the media served to perpetuate the 

narratives of Thomas and the racist stereotypes and American myths that those narratives 

employed, as well as served to define the boundaries of the discourse surrounding the 

hearings. With regard to the narrative, the media assisted in perpetuating the stereotypes 

associated with those narratives, and therefore racism itself. Seemingly, very little media 

coverage focused on the actual circumstances surrounding the life of Clarence Thomas, 
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choosing instead to focus on the Pin Point narrative. Furthermore, the lynching metaphor 

and its historical tradition in the United States served to direct and focus attention on the 

racist mythologies that were the basis of this practice. Thomas's telling of the Pin Point 

narrative and his use of the lynching metaphor reaffirmed in some minds the belief that 

those racist mythologies do indeed exist. Media focus lent credibility to these racist 

arguments, suggesting their existence and power. 

Second, the Bush Administration and Thomas used the media to direct and define 

the boundaries of their discourse surrounding the confirmation hearings. For instance, 

after the cry of racism from Thomas, the issue of sexual harassment was removed from 

public debate. The public debate that was to occur as a result of the first major public 

outcry involving sexual harassment really never developed as the issue was quickly 

brushed aside in favor of race debates. With the issue of sexual harassment removed the 

confirmation of Clarence Thomas was assured. 

This chapter has argued that the discourse of the Bush Administration and 

Clarence Thomas provided a "fitting" response to the rhetorical situation that demanded 

an answer to the question: "Should Clarence Thomas be confirmed as a Justice to the U.S. 

Supreme Court?" They were able to accomplish the demands of the situation because 

their discourse effectively defined the constraints of the situation. For the most part, the 

constraints were delimited to the issue of sexual harassment charges. By constructing a 

reality from racist terms, vocabulary and narratives, they defused the constraint of sexual 

harassment leading to the judgment that Thomas was qualified to serve on the Supreme 

Court. The next chapter will discuss the ramifications of this study. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter concludes with a summary, discussion of the implications, and 

suggestions for future research. The first section summarizes the findings of the study that 

language creates social reality. The study claims that the discourse surrounding the 

Thomas hearings was based on racist language that operated to create a particular social 

reality for the Senate and the public. Possible areas of research are described that could 

enhance the value of this study. 

Summary and Implications 

Classical rhetorical theorists argued that a decision in judicial matters usually 

"turned" on one point of the case. These stasis issues were the reason for judgment. 

Ware and Linkugel, in their study on self-defense rhetoric, defined these stasis issues in 

terms of the strategies including: 1) denial; 2) bolstering; 3) differentiation; and 4) and 

transcendence. All four strategies construct a social reality. The first two, however, are 

strategies that can be traced to a verifiable record. Denial is a refutation of the events 

while bolstering is an attempt to define the quality of the act. These strategies permit 

rational debate and are instrumental in nature. 

The strategies of differentiation and transcendence are more abstract constructed 

realities. The "facts" become lost in the maze of affective discourse.Differentiation 

separates an aspect from a larger context and results in the muting of the larger question. 
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Similarly, transcendence misdirects the focus of the decision away from the particular 

issue toward sentimental attachments of the rhetor. 

This study argues that the Bush Administration and Clarence Thomas used 

discourse during the 1991 confirmation hearings of Thomas to the U.S. Supreme Court 

that utilized strategies of differentiation and transcendence to overcome constraints of the 

rhetorical situation. These constraints included initial questions about Thomas' 

qualifications, his positions on civil rights issues (particularly as chair of the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission), and later, the sexual harassment allegations of 

Anita Hill. The first two constraints were problematic because of Thomas' academic and 

professional performance. The charges of Anita Hill were troublesome because of Hill's 

credibility, as well as the strength of collaborating testimony. 

These constraints were overcome by the Bush Administration and Thomas' use of 

racial ethnicity discourse. First, with the participation of Thomas, the Bush 

Administration masked qualification and performance questions. Their discourse 

reconstructed Thomas as an African-American who was able to rise from a segregated 

sharecropper's home to a position of responsibility in the centers of power. This 

reconstruction resonated the American folk hero taking responsibility and overcoming 

obstacles. Second, Thomas' discourse during the Anita Hill phase of the hearings 

defended himself by painting all criticisms or charges as racist in nature. According to 

Thomas' discourse, opposition to his confirmation, whether in the form of sexual 

harassment charges or continuing questions of qualifications and character, were a 

demonstration of a racist conspiracy. 
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The discourse constructed a reality recasting the nature of the question of Thomas' 

rhetorical situation. The original question that arose from Thomas' nomination was: 

"Should Thomas be confirmed as Supreme Court Justice by the Senate?" The issue on 

which the nomination turned was a conviction that Thomas had the character and the 

qualifications of someone who ought to serve on the High Court. 

Thomas and the Bush Administration recast the originating question. The question 

on which to confirm or deny confirmation for members of the Senate was: "Are we 

racist?" The issue on which the confirmation turned was a conviction that a vote against 

Thomas was a affirmation of American racism and evidenced "high-tech lynching." 

Four major implications arise as a result of this study. First, in an effort to secure 

the confirmation of Thomas, both Bush and Thomas answered the rhetorical constraints of 

the situation using racist discourse and narratives. In doing so, attention was effectively 

removed from Thomas' character and qualifications and placed on Thomas' biography. 

Once the allegations of Anita Hill arose, Thomas changed the narrative to include 

victimage and turned the attention away from Hill and sexual harassment and toward racist 

mythologies and stereotypes. In other words, with racial politics came the muting of 

serious qualification and character debate, with the allegations of Hill came the muting of 

most qualification and character constraints altogether, and with Thomas' Pin Point/ 

victimage narrative came the silencing of Hill and serious debate on the issue of sexual 

harassment. The ramifications of these phenomena are directly related to rhetoric. At the 

heart of politics is rhetoric, and at the heart of rhetoric is debate and critical thought. 
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When affective language is used in the political process in order to distort and confuse 

those processes, rational discourse, and hence serious debate is hindered. 

Second, as noted earlier, polls taken one year after the hearings indicated that 

more people believed Anita Hill over Clarence Thomas, whereas during the hearings the 

opposite was true. This poll supports the argument that the use of affective language, and 

in this case racist language, in instances such as the Thomas hearings very likely gains only 

short term success (McCrosky 169-176). In cases such as Thomas', short term success 

was all that was necessary. The fact that Thomas' appointment is for life illustrates the 

possible dangers in use and acceptance of affective arguments. 

Next, in using racist discourse to secure Thomas' nomination, Bush and Thomas 

effectively silenced debate concerning the issue of sexual harassment. This muting has 

several implications. First, by ignoring sexual harassment in favor of race debate (in a 

situation where the accuser was also an African-American), the hearings and their 

discourse voided and devalued the insidiousness of sexual harassment in the workplace. 

Second, the treatment of Hill and the issue of sexual harassment communicated a strong 

message to those considering filing sexual harassment complaints. This message was that 

while understood as a problem, sexual harassment (and possibly even other primarily 

woman-oriented issues) did not warrant the same attention as other potential issues in the 

workplace. Furthermore, in these cases the accuser runs the risk of becoming the 

accused—participating in a lynching. 

Finally, discourse similar to that of Bush and Thomas might also risk perpetuating 

racism within the social system of the United States. By manipulating racist discourse to 
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garner popular support, the very tendency the discourse attacks may be strengthened. As 

a result, racism and its myths and stereotypes may be perpetuated and serve to continue 

the division of the population that makes this manipulation of racism and the construction 

of racist social realties possible. Suggestions for future studies are presented in the final 

section. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

This study raises several possibilities for future research. First, the following is a 

list of questions that could be addressed. Research might investigate the discursive 

creation of social reality and the muting of Hill. An attempt could be may to answer the 

question "To what extent was social reality created by the muting of Hill?" With regard to 

the issues of racism and sexual harassment, one might explore: "To what extent did the 

confirmation discourse construct a change in public awareness and understanding of the 

issues of racism and sexual harassment?" 

Second, researchers might apply the strategy of self-defense and racist ethnicity 

argued in this study to discourse analyses of other confirmation proceedings. The 

guidelines of this study may also be useful in the research of other cabinet position 

nomination and confirmation proceedings. 

Finally, another area of research might include the roles of special interest groups 

and political action committees injudicial politics. Media studies of this and other 

proceedings may provide insights into the discussion of social reality and popular opinion 

as created by the media. Such studies will test the validity of this study as well as benefit 
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the rationally of American society by moving judgments away from affectively constructed 

realities to more verifiable forms. 
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