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Abstract: Prudence has long been an important 
topic for rhetorical theorists and its place in intel­
lectual history is becoming increasingly well doc­
umented. This essay develops a conception of 
prudence as an ideological construct, a term craft­
ed in the history of its public usages to govern the 
relationship between common sense and political 
action as enacted in the name of historically situ­
ated social actors. From this perspective, pru­
dence represents the recursive interaction 
between a rhetoric of judgment and the grounds 
on which that rhetoric is evaluated by a historical­
ly particular community of arguers. A case study 
of the 1991 U.S. Senate debate regarding the au­
thorization of offensive military action in the 
Persian Gulf illustrates how competing standards 
of prudential judgment are crafted and evaluated 
in discursive controversy. 

When the I02nd Congress met on 
January 10, 1991 to debate whether or not 
to grant President Bush the authority to 
employ American military troops to force 
Iraqi invaders out of Kuwait, the United 
States faced its most serious military crisis 
since the Vietnam War.l The nationally tel­
evised debates that unfolded over the next 
three days in both the House of Represent­
atives and Senate reflected the anxieties of 
a nation caught between the desire to pro­
mote a "New World Order" of peace and 
freedom, and the fear of becoming the 
designated enforcer of that order.2 

Political commentators quickly recog­
nized and valorized the significance of 
the debates. In one typical journalistic 
depiction, E. 1. Dionne observed "each 
side was willing to engage the other with 
civility and a minimum of name calling," 

indicating that "politicians are still capable 
of carrying out a serious debate with ... all 
the gravity the topic of war demands.''l 
Professor Kathleen Hall Jamieson was 
equally enthusiastic in her characterization 
of the debates as "extraordinary ... ideas 
were engaging other ideas. We've seen so 
little of that as a public. "4 Even commenta­
tors adamantly opposed to U. S. Persian 
Gulf policy, such as Max Elbaum, labelled 
the debates "tremendously significant and 
extremely sharp."s 

The clear assumption operating in such 
reactions is that the Persian Gulf Debates 
represented American liberal democracy at 
its best, literally enacting the logic of pru­
dential decision making crafted into the U. 
S. Constitution and its model for a bal­
anced and open government. Of course, 
such a conclusion represses the fact 
that before the debates President Bush 
announced publicly that he was under no 
legal constraint to seek the advice and con­
sent of Congress to employ the military as 
he saw fit. Indeed, the President went so 
far as to suggest that it was only out of 
common courtesy that he even bothered to 
request congressional support for his ac­
tions in the Gulf, and that in any case he 
would not be constrained by the outcome 
of the debates in how he chose to 
proceed.6 He bolstered this position after 
the fact in March 1991 when he recalled 
arrogantly that "it was argued that I can't 
go to war without the Congress. And I was 
saying I have the authority to do this. "7 

The "civility," "seriousness," and "en­
gagement of ideas" apparent in the debates 
aside, we have cause to wonder about the 
rhetorical functions they served. President 
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Bush's characterization of the situation 
might lead one to conclude that the debates 
were little more than a spectacle, function­
ing largely to create the illusion of democ­
racy in action. While we certainly do not 
want to exclude the possibility that the pri­
mary function of the debates was consum­
matory, serving primarily to enhance 
America's hegemony in the Persian Gulf, 
we believe that such a conclusion miscon­
strues and underestimates their rhetorical 
and ideological significance.s In what fol­
lows, we argue that the primary issue at 
stake in the congressional debates of J anu­
ary 10-12, 1991 concerned less the propri­
ety of America's immediate military action 
in the Persian Gulf than a more fundamen­
tal concern for the rhetorical criteria to 
guarantee that such action was morally and 
politically "prudential." 

The topic of "prudence" has long been 
an important consideration for rhetorical 
theorists, and its place in rhetorical history 
is increasingly well-documented.9 As a 
classical theoretical construct, "prudence" 
has existed traditionally in a tension be­
tween the Aristotelian notion of phronesis 
or practical wisdom, defined as an ethical 
category constituted by the analytical rela­
tionship between rhetoric and dialectic, 
and the more organic, Ciceronian concep­
tion of style or decorum, defined as the 
"propriety" of specific performances of the 
"art of government."10 In the public prac­
tices of Anglo-American liberal democrat­
ic government, however, prudence has 
functioned less as an idealized or reified 
theoretical construct, than as an ideologi­
cal token, a word crafted in the history of 
its public usages to govern the relationship 
between "common sense" and "political 
action" as performed or enacted in the 
name of a historically situated sovereign 
"people." I I From this perspective, "pru­
dence" represents the recursive interaction 
between a rhetoric of judgment and the 
grounds on which that rhetoric is evaluated 
by a historically particular community of 
arguers, its meaning at any given point in 

time negotiated by competing interests in 
the crucible of discursive controversy_ 

When read in the context of a conception 
of prudence as a rhetorically constituted, 
ideological commitment of community, 
the significance of the Persian Gulf de­
bates hinges on their construction of a nor­
mative precedent for defining the 
legitimate or prudent grounds for the use 
of force as an instrument of American for­
eign policy.12 In particular, we claim that 
the debates functioned rhetorically to 
reconfigure the normative logic of con­
gressional decision making, at least in cas­
es where the Constitutional duties of 
declaring and conducting war are placed in 
opposition. Ll Consequently, we hold that 
the Persian Gulf Crisis was as much-if not 
more-an ideological crisis of American 
representative democracy as it was a 
military crisis in the Middle East. 

We develop this argument in two stag­
es. First, we describe the way in which the 
proponents for the "immediate authoriza­
tion" of the use of military force followed 
the lead of President Bush in subordinating 
alternative viewpoints to the scenic con­
straints of an arbitrarily constructed, tem­
poral crisis: the United Nations' January 
15th deadline for the evacuation of Ku­
wait. Second, we examine how the exi­
gence of "time" framed the primary issue 
of the debates in terms of competing con­
ceptions of prudential decision making. In 
this context, the supporters of immediate 
authorization articulated a narrow concep­
tion of prudence controlled by material 
conditions, while the opponents of imme­
diate authorization insisted that Congress 
remain active agents of judgment, bound 
only to the necessity of arriving at a 
pragmatic consensus. 14 

Crafting a Scenic Crisis 

When the Senate convened on January 
10th to consider the President's request for 
congressional authorization to use force in 



the Persian Gulf, it was quickly obvious 
that the advocates of consent believed that 
material constraints necessitated immedi­
ate congressional action. As Dan Coates 
(R-IN) volunteered, "it seems to me that 
this particular situation with the deadline 
of January 15 approaching, that some type 
of resolution by the Congress needs to be 
forthcoming on a relatively quick basis so 
that we do not send a signal that the Con­
gress does not know where it wants to go. 
We can put the President and the Secretary 
of State in an untenable position if debate 
continued on and on, and particularly ap­
proaching that deadline" (S99).15 Indeed, 
the proponents of granting Bush's request 
were nearly unanimous in their criticism of 
the Senate itself for delaying the debate 
until less than a week before the UN 
deadIine. 16 While it is not at all clear that 
an earlier debate would have altered its 
eventual outcome, most Republicans and 
conservative Democrats contended that, at 
this late date, prudential judgment entailed 
subordinating sustained debate and discus­
sion to the myriad material exigencies at 
hand. n 

Ironically, the most notable material 
exigence upon which reasoned judgment 
was said to rest was the most constructed 
exigence of all: the January 15th deadline 
for Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait. Accord­
ing to U. N. Res. 678, it was after that date 
that coalition members could use military 
action to force Iraqi compliance. Impor­
tantly, however, it was not a mandate for 
the use of force. In technical terms the 
deadline was a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for the onset of war. In the 
Senate debates, however, proponents of the 
use of force insisted that the deadline ren­
dered all other considerations irrelevant. 
Recognition of their supposed irrelevance 
was thus construed as the only prudent 
course of action. Arlen Specter (R-PA), for 
example. maintained that "it is too late in 
the day ... for the Congress meaningfully 
to disagree with the President's request. ... 
We are much past the point of changing 
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U. S. or U. N. policy" (SI14). William 
Roth (R-DE) similarly argued that he did 
"not believe Congress should, at this late 
date, be trying to pull the rug out from un­
der the President" (S138). As Thad 
Cochran (R-MS) concluded, "it may be too 
late ... to make changes now" (S 148). 

This issue involved much more than a 
complaint regarding the proximity of the 
debate to the U. N. deadline. Indeed, the 
executive request for authorization that 
motivated the debate was itself made "late 
in the day," only three days earlier. In a 
very real sense, the position privileging 
material exigencies such as time ordained 
prudential judgment as recognizing the de­
terminism of material conditions and the 
necessity of subordinating itself to them. 

It was precisely in this context that the 
U.S. Senate became the servant of the nar­
row material logic it helped to construct. 
Jesse Helms (R-NC), for example, opined 
that "for ... months the American people 
have been subjected to a cacophony of 
carping criticism and second guessing ... 
[but] politics must stop at the water's edge. 
This is no time for posturing politicians to 
strut across the TV screen, presuming to 
second guess" (S385).19 Helms most clear­
ly subordinated congressional initiative to 
material conditions when he concluded 
that "now that the critical moment has ar­
rived, it is time for all of us to stand united 
behind [Bush)" (S385; emphasis added). 
Similarly abdicating individual judgment 
to the compelling march of time was 
Albert Gore (D-TN), who declared HI can­
not reconcile myself to a point of view and 
a vote that says, in effect, we will let this 
deadline come and go" (S334). David 
Durenberger (R-MN) neatly crystallized 
the available range of rational options 
when he noted that "We are not permitted 
the luxury of academic speCUlation in this 
debate. Steps have been taken which can­
not be taken back. Decisions have been 
made . . . that cannot be reversed. And 
whether we like it or not, time is running" 
(S31O). 
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We do not mean to suggest that the 
Senate followed the dictates of U.N. Res. 
678 or the Bush administration which 
spearheaded its passage, in lock-step fash­
ion. Nonetheless, the supporters of the im­
mediate authorization of force depicted the 
arbitrary deadline of January 15 as the ma­
terially over-determined cause for limiting 
debate and making a quick decision. By 
doing so, they crafted an ideological stand­
ard for Congressional deliberation that in­
sisted on the ineffability of material 
phenomena and the futility of purposive 
action in the face of them. 

The reification of this rhetorical logic 
pervaded the debate, structuring the dis­
cussion of individual lines of support for 
the general commitment to authorize force 
in the Gulf. This emergent prudence, then, 
functioned recursively both as a potential 
outcome of the Senate debates, and as the 
dominant inventional resource within it.20 

Its inventional authority is neatly illus­
trated in the controversy surrounding the 
relative staying power of the international 
coalition during a sustained period of eco­
nomic sanctions and military inaction. 
Praise for the international coalition's un­
precedented unity of purpose was frequent 
and effusive. Warren Rudman (R-NH) not­
ed, for example, that "it is most heartening 
to observe the international community ... 
consistently support the coalition opposed 
to Iraq's aggression. The significance of 
this unified stance ... cannot be overstat­
ed" (S325).21 In the coalition, it was ar­
gued, lay the embryonic "New World 
Order" so widely heralded by George Bush 
on the collapse of communism in Eastern 
Europe. Peering into the future, John 
McCain (R-AZ) predicted that "this is a 
critical point in history. We determine 
whether we ... can act together with the 
United Nations and every other civilized 
nation in the world, to prevent naked inter­
national aggression of the most heinous 
and disgraceful kind .... [Ilf we fail to act, 
our New World order will be inevitably a 
succession of dictators" (S233). Perhaps 

seeing the New World already fully 
formed in the coalition, John Danforth (R­
MO) described the Persian Gulf crisis as 
"the first major test of the post cold-war 
world order" (S 122). 

Even in the New World Order, of 
course, prudent action would privilege 
material constraints on human judgment. 
Rudman warned that "the current interna­
tional consensus will not last indefinitely 
... particularly among the Arab members 
of the coalition" (S325). John Breaux 
(D-LA) concurred, noting "I am also con­
cerned that the coalition facing Iraq will 
break apart if Congress votes to defer .... 
Fractures between the United States and 
the allies are becoming apparent and these 
schisms are likely to expand in the future" 
(S235). 

What seems especially significant here 
is that the relative fragility of the coalition 
was attributed not to the fundamental cul­
tural and strategic differences among the 
allied nations, but to the chronological in­
evitability of the coalition's collapse. Ma­
terial time, it seems, would be even more 
debilitating to the alliance than the actual 
onset of hostilities in which a then still un­
known number of combatants would cer­
tainly die.22 William Cohen (R-ME) 
insisted that failing to authorize an imme­
diate military response to the material 
timeline in the sand would "let [Saddam 
Hussein's] soldiers lick the bones of those 
they butchered ... [and] stuff our ears with 
the cotton wool of rhetoric" (S333). Con­
sequently, the exercise of prudential judg­
ment was taken to dictate presumptive 
(pre-emptive?) action, rather than forbear­
ance in the face of scenic exigencies. 

The ideological effect of this rhetorical 
logic was to insure that the decision to 
wage war could not be made in any mean­
ingful way, for it had been materially or­
dained. The only question remaining was 
how quickly Congress would realize it and 
react accordingly. 

We do not mean to suggest here that 
U.S. military involvement in the Persian 



Gulf was truly overdetermined by material 
constraints. Indeed, the law required that 
congressional judgments be made to ena­
ble both the initial deployment of troops 
and their subsequent shift to offensive sta­
tus, as well as the appropriation of funds to 
equip, feed, and house them. We do main­
tain, however, that the language in which 
those judgments were cast was effectively 
univocal: the abdication of senatorial re­
sponsibility literally and metaphorically 
installed George Bush as the solitary voice 
publically articulating American Persian 
Gulf policy. 

Pragmatically speaking, the reason for 
this was quite simple: the proponents of 
immediate authorization successfully por­
trayed the multiple voices characteristic of 
congressional deliberation as a cacopho­
nous confusion leading inexorably to delay 
and inaction. Malcolm Wallop (R-WY), 
for example, seemed resigned to abdicate 
Congressional authority in deference to the 
executive's vision and purpose. "Sadly," he 
noted, "what has taken place today, some­
how or another is a means of carrying on a 
debate ... to avoid being pinned with a de­
cision the likes of which the President ... 
cannot avoid .... Regrettably, the modern 
Congress is designed to evade its responsi­
bilities." The Persian Gulf debate, he ar­
gued, illuminated "just how prone we are 
as a body to avoid discussing the demands 
and the fulfillment of national interests" 
(S272-273). Helms similarly justified the 
multi vocal Senate's deference to the Presi­
dent's efficient univocality: "We have to 
face this problem now and the way to face 
it is to back this President" (SI47). Alfonse 
D' Amato (R-NY) pointedly concluded 
that "to take the President on the way we 
have sends a terrible signal. And it is 
wrong" (S233). 

That President Bush spoke as the syn­
echdocal voice of the nation was most 
graphically illustrated in the Senate's reac­
tion to Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz's 
rejection of Bush's personal letter to Saddam 
Hussein. Secretary of State James Baker 
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attempted to deliver the letter in Geneva, 
but Aziz rejected it because he considered 
its tone too condescending and aggressive 
for communication between heads of 
state. 24 Rather than treating Aziz's behav­
ior as a violation of international decorum, 
or even as a case of diplomatic one-ups­
manship, it was characterized in the de­
bates as a personal insult to Bush and, 
hence, a provocative affront to America. 
Cameron Burns (R-MT) insisted that any­
thing that threatens Bush's "standing in the 
international community" does "the Amer­
ican people, not just President Bush, a 
great injustice" (S248). This, of course, 
underscored the material necessity of au­
thorizing Bush to use "all necessary 
means" to dislodge Iraqi troops from 
Kuwait and, in so doing, to redeem both 
his and the nation's wounded pride. 

The personal insult to Bush was less 
significant than its characterization as a 
necessary and sufficient warrant for 
accepting the prudence of his individual 
policy making. The effect of the character­
ization was to produce what Theodore 
Draper aptly described as a "peculiarly 
presidential war."25 Phil Gramm (R-TX), 
for example, claimed that "Now, more than 
ever, we must speak with one clear voice, 
and ultimately, that is the voice of the 
President" (S328). Robert Kasten (R-WI) 
concurred, insisting on the necessity of 
prudential judgment as rendered through 
"one voice" (S389). 

Contesting Prudence 

While the rhetorical logic of prudence 
that ultimately triumphed in the debates 
and underwrote their outcome privileged 
univocal reactions to material constraints, 
this rhetorical effect emerged neither in 
isolation nor without considerable contro­
versy. That the votes rejecting the Mitch­
ell-Nunn Resolution and affirming the 
Dole-Warner Resolution (46-53 and 52-47, 
respectively) were so narrowly decided 
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indicates the relative strength of opposition 
to military action in the Gulf and, we think, 
the contours of a competing standard for 
communal judgment. 

Whereas supporters of offensive mili­
tary action called the legitimacy of the de­
bates themselves into question by claiming 
that impinging scenic conditions demand­
ed "action, not talk," supporters of the 
Mitchell-Nunn Resolution articulated a 
procedural logic indebted to constitution­
ally mandated deliberation. Whatever the 
material conditions might be, it was sug­
gested, the legal demands of Article I, 
Section 8 of the Constitution and the 1973 
War Powers Resolution mandated sus­
tained deliberation. As Mitchell remarked 
in opening the debate, "[T]oday the Senate 
undertakes a solemn constitutional respon­
sibility; to decide whether to commit the 
nation to war. In this debate, we should fo­
cus on the fundamental question before us: 
What is the wisest course of action for our 
Nation in the Persian Gulf crisis?" (S101) 
Eiden was perhaps even more vivid: "The 
Constitution-even if we wished not 
to-demands that we debate the question. 
We are here today because our Constitu­
tion, a document written by men who shed 
blood to free this land from tyranny of any 
one individual, commands the Congress to 
decide the gravest question any country 
faces: Should it go to war?" (S119) 

Framed as the enactment of the obliga­
tions associated with a procedural logic, 
this conception of prudence was not reduc­
ible to a particular position on the authori­
zation of offensive military action. Rather, 
it stipulated the grounds on which any po­
sition on that issue must ultimately be de­
cided. It did not necessarily entail a vote 
against authorizing an attack on Iraq; it 
simply altered the standard to which such a 
vote must be held accountable. 

A prudence requiring decision-makers 
to engage myriad issues in rendering judg­
ments and to accept responsibility for their 
results stands in stark contrast to the chilling 
simplicity of reacting to overdetermined 

material constraints. Enacting the constitu­
tional requirements of judgment yields 
rhetorical effects without transparent guar­
antees of success or readily available 
scapegoats in the event of failure. Reject­
ing a standard of prudence predicated on 
reaction to material conditions in favor of 
one that assumes the ultimate indetermina­
cy of those conditions highlights the re­
sponsibility lying with the agents of 
judgment themselves. Carl Levin (D-MI) 
conceded that "since none of us has a crys­
tal ball, we are left with a calculation when 
it comes to the option of war .... And the 
equation being weighed throughout our so­
ciety is this: Is the abandonment of sanc­
tions to the option of war worth the price 
we will surely have to pay?" (S302) 

The marginalized effect of this rhetoric 
was to characterize the material conditions 
considered so clearly determinative by 
Bush and his congressional allies as sub­
ject to variable interpretation. Hence, such 
exigencies could be taken to warrant a 
number of different means to the end of 
mandating an Iraqi withdrawal from 
Kuwait. John Kerrey (D-MA), lamenting 
the narrow range of options afforded by a 
premature surrender to a material logic, 
argued that it "is a terrible way to make 
policy ... but it is even an even more terri­
ble way to go to war by any account. ... I 
would rather vote for good prudent policy 
which would have the same good end re­
sult or which, if it ultimately brings you to 
war, it does so because there was no other 
option" (S251). Wyche Fowler (D-GA) 
maintained that Iraq's material brutality 
had been hastily translated into a material 
justification for war, preventing meaning­
ful consideration of other, more peaceful, 
responses. He argued that "there is a 
difference between a war being just and 
a war being prudent ... We should choose 
the war option only when other, less 
costly, less risky alternatives such as the 
use of economic and political sanctions 
are shown not to be able to achieve our 
objectives" (S243). 



The potential effect of this "adversa­
tive" logic was to alter the fundamental 
standard by which American Persian Gulf 
policy options could be evaluated. Where­
as the dominant conception of prudence in 
the debates concerned the (re)action to dis­
crete material situations, the alternative 
celebrated forbearance in the face of un­
certainty. For opponents of immediate au­
thorization, patience was indeed a 
[prudential] virtue. Biden, for example, 
questioned the wisdom of using our dis­
comfort at the slow pace of sanctions as 
justifications for immediate (re)action: 
"The President says he is angry, he is im­
patient. Well, God bless him, so are all of 
us. But is that a reason?" (S335) As he fur­
ther described it in the closing hours of the 
debate, "wisdom, I am convinced, lies in 
the case for a policy of patient strength" 
(S337).26 Terry Sanford (D-NC) observed 
likewise that "To go to war now is not only 
unacceptable impatience, but I suggest a 
lack of real courage . . . Let us stand tall 
and strong and firm. Let us not take the 
quick and easy way" (S277). 

Prudence, defined in this way, did not 
rule out material motivations for action. 
The illegality of Iraq's invasion of Kuwait 
and the brutality of its occupation cannot 
reasonably be denied. However, as articu­
lated by opponents of authorization, pru­
dential judgment would not confuse the is 
of Iraqi action with the ought of an imme­
diate U.S. military reaction. Rather than 
being trapped by material exigencies, the 
oppositional rhetoric of the Mitchell-Nunn 
Resolution charged the Senate with sus­
taining the search for alternative methods 
of altering those exigencies. 

The contrast of these competing logics 
is most graphically illustrated in the con­
troversy surrounding the ultimate locus of 
responsibility for instigating US military 
action. Responding to suggestions that 
Saddam Hussein materially dictated 
American military policy, Robert Byrd 
(D-WV) insisted on the independent exer­
cise of congressional judgment: "whether 

Grounds of Rhetorical Judgment 35 

or not we go over the brink next Tuesday 
after midnight ... is our decision and not 
Hussein's" (S357). 

Of course, such a standard of judgment 
is not without its dangers. The broad, even 
confusing nature of prudence articulated 
by opponents of force authorization could 
easily collapse under the weight of its own 
indeterminacy. After all, judgments do 
have to be made, and someone has to make 
them. For proponents of immediate author­
ization, vesting President Bush with the 
univocal authority to speak a policy of re­
action was a convenient solution. For 
opponents, however, the rhetorical obliga­
tion was to enact a prudentially consensual 
judgment. Thus, in order to stave off the 
debilitating effects of utter inaction, 
harmony had to be sought amidst the 
cacophony of voices describing competing 
interests, perspectives, and possible 
solutions. 

Mitchell-Nunn supporters sought to 
avoid what they saw as the reductive per­
sonalization of the contlict marking the 
claims in favor of authorizing force. John 
Kerrey (D-MA), for example, rejected the 
common argument that Bush's earlier deci­
sions intlexibly limited Congressional op­
tions. He queried, "Are we supposed to go 
to war because once the President has an­
nounced something publicly, to reverse or 
question him is somehow detrimental to 
the Nation despite the fact that we are a co­
equal partner in government?" (S251) 
Byrd warned against granting Bush the 
voice of American policy and its concomi­
tant personalization of the contlict as Bush 
V5. Hussein: "We ought not personalize ... 
the looming contlict. To do 50 would cloud 
our judgment at a time in our lives and our 
careers that demands from us absolute 
lucidity" (S358). 

The lucidity Byrd thought crucial to 
prudential judgment in the debates found 
itself characterized as freedom from the 
hubris that empowered calls for war on the 
basis of wounded national,pride. The de­
mands placed on the debate by the agency 
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of ordinary constitutional processes were 
said to require a judgment based on long­
term national interests. Edward Kennedy 
(D-MA) observed that "Bush prides him­
self on his ability in foreign policy. Un­
doubtedly, he felt embarrassed by Saddam 
.... But wounded Presidential pride is not 
a rationale for war" (S370). Referring to 
Aziz's rejection of Bush's personal letter, 
Biden pondered "Is that a reason to send 
my sons to die? Because we are offended? 
Is that a defining moment in history, to 
send a generation ... to war?" (S335) 
David Pryor (D-AR) cautioned against let­
ting "some sort of John Wayne syndrome" 
dictate the Senate's judgment. "Let us re­
member," he argued, "that this is not the 
Super Bowl where everyone walks away 
alive. It is not an Easter egg hunt where the 
winners walk away without a scratch" 
(S332). 

Rather than conferring absolute 
decision-making authority on the Presi­
dent, the opponents of authorization articu­
lated a competing rhetorical logic that was 
sensitive to the demands of the broader 
public debate. In the wake of America's in­
volvement in Vietnam, they argued that de­
liberation on compelling national issues 
demands at least the recognition of broader 
constituencies. Levin, for example, claimed 
that "one of the lessons of Vietnam is that 
we should not wage war without a consen­
sus of our people: "We owe it to our military 
forces and their loved ones to send them ... 
to their deaths only if the American people 
believe the objective is worth the price" 
(S302). John Glenn (D-OH) captured the 
need for a broader consensus when he con­
cluded that "the issue is not whether Con­
gress will or should support the President's 
actions. The issue is whether the Presi­
dent's actions will be supported by the 
American people. Presidents do not go to 
war .... the nation goes to war" (S314). 

This change in the rhetorical locus of 
judgment entailed a quite different policy 
decision. Frank Lautenberg (D-NJ) main­
tained that in order to authorize offensive 

force the public must "believe that the good 
of the nation warrants the risk to the lives 
of their children." That test, he said, "has 
not been met" (S245). Warning against 
succumbing to the superficial appeal of 
ubiquitous yellow ribbons, Lloyd Bentsen 
(D-TX) insisted that "the truth is that the 
American people are already divided on 
the wisdom of war in the Gulf. We cannot 
wish away those divisions or swallow them 
up in a great gulp of patriotism" (S224). 

In an important way, then, opponents of 
authorizing military force crafted a stand­
ard of prudence predicated on the articula­
tion of competing interests, and on public 
consensus rather than individual initiative. 
This standard was not simply invoked to 
challenge the relative wisdom of Bush's 
decisions as commander in chief. Rather, it 
was characterized as a concrete manifesta­
tion of a commitment to the procedural logic 
of the constitutional process. Byrd clearly 
illustrated the ground of his judgment 
when he observed that "I took an oath, Mr. 
President, to support and defend, not the 
President of the United States ... but to de­
fend the Constitution of the United States" 
(S358). Bob Kerrey (D-NE), went even 
further, insisting that to do otherwise 
would "make Congress nothing more than 
a rubber-stamp and literally render inoper­
ative our coequal decision-making respon­
sibility in a matter of war and peace .... 
We are still a nation of laws and not of 
men; ... we still elect our presidents: We 
do not crown them" (S251). 

Conclusions 

In a trenchant critique of the President's 
Persian Gulf policy, Julius Jacobson ar­
gued that "Bush has arrogated to himself 
the purely personal power to order the de­
ployment of troops .... He assumes the 
right as President, without any Congres­
sional authorization, to make a purely per­
sonal declaration of war, exercising his . .. 
military option. "27 Our analysis of the 



Senate debates does not challenge this as­
sertion so much as it indicates the necessi­
ty of expanding our understanding of the 
larger political significance of the rhetori­
cal process in which the debates unfolded. 
While Bush was certainly arrogant in 
maintaining a kind of imperial authority to 
employ the military as he sees fit, to focus 
solely on his pronouncements in this re­
gard is to divert attention from the fact that 
Congress acceded that authority to him. 
We certainly do not want to trivialize the 
possibility of very real disagreements 
among reasonable advocates regarding the 
relative wisdom of American military poli­
cy in the Gulf. Indeed, we even concede 
the pragmatic necessity of employing mili­
tary force as a last resort in assuring na­
tional security. Nonetheless, it seems clear 
that the Senate's final judgment in the 
Persian Gulf Debates was affected less by 
such disagreements or impending necessi­
ty, than by a narrowly circumscribed rheto­
ric of prudence that reduces public moral 
judgment to a simple, individual, and pure­
ly instrumental assessment of "objective" 
material conditions. 

While we hesitate to claim that the 
Senate Debates of January 10-12, 1991 
will dictate the outcome for all future chal­
lenges to the "New World Order," we do 
believe that they establish a standard for 
prudential judgment with troubling impli­
cations for future American foreign 
policy-making. Ironically, from our per­
spective, David Durenberger (R-MN) 
seemed pleased by this prospect when he 
proclaimed that "this is ... a formative 
time, a time in which events become prece­
dents, when actions become norms of be­
havior .... The values we project at this 
time, as Americans and leaders of the 
world, are crucial to the future of ... a new 
world order" (S309). We do not quarrel 
with the claim that these debates might 
well affect the future of this so-called new 
world order; but at the same time, our anal­
ysis of the debates as a rhetorical process 
leads us to call into question the rhetorical 
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vision of prudence that they entail as some 
kind of absolute standard. As Bill Bradley 
(D-NJ) put it, "if this first crisis in the post 
cold war world is to be resolved simply by 
a blind rush to the use of force, what is so 
new about the new world order?" (S 137) 

While we acknowledge the value of 
quick and concerted action in certain cir­
cumstances, we worry about the way in 
which such a rhetoric of prudence threat­
ens to subvert the established agencies for 
warranting such action. To do so is to sub­
stitute an unreflective ends/means calculus 
for meaningful deliberation. Theodore 
Draper described the subversion of Con­
gressional agency as a "constitutional 
watershed," arguing that it "has set a prece­
dent which will haunt this country far 
longer than the Gulf War will remain a viv­
id memory." While we resist the tempta­
tion to put too fine an edge on it, we cannot 
fail to call attention to Bush's apparent 
willingness to extend this univocal concep­
tion of prudence to other rhetorical situa­
tions, as his 1992 State of the Union 
Address makes c1ear.29 

Scholars of rhetoric and informal logic 
would seem to be uniquely prepared to 
comment on the implications of the vari­
ous logics which underwrite decision mak­
ing in public forums. The importance of 
our vigilance to such logics is heightened 
when the decisions being made concern 
matters of war or peace. In his contribution 
to the First International Symposium on 
Informal Logic, Michael Scriven aptly 
pointed out that "if we spent half the time 
on soft logic analyses of contemporary 
problems that we do on national history ... 
we would double the chances of there 
being a national history this time next 
century. "30 

While we would alter his claim to call 
for rhetorical analyses as well, we share 
the substance of his concern. If our analy­
sis can be sustained, there was much more 
at stake in the congressional debates on the 
Persian Gulf War than the decision to take 
offensive military action against Saddam 
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Hussein. Indeed, there was even more at 
stake than a territorial squabble between 
the executive and legislative branches of 
government. When the U.S. Congress 
abdicated its judgmental autonomy to a 
univocal material standard of judgment, it 
not only circumvented its immediate re­
sponsibility to promote public discussion 
and debate, but it also contributed to the 

structuring of a conception of prudence 
that might well be a serious step back­
wards in time to the days of the imperial 
presidency. And that, we believe, would 
only function to undennine the radical po­
tential of an enlightened, liberal democra­
cy in which we acknowledge our leaders as 
the first among equals, but only one voice 
among many. 
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