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Abstract


The political communication of George C. Wallace is evaluated using a critical model entitled the Impression Management Rhetorical Model.  This study postulates that Wallace was successful because he presented any one of three rhetorical images at any time during his career: the Racist Image, the Populist Image, and the Conservative Image.  Wallace accomplished this through effective self-presentation.  His self-presentations are evaluated using the Impression Management Rhetorical Model.  The Impression management Rhetorical Model is based on six tactics of Impression Management theory: ingratiation, intimidation, self-promotion, exemplification, BIRGing, and blasting.  The study finds that, although the images are often mutually exclusive of each other, Wallace transcended traditional political thought by successfully presenting himself at any time as being conservative, populist, or racist.  

******************************************************************************












        George C. Wallace was one of the most controversial and influential politicians of the twentieth century.  Few American politicians have generated more hate, admiration, controversy, and confusion.  To the amazement of his critics in Alabama, Wallace was successful at playing both sides of the political fence; he has been labeled conservative and liberal, racist and integrationist (Carter, 1995; Lesher, 1994; 

Lipset & Raab, 1970; Frady, 1968).  He entered politics in 1946, a recent World War II veteran, riding a resurgent wave of Southern populism and the coat-tail of Governor James E. 'Big Jim' Folsom, an unapologetic New Dealer.  Yet within eight years, after the Brown V. Board of Education decision, he was distancing himself from the racially moderate Folsom and capitalizing on the political benefits of racially 

charged rhetoric.


After winning the Governor’s office in 1964, Wallace upheld his campaign promise to defend segregation.  Utilizing classic southern racist apologia he defended his stance on constitutional grounds, gaining the admiration of northern conservatives who helped influence him to run for national office.  Yet this rising star of the neo-conservative revolution spent more on highways, education, and social programs during his first term than any of his predecessors.  And despite his zero-tolerance segregation pledge, he later courted and received near unanimous black support in a 1982 bid for governor.

        Wallace left an indelible imprint on Alabama politics, but what is of interest is the success he had at bringing his radical ideas out of the South and delivering them to a receptive national audience that did not share the historical sense of rebellion and defiance with his Southern constituents. He ran for president in the 1964 Democratic primaries receiving 30 percent of the vote in the Wisconsin and Indiana primaries, and 43 percent in Maryland (Lesher, 1994).  In 1968 he ran for president on the American Independent Party ticket claiming that he was the best choice because there wasn't "a dime's worth of difference" between the other two parties and any candidate they may offer (Wallace, 1976, p. 121).  He won Arkansas, Alabama, Mississippi, Georgia, and Louisiana, and ran second in the Carolinas and Tennessee (Lesher, 1994).  Although he lost the race for president, he has been credited with inspiring Nixon's Southern Strategy and the current conservative mood in America (Carter, 1995).

        In the 1972 presidential campaign, Wallace ran as a conservative Democrat, and once again he surprised the political pros.  The Vietnam War was still being fought, inflation was rising, and the public was still uneasy over the social changes taking place.  Wallace proposed a diplomatic retreat from Vietnam, appealed to middle class frustrations, and promised a return to law and order.  He won the Florida, Tennessee, North Carolina, Alabama, Maryland, and Michigan primaries, and he came in second in Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Indiana.  In fact, he may have won the nomination had he not been shot down in an assassination attempt in Maryland.

        After being reelected governor in 1974, Wallace made another attempt for the presidency in 1976.  He made a good start but began losing ground after being dropped by an Alabama State Trooper who was loading him on an airplane.  Wallace supporters theorized that the governor appeared weak and frail after that incident.  He withdrew from the race and threw his support to Jimmy Carter, claiming that he paved the way for a Southerner to become president.

        The Impression Management Rhetorical Model


Joe McGinnis (1969) wrote that Richard Nixon's 1968 campaign advisors suggested that he reconsider his rhetorical strategy based on the idea that the decision to support a candidate is a gut-reaction and basically a product of the particular chemistry between the voter and the image of the candidate.  That very strategy was successfully employed by George Wallace to propel him to power in Alabama and on to the national stage.  He successfully presented three rhetorical images of himself—the Racist, the Populist, and the Conservative—and thereby capitalized on what would otherwise have been political division.  He constructed and communicated these images through the process of Impression Management.


To identify and analyze the use of Impression Management strategies in Wallace’s communication the Impression Management Rhetorical Model has been developed.  The Impression Management Rhetorical Model is based on Impression Management Theory, a theory of interpersonal communication.  Utilizing a theory of interpersonal communication for rhetorical criticism yields a unique vehicle for examining various forms of political communication.  The Impression Management Rhetorical Model examines the strategies of impression management theory as they are 

used to form rhetorical images.  These images are presented and manipulated to reach identification with, and thereby persuade, the target.  

        Since the model assumes persuasion through identification, examples of communication are examined to see which strategies are used to form the rhetorical images presented.  By being identified with the speaker, the target becomes "substantially one," or "consubstantial," with the speaker (Burke, 1969, p. 545).  This, according to Burke, is when persuasion takes place.  Identifying the self-presentation strategies used to form the rhetorical images provides greater insight into the phenomenon of persuasion by identification.  By applying a theory of interpersonal interaction to various forms of communication, the Impression Management Rhetorical Model focuses on the functional, rather than the contextual, nature of communication.  The application of The Impression Management Rhetorical Model to Wallace's political communication provides insight into the workings of one of the most masterful and misunderstood politicians of the twentieth century, and into the use of image in political communication.  

         Impression Management is defined as "any behavior by a person that has the purpose of controlling or manipulating the attributions of that person by others" (Tedeshi & Riess, 1981, p. 3).  According to Erving Goffman (1959), people control others' interpretations of them through self-presentation.  Self-presentation defines social situations and people's attendant roles.  These definitions determine the reactions one will receive from others in social situations.


Impression Management is a Symbolic Interactionist theory.  The nature of the Symbolic Interactionist's approach to human behavior lies in the idea that people interpret 

or define each other's actions instead of merely reacting (Blumer, 1969).  According to this view, individuals learn to play roles in society and take on the identities related to these roles.  Such social experiences lead people to label themselves, others, and social situations (Mead, 1934).  These labels and definitions are important because of the resultant identification.


Identification is central to a Symbolic Interactionist approach to rhetoric.  The Symbolic Interactionist perspective has been introduced to the field of rhetoric through the writings of Kenneth Burke, who stresses persuasion through identification (Harrell, 1973).  According to Burke (1969), mankind is unique and as such is separate, distinct, and divided.  Since mankind is therefore divided, identification is necessary.

Identification is affirmed with earnestness precisely because there is division.  Identification is compensatory to division.  If men were not apart from one another, there would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity.  If men were wholly and truly of one substance, absolute communication would be of man's very essence (p. 546).


Identification is the key to an Impression Management theory of rhetoric.  Identification soothes the uneasy feelings produced by division and is a state of being that people constantly seek (Harrell, 1973).  Since an audience will identify a person by his/her presented self (Zicklin, 1968), and since rhetoric by identification operates to allay uneasy division (Harrell, 1973), self-presentation represents a method of reaching identification through rhetoric.  According to Goffman (1959), Impression Management is a routine method of self-presentation in interpersonal situations.  Goffman is more concerned with the mutual definition of reality than with rhetoric by identification, although the former is necessary for the latter's existence.  Burke's (1969) contention, however, is that rhetorical activity cuts across the human communication spectrum, and that the label rhetoric is limited to certain forms of public address by prescription only.  This study attempts to reveal persuasion by identification in various forms of Wallace's communication, and to bridge the gaps often placed between the various forms of human communication.


The theory of Impression Management is typically credited to Goffman's seminal book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman, 1959).  In this book he described Impression Management as a routine part of social interaction.  Goffman contends that people respond to internalized norms and others' demands for self-identification.  He interprets social interactions through the dramatic metaphor, with people in everyday life representing actors on the stage.  As actors, people play out roles to present themselves to others, thus defining the situation as they go along.  According to Goffman, self-presentations are performances that present images of the self for the social world to see and evaluate.  Performance is defined by Goffman as, "All the activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves to influence in any way any of the other participants" (1959, p. 15).  These performances are what constitute self-presentation.

Rhetorical Images

        The Impression Management Rhetorical Model is employed to evaluate how instances of self-presentation contribute to the definition of rhetorical images.  Examples of self-presentation can be found in many forms of communication, mediated and non-mediated, interpersonal and public, verbal and nonverbal.  Rhetorical images are public impressions that are presented for the purpose of defining a person and thus seeking identification with other like-minded people through communication.  Rhetorical images are enthymematic in nature; they rely on audience beliefs, attitudes, and values.  Thus, the rhetor must be aware of his audience’s motives in order to draw identification with his own.  The Impression Management Rhetorical Model seeks to identify and critically analyze rhetorical images created through various methods of self-presentation.  


As noted, Wallace relied on three rhetorical images during his political career: The Racist, The Populist, and The Conservative.  The Racist Image is the one for which Wallace is best known.  Wallace learned the potency of race baiting after losing the 1958 Governor’s race because of a weak stand on segregation.  He thereafter exploited the race issue to the point of not only ensuring his election as governor, but of gaining national notoriety by physically standing in the door of the University of Alabama to prevent the enrollment of two black students.  Alabamians and other Southerners intent on maintaining their unique system of legal racism identified with Wallace as the protector of what they considered the natural order.  Many other Americans, however, considered Wallace and what he stood for reprehensible.  Regardless of the underlying ethical implications of the Racist Image, it contributed to his political success.  


The Populist Image propagated by Wallace is one that had been successful for many Southern politicians.  After Reconstruction, many Southern politicians realized the significance of the poor man's vote and successfully exploited the issues that were important to that portion of the electorate.  Although Populism is often equated with agrarian revolt, many Populist leaders also reached out to the urban laboring classes in an attempt to broaden the movement's influence and power (Goodwyn, 1978).  According to Logue and Dorgan (1981) both the "upcountry dirt farmers and Piedmont mill workers shared the common bond of being exploited by a prospering class" (p. 2).  It was this "common bond" that many Southern politicians, including George Wallace, identified with.  Populist candidates appealed to all the lower-educated working classes; the "poor, illiterate, debt-ridden souls scratching [out] a meager existence..."(Morgan, 1985), farmers and urban laborers.  The term Populist best defines Wallace's progressive image; the Wallace who identified with and promoted programs that benefited the working class.  Wallace biographer Lesher (1994), provides a convincing argument for the use of that term:

Wallace, like the original populists of the 1890s, distrusted banks and the rich while advocating tax reforms that would favor farmers and working people...His suggestion to tax foundations and church-owned property went far beyond anything offered by any other candidate...One need not agree with school choice, whatever Wallace's motive for supporting it, to understand that its application is theoretically egalitarian and democratic--and fully populist.  And it is difficult to think that the hardworking, somewhat nativist early populists, had they lived in a later time, would have objected to Wallace's insistence that able-bodied welfare recipients go to work, or that nations denouncing the U.S. in world councils be stripped of U.S. foreign aid (p. 476).


The Conservative Image is one of the most common rhetorical images utilized by Southern politicians.  Since ante-bellum times, when Southern leaders found it necessary to justify slavery, fiscal and constitutional conservatism dominated political dialogue and practice.  The Bourbon Democrats who ruled after Reconstruction, employed the Conservative Image to regain and maintain control of Southern politics.  And it was conservative political policies that the upstart Southern Populists rebelled against.  Over the years, as the South was frequently condemned for racial segregation, conservatism was employed to defend states’ rights and local control.  


Conservatism is, however, more than a method of defending social inequality and concealing political motive.  Many Southerners throughout history have been politically conservative irrespective of racial concerns (Genovese, 1994).  Although they may have been drawn into political alliance with racial conservatives, many Southerners have been and still are politically conservative and racially liberal.  Many conservatives outside the South are also conservative irrespective of race.  


Wallace, as a politician with state, regional, and national appeal, often found it politically expedient to present a Conservative Image to conservative voters without using overtly racist rhetoric.  Due to the subjective nature of Impression Management, however, communication that may be interpreted as racist by one person may appear to be based on sound constitutional conservatism by another.  Thus, although much of Wallace's conservative rhetoric was employed as a defense for his racist positions, it was also attractive to anti-New Deal conservatives who were concerned with the increasing power of the central government.

Impression Management as Rhetorical Criticism

        The Impression Management Rhetorical Model is based on the social creation of reality.  Because the model is based on the theory of impression management, absolute ethical or truthful judgments are inappropriate. Due to relativistic foundations, a symbolic interactionist approach to rhetoric does not have the same insistence on ethics as that found in traditional rhetorical theory.  Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (1970) criticizes Aristotelian theory for placing the critic in a dilemma between effects and ethics.  The traditional critic, according to Campbell, cannot deny the effectiveness of nonrational appeals, but at the same time must condemn their effectiveness as unethical.  The Impression Management Rhetorical Model is premised by the concept that competent communication is contextual (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984).  Being, therefore, contextual, effective rhetorical criticism, based on Impression Management theory, does not necessitate ethical judgments.  According to Dennis Brissett and Charles Edgley (1990): 

to construe impression management as illusionary or inauthentic is to make a nonsituational, ontological judgment of a performance whose meaning emerges in the situational conduct accorded it....It makes no difference in the last analysis whether an individual wishes to be deceitful or honest, manipulative or negotiable, selfish or altruistic, or for that matter simply wants to get on with what he's doing; the meaning of his enterprise will be established in the expressive/impressive dimension of his behavior (p. 7).


The Impression Management Rhetorical Model is based on social psychological research.  Goffman's pioneering work in 1959 placed Impression Management in the Symbolic Interactionists' genre of sociological literature.  Then, in 1964, E.E. Jones' Ingratiation: A Social Psychological Analysis (1964) introduced the concept to the field of experimental social psychology.  There has since been a considerable amount of interest in the subject and research in the area of self-presentation.  Researchers have defined several specific strategies of tactical self-presentation (Jones, 1964; Clore & Baldridge, 1968; Kleinke, 1975; Jones & Pittman, 1980; Cialdini & Richardson, 1980; Richardson & Cialdini, 1981; Tedeschi & Riess, 1981).  A review of the literature on self-presentation strategies and their various applications reveals six which are particularly appropriate for the Impression Management Rhetorical Model: ingratiation, intimidation, self-promotion, exemplification, BIRGing and Blasting.  


Ingratiation is described as "those episodes of social behavior that are designed to increase the attractiveness of the actor to the target" (Jones, 1964, p. 2).  Care must be taken to differentiate ingratiation from flattery.  Although Jones defines flattery as one means of ingratiating oneself to others, flattery is not in and of itself synonymous with ingratiation.  According to Kleinke (1975), flattery is used to obtain benefits or goods, where ingratiation is used to increase attractiveness.  However, the positive evaluation of others may be the benefit one is seeking.  Thus, flattery may be a strategy for ingratiation (Jones 1964).


Jones (1964) defined three specific tactics used by an actor to ingratiate himself/herself to the target person: self-enhancements, target-enhancements, and opinion conformity.  Self-enhancements are positive verbal statements made by the speaker about his/her own characteristics.  According to Kleinke (1975), presenting a good image is a straightforward ingratiation strategy, as long as the target has no reason to doubt the speaker.  However, a positive self-image is relative.  Different targets will have different ideas about what constitutes a positive image.


Target-enhancements are positive verbal statements made about the target (Tedeschi & Riess, 1981).  These are often made in the form of flattery, social approval, or positive feedback.  Tedeschi and Riess attribute the success of this tactic to the principle of reinforcement as applied to attraction.  According to this principle, people tend to like others who provide them with positive reinforcements.  In addition, the ingratiator will rely on the norm of reciprocity to induce the target to provide reinforcements.  The ingratiator hopes that by directing verbal enhancements toward the target, the target will feel compelled to reciprocate with positive impressions of the ingratiator.


Opinion conformity is based on the idea that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.  Social psychological studies have demonstrated that similarity is related to attraction (Byrne, 1969; Newcomb, 1961).  Thus, it is assumed that the ingratiator who expresses opinion conformity does so to increase the target's attraction toward him/her (Tedeschi & Riess, 1981).  Attempts at opinion conformity must be interpreted as believable and sincere in order to be successful (Kleinke, 1975).  One way to make 

opinion conformity believable is to show agreement with others before they express their own opinions (Jones, 1964).  Clore and Baldridge (1968) found ingratiation through opinion conformity to be most effective when one agrees with others on important issues and disagrees on unimportant issues.

        Wallace fully utilized Ingratiation tactics to establish the Populist Image as a means of reaching identification with the urban working class.  On a television interview in October, 1968, Wallace was asked a question concerning his support for organized labor.  He firmly established his support for labor beginning with the strategy of Self-Enhancement: 

I--I come from a state, contrary to what many people know and believe, that's a large union state--has a great mass of organized labor....And by the way, we have the highest industrial wages of any state in the Southeast.  That's a matter of record.  My wife was endorsed by nearly every union group in Alabama.  I was endorsed in 1962 when I ran for Governor by the AFL-CIO.  I was endorsed by the brotherhood--the railroad 
brotherhood, endorsed by labor groups all over the state.  And I might say that I have union members in my own family.  I don't know whether any other candidate for the presidency has union members in their family or not, but I do (qtd. in Fadely, 1974, p. 309).


He then attempted to further Ingratiate himself with labor by applying Target-Enhancements: 

The labor movement in our country has helped to build a strong middle class.  It's been the great bulwark against the 'isms' in our country.  It is the working man today who is concerned about the breakdown in law and order (qtd. in Fadely, 1974, p. 310).


Wallace then wrapped up his Ingratiation attempt with an application of Opinion Conformity:

I want to say this: that collective bargaining, the union movement's a great movement, one of the greatest movements in the history of our country.  If I worked at a place where there was a union, I'd join, and if there wasn't one there, I'd want to get one there (qtd. in Fadely, 1974, p. 311).


Intimidation, self-promotion, and exemplification are alternatives to ingratiation that were proposed by Jones and Pittman (1980).  The Intimidator tries to convince the target that he/she has the power to produce discomfort for the target.  It is a strategy that seeks to enhance the credibility of the speaker's threats and hence increase the probability that the target will react as desired.  In an attempt to solidify his Conservative Image with a national audience, Wallace began a campaign speech in Toledo, Ohio, with the strategy of Intimidation aimed at his critics, war protesters, and the hecklers who were often present during his rallies:  

Thank you.  I want to say that anarchists, and I am talking about newsmen sometimes--I want to say--I want to make that announcement to you because we regard that the people of this country are sick and tired of, and they are going to get rid of you--anarchists (qtd. in Fadely, 1974, p. 319).

The Self-promoter seeks attributions of competence by bragging on himself/herself.  Self-promotion is usually undertaken for some immediate goal that is within reach.  In a 1970 gubernatorial race, Wallace attempted to convince the people of Alabama that they, with him leading the way, could still resist total integration.  Relying on his oft-repeated promise to stand up for them, he indulged himself in Self-promotion:

There's been a lot of talk about smears in this campaign.  Well I've been smeared from heck to breakfast, from Concord, New Hampshire, to San Diego.  I don't cry about it.  If you can't stand the hot grease, get out of the kitchen.  I'll take it from the New York Times and the Newsweek, which writes when I eat, I make a sucking sound with my teeth.  They've called me racist, bigot, the American Hitler.  But I took all that, because someone's got to speak for you (qtd. in Lesher, 1994, p.446).

        The Exemplifier desires to be seen as an exemplar of morality.  The goal of the Exemplifier is to be respected and admired for his/her integrity and moral rectitude, and thus increase his/her credibility in the eyes of the target.  In keeping with the relativity of the symbolic interactionists approach, ideals such as integrity and morality must be considered contextually.  According to J.J. Harrell:

The symbolic interactionist...recognizes each individual as a separate locus of motives and a separate interpreter of reality.  Thus, for effective communication to take place--and for any rhetor to have hopes of achieving his goals--each participant in a given rhetorical act must attempt to locate the system of motives active in the members of his 'audience.'  After finding this system of motives, the rhetor has a far greater chance of drawing the desired identifications between his own motives and those of the persons with whom he is speaking (p. 165).

        In his first inaugural address, in 1963, Wallace presented his Racist Image to the nation.  It was a speech in which Wallace "stepped over an invisible line from hyperbole into the dark hole of the bleakest demagoguery" (Carter, 1995, p. 6-7).  Wallace invoked the myth of the Lost Cause to set himself up as an Exemplar of racist morality and, by employing the strategy of Intimidation, dared to resist any changes in current racial policies:

Today I have stood, where once Jefferson Davis stood, and took an oath to my people.  It is very appropriate then that from this Cradle of the Confederacy, this very Heart of the Great Anglo-Saxon Southland, that today we sound the drum for freedom as have our generations of forebears before us done, time and again down through history.  Let us rise to the call of freedom-loving blood that is in us and send our answer to the tyranny that clanks its chains upon the South.  In the name of the greatest people that have ever trod this earth, I draw the line in the dust and toss the gauntlet before the feet of tyranny...and I say... segregation now...segregation tomorrow...segregation forever (Inaugural Address, 1963, p.2).

        Yet in 1972, trying to establish Populist credentials and garner the newly franchised black vote, the Wallace campaign put out an album, the first track of which contains a message from Wallace; the Exemplar of 1970s interracial populism:

I believe there's a supreme being who made all of mankind and he loves all mankind.  And I'm, I'm not against anybody because of color, and I never have been.  And I've never made a speech in my life that reflected on anybody because of race, color, creed, religion, or national origin (Wallace, 1972 ).

        In addition to the direct methods of self-presentation, Richardson and Cialdini (1981) have noted that people often manage public image through indirect methods.  Their research is based on the idea that one's own public image may be affected by the things or persons with whom one is connected.  The dynamic at work here is guilt by association or, for that matter, glory by association.  Richardson and Cialdini contend that the person truly concerned about his/her public image is aware of this dynamic and may manipulate public associations accordingly.  Specifically, Richardson and Cialdini have proposed that there are two methods of indirect self-presentation: BIRGing and blasting.


BIRGing is the acronym for Basking In Reflected Glory (Richardson & Cialdini 1981).  This tactic is employed when one publicly trumpets his/her association or connection to a successful other.  Examples include publicizing the names of celebrities who are from one's home town, claiming pride in being of a certain race, or being a supporter of a successful athlete or sports team.  BIRGing is employed when one arranges to be connected to positive things and avoids being associated with negative things.  People not only enjoy when their team wins, but will also aggressively announce their association so that they may share in the public image of the winner.


In his 1964 presidential campaign, which was mainly conducted in protest of the impending Civil Rights Bill, Wallace used the Conservative Image to establish credibility outside the south.  In reference to his opposition to the bill he used the strategy of Birging in Marlow Heights, Maryland:

Now who says this bill will do what I say it will?  One hundred fifty members of the House of Representative said so.  Papers like The Chicago Tribune and The Indianapolis Star--that supported my opponent in Indiana but wrote editorials saying the bill will do exactly what I say it will do.  Two former presidents of the American Bar Association--John Satterfield and Lloyd Wright--say it will do the things I say it will do (qtd. in Makay, 1969, p. 107).


Blasting is the tactic of enhancing public image by derogating the things with which one has a negative or rival association.  Richardson and Cialdini (1981) propose blasting as part of a balanced-based model of impression management.  Publicly blasting the opposition may serve to enhance the speaker's image by making those with whom he/she is negatively associated look bad.  In an experiment with university students, Cialdini and Richardson (1980) noted instances of the derogation of a rival university after the students experienced a public failure.  They postulate that people assume that such derogation serves to enhance the speaker's image.


Blasting may well be one of the most used of all Impression Management strategies.  It was Wallace's most effective strategy for establishing any image at any time during his career.  During the 1968 presidential campaign, fully within his Racist Image, Wallace frequently Blasted politicians, the Supreme Court, the press, and the activists and intellectuals who promoted desegregation:

You hear the liberal left-wingers say the American people are sick.  The American people are not sick.  It's some politicians and the Supreme Court of the United States.  They are the ones who are sick.

...when that same group of anarchists were lying in the streets of Selma, Alabama,...that fine little city, groveling around in their beards and lying in their filth, this same Washington Post...said it's a Holy Crusade.

...isn't it silly and ludicrous and asinine for a group of pin-head socialist theorists telling you that they are going to make you send your child out of a neighborhood school to satisfy the whim and caprice of some social engineer and say to the parents, 'You don't have anything to do with it.'  (qtd. in Haun, 1971, p.111-113).

Conclusion


George C. Wallace’s success was due in no small part to his manipulation of three distinct rhetorical images.   Although they may be considered as mutually exclusive, Wallace managed all three simultaneously.  This is more likely due to Machiavellianism on Wallace's part, than his refusal to acknowledge the trichotomy.  Whatever his motives, he did promote all three through his communication, attempting to create the impression that any one of the three was reality at any given time.  Each of the three rhetorical images contributed to his political success, each in its own way.  

        The Impression Management Rhetorical Model is instrumental in explaining Wallace's ability to successfully project and manage three separate rhetorical images.  In their study on interpersonal attraction, Clore and Baldridge (1968) found ingratiation through opinion conformity to be most successful when agreement is reached on important issues and not reached on unimportant issues.  Thus, for example, the populist voter who identified with Wallace's Populist Image may have ignored his racism and conservatism if he was impressed enough with his populism.  Or the theoretical conservative may have accepted Wallace's liberal spending record because his Conservative Image was more important at the time.  According to Impression Management theory, reality is subjective and is created in the exchange.  Wallace was a master at audience empathy.  He recognized what was important to an audience and presented himself accordingly, therefore creating, or recreating perceived reality as he went along.


The Impression Management Rhetorical Model is a useful tool for a symbolic interactionist approach to rhetorical criticism and helps to blend rhetorical and interpersonal interaction theory for a better understanding of the communication process.  The development and application of the Impression Management Rhetorical Model reveals its success as a tool for rhetorical criticism.  The ability of Impression Management to manipulate audience perception makes such a theory appropriate for analyzing subjective rhetorical images.  Its use here helps to explain how an otherwise polarizing politician was able to build consensus and capture the loyalty of mainstream American voters.
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