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ABSTRACT 

Press Rhetoric and Human Rights in the Carter Era: 1977-1981 

Krystle Dinunzio 

Jimmy Carter and his administration varied the ways in which they addressed 

human rights concerns internationally. There was a strong, often emotional evocation of 

human rights in reference to countries that were less economically, strategically, or 

politically important to the United States and the foreign policy goals of the Carter 

administration. This was not present in Carter’s approach to addressing human rights 

concerns in important allies, such as South Korea, or with countries where relations were 

fragile and important, such as China and the USSR. This ambivalence in addressing 

human rights in strategically important nations was compounded by Carter’s disavowal of 

linkage policies. It was this ambivalence that made the moral foreign policy a failure. 

While there were international situations out of his control, his continued leniency and 

unbalanced application of linkage and focus on adherence to human right practices 

internationally, lessened the administration’s ability to respond to international tragedy. 

 

 

Keywords: Jimmy Carter, human rights, United States, foreign policy, international 

relations, government indexing, presidential press relations, presidential communications 

models. 
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Introduction 

Throughout his presidency, Jimmy Carter was regularly deemed an “ineffectual 

leader” by the popular press. Mark Rozell points out ten reasons the President was looked 

on poorly by the press throughout his administration. These reasons range from his 

“[in]ability to provide inspirational national leadership to his ‘lack of clear policy 

principles’ to the fact that Jimmy Carter never really seemed to ‘fit in’ in Washington.”
1
 

The ways President Carter interacted with the media during his administration was 

affected by the reasons outlined by Rozell. By assessing how the President used his 

communications model to promote policies, we can see where some of these claims of 

ineffectualness are rooted.  

Throughout this work I will be assessing President Carter’s communications 

model based on his official press briefings alongside the preparation materials created to 

advise the President in those briefings. Specifically, I will be addressing how the 

President addressed human rights and the similarities and differences between the 

President’s words and the words provided to him in the preparation documents. By 

analyzing how the President spoke to the press through official briefing channels, we can 

see how Carter attempted to control public opinion and view of his policies, specifically 

human rights foreign policy. Also confronted are the complications that arose with 

Carter’s communication style making him less effectual, as highlighted by Rozell.  

Background 

                                                 
1
 Mark J. Rozell, “Carter Rehabilitated: What Caused the 39

th
 President’s Press Transformation?,” 

Presidential Studies Quarterly 23, no. 2 (Spring 1993):  318-320. 
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 The groundwork for human right policy as we know it today was laid with the 

creation of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted in 1948. 

In the United States, the idea of human rights as a basis for foreign policy took longer to 

grab hold. Though the first executive government organization dedicated directly to 

human rights, the Bureau of Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, was established 

under Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, Kissinger himself was notoriously against the 

inclusion of human rights in foreign policy and actively worked against legislation 

proposed by the Bureau.
2
 While this Bureau was created under Kissinger, and the 

Helsinki Accords were signed by President Gerald Ford, it was not until Jimmy Carter 

won the presidency that either of these developments were used to truly infuse American 

foreign policy goals with human rights. 

An important international facet in the rise of human rights-based policies lies in 

the Helsinki Accords. These accords were the result of the 1975 Conference for Security 

and Cooperation in Europe. The accords contributed to the creation of the Helsinki Final 

Act, which was the first inter- and transnational document that discussed human rights as 

an international universal, as opposed to rights only based on citizenship.
3
 While the 

conference was attended by President Ford, when the administration shifted to President 

Jimmy Carter, human rights became the main goal of foreign policy, utilizing the 

institutionalized committees and subgroups created, but underused, during the 

Ford/Kissinger era. The Helsinki Accords became the basis of the shift in American 

foreign policy, and while the argument should be made that the Accords represented a 

                                                 
2
 See for example: Barbara Keys, “Congress, Kissinger, and the Origins of Human Rights Diplomacy,” 

Diplomatic History 34, no. 5 (November 2010): 823-851. 
3
 Sarah B. Snyder, “‘“ Jerry, Don’t Go’’ : Domestic Opposition to the 1975 Helsinki Final Act,” Journal of 

American Studies 44 (2010): 68. 
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larger shifting in political attitudes in the 1970s, the accords are readily used by the 

Carter administration as the justification for an aggressive human rights-based foreign 

policy.  

 Importantly to the goals pursued by America on the justification of the Helsinki 

Accords, was the fact that the Soviet government had also signed off on the accords. This 

signature was used repeatedly by Carter as justification for American concern over Soviet 

human rights abuses. For example, many of the dissidents Carter spoke about in the news 

conferences (as referenced throughout this thesis) were part of the ‘Helsinki network’ that 

developed throughout Europe after the Act was signed that worked as local human rights 

watch groups.
4
 This provided America with a strong justification to confront human 

rights abuses in the Soviet Union without being accused of trying to promote American 

values, as the act was voluntarily signed by the Soviets, a fact Carter was quick to 

capitalize on throughout the news conferences. 

Historiography 

 When assessing the historiography of such a topic, there are really two separate 

pillars which must be viewed at both independently and interdependently. These are the 

historiography of human rights in the history of American foreign policy and the 

historiography of presidential press relations. By assessing the role of human rights in 

American foreign policy, we see that Carter was in a unique set of circumstances by 

attempting to infuse foreign policy with morality. Alongside that, an understanding of 

presidential press relations also highlights the uniqueness of Carter while simultaneously 

                                                 
4
 For an analysis of the Helsinki network movement see: Sarah B. Snyder, Human Rights Activism and the 

End of the Cold War: A Transnational History of the Helsinki Network (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2011). 
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explaining the status quo power relations in regards to the news conference setting. There 

is very little overlap between these two categories in the historiography. 

 The historiography of human rights in American foreign policy tends to focus on 

disagreements as to what the catalyst for human rights based foreign policy was, as well 

as which groups were at the forefront of pushing this new type of policy. Umberto Tulli 

represents the most common view of human rights in American foreign policy: that the 

Vietnam War represented a catalyst for the movement and that Congress was the force 

behind the creation of new foreign policy.
5
 Other historians, such as Barbara Keys and 

Daniel Sargent acknowledge the importance of the role of Congress but claim that human 

rights goals were only effective when the executive branch took charge of their inclusion 

in foreign policy.
6
 Kenneth Cmiel takes a unique perspective, placing the impetus on non-

governmental organizations that promoted human rights for putting pressure on the U.S. 

government to respond appropriately.
7
 

 Similarly, there is also debate amongst historians as to why human rights took 

hold when they did in American foreign policy. While, as stated, the most common view 

is that it was a result of the American involvement in Vietnam, some historians look 

further, arguing that it was a larger collapse of international order, or the result of civil 

                                                 
5
 Umberto Tulli, “Whose Rights Are Human Rights?: The Ambiguous Emergence of Human Rights and the 

Demise of Kissingerism,” Cold War History 12, no. 4 (November 2012): 579-93. 
6
 See: Barbara Keys, “Congress, Kissinger, and the Origins of Human Rights Diplomacy,”; Barbara Keys, 

Reclaiming American Virtue: The Human Rights Revolution of the 1970s (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2014).; Daniel J. Sargent,  A Superpower Transformed: The Remaking of American Foreign 

Relations in the 1970s (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
7
 Kenneth Cmiel, “The Emergence of Human Rights Politics in the United States,” The Journal of 

American History, The Nation and Beyond: Transnational Perspectives on United States History: A Special 

Issue, 86, no. 3 (December 1999): 1249. 
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and social rights movements in the United States.
8
 Keys represents the opposite 

argument, stating that: 

Although Carter and many others who embraced international human rights 

in these years spoke of domestic reform as necessary and linked to external 

efforts, human rights campaigns in these years were overwhelmingly focused 

on distant injustice. Their capacity is to function as a distraction from 

problems at home, allowing Americans to move beyond the now-tiresome 

self-criticism of the sixties.
9
 

 

This historiographical context is important to my research as it sets the backdrop for how 

and why human rights were included in Carter’s foreign policy at all. Though Carter is 

remembered in textbooks for his promotion of human rights, we see that there were a 

unique set of circumstances that allowed him to promote these policies, regardless of 

their effectiveness. Only by taking into account the different views of how and why 

human rights were included in the government in the 1970s can we see the reasons Carter 

was able to pursue policies in the way he did. Choosing a side in the historiographical 

arguments will not add to the value of my work. All the explanations provide background 

context as to the political atmosphere in the 1970s. 

 The background and context in terms of presidential press relations comes 

primarily from the work of Martha Joynt Kumar. Her work in “Conveying Presidential 

News: The White House Press Corps Covers the President,” and the more topic specific, 

“The Contemporary Presidency: The Carter White House Communications Operation: 

Lessons for his Successor,” outline the intricacies of how Presidents communicate with 

the press and how these processes apply specifically to President Carter.
10

 Other models 

                                                 
8
 See: Sargent, A Superpower Transformed.; Sarah B. Snyder, “ ‘A Call for U.S. Leadership’: 

Congressional Activism on Human Rights,” Diplomatic History 37 , no. 2 (2013):372-97. 
9
 Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 7. 

10
 Martha Joynt Kumar, “Conveying Presidential News: The White House Press Corps Covers the 

President,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 38, no. 4 (December 2008): 674-691.; Martha Joynt Kumar, 
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of presidential communications and power relations were used as the basis of my 

theoretical framework. 

This analysis of Carter’s communication model is based further on several 

theories of presidential communications and executive-press relations. This theoretical 

framework can be divided into three categories: how these relations affect the President 

and the rest of the executive branch, how the executive branch uses different tactics to 

limit the powers of the press to present information to the public, and how the press use 

implicit government indexing in their writing. By assessing all three of these sub-sections 

we develop a stronger sense of how Carter and his administration were able to use these 

press tactics in controlling the public opinion. By controlling and limiting what the media 

represents as the ‘public opinion’, the idea of public opinion is presented to the actual 

public in a limiting way, creating an environment where people are more likely to see 

themselves in this limited spectrum of views, contributing to the limited model presented 

originally by the news media. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Though a presidential communication office is often a massive operation, it is 

argued that “one of the most important clients of a communications operation is the 

president himself.”
11

 While this seems like an obvious conclusion, it becomes more 

complex when assessing the role the President actually plays in the communications 

operation, especially among the press, with whom Carter met, at most, twice-a-month in 

news conference form. It is undeniable that the press is always interested in the President 

                                                                                                                                                  
“The Contemporary Presidency: The Carter White House Communications Operation: Lessons for His 

Successors,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 37, no. 4 (December 2007): 717-736. 
11

 Martha Joynt Kumar, “The Contemporary Presidency: The Carter White House Communications 

Operation: Lessons for His Successors,” 732. 
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as a man, long before he is elected and comes into executive power. This focus can both 

work for and against the President’s goals. While the advantages will fall into the next 

category of analysis, it is important to note the disadvantages of the cult of personality 

surrounding the President. David Paletz and Robert Entman, the primary theorists 

regarding how the communication operation, including the President, use power tactics 

and techniques to limit the press, also point out that: “The media’s obsession with the 

presidency can victimize the president, making him an easy target…For Jimmy Carter 

this meant that Congress’s failure quickly to pass his programs was blamed on him.”
12

 

Due to these challenges Carter had with Congress, most observable in the lack of 

willingness to pass Carter’s ambitious energy plan, the sense that Carter was responsible 

for the failures is repeated throughout the course of the President’s News Conference in 

press questions. With that said, Paletz and Entman also show that the President was at a 

distinct advantage in the news conference setting, at least according to reporters.
13

 This 

advantage comes from the President’s ability to limit the press in terms of access. This 

limitation of access can be done in several ways. The President and the Press Office have 

direct control over the physical access of the press to presidential briefings of this 

manner. Less directly, the President has the advantage of limiting access by simply 

limiting the number of news conferences and interactions with the press. Lastly, the 

President can limit the amount of information presented to the press, subsequently 

limiting the press’s ability to relay in-depth information to the public. 

It has also been argued that this is a relatively modern issue for presidents due to 

modern ‘extensive media coverage’ creating “a series of extremely high expectations for 

                                                 
12

 David L. Paletz & Robert Entman, “Presidents, Power, and the Press,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 10 

no. 3 (Summer 1980): 425. 
13

 Ibid., 420. 
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his [the President] performance, both rhetorically and otherwise.”
14

 This newer focus on 

presidential rhetoric can be applied more broadly to presidential communications, 

specifically to the President’s News Conferences. These news conferences are an 

opportunity for the President to connect rhetoric with his policy goals. While we will be 

analyzing at how President Carter applied this rhetoric to human rights in the news 

conferences, it should be noted that the combination of rhetoric and policies is a complex 

one and “one of the ongoing challenges in structuring the White House in the modern 

presidency has been how exactly to join these strands [rhetoric and policy], in a timely 

and effective manner.”
15

 This challenge helps to explain, as pointed out by Kumar that, 

“We learn…that listening to the public in an open setting makes it difficult to maintain 

forward momentum on a defined policy agenda.”
16

 

 Robert Denton Jr, who created a presidential power communications model, 

categorizes presidents based on where they fall in a four-quadrant model on spectrums 

between authority and influence, and openness and secrecy. He points out that the Carter 

Presidency is the best example of the “Constitutional Orientation”: more towards 

openness and authoritativeness. Denton categorizes presidents who fall into this quadrant 

of making decisions based on, “‘right or wrong,’ ‘good or bad.’”
17

 Denton points out that 

these presidents maintain “a high belief in the rationality of the people.”
18

 Denton goes on 

to point out the problem with this category of president, arguing that, “This orientation 

                                                 
14

 Dan F. Hahn & J. Justin Gustainis, “Anatomy of an Enigma: Jimmy Carter’s 1980 State of the Union 

Address,” Communication Quarterly 33 no. 1 (Winter 1985): 45. 
15

 Karen M. Hult & Charles E. Walcott, “Separating Rhetoric from Policy: Speechwriting under Gerald 

Ford and Jimmy Carter,” White House Studies 1 no. 4 (Fall 2001): 463. 
16

 Kumar, “The Contemporary Presidency,” 724. 
17

 Robert E. Denton, Jr., “A Communication Model of Presidential Power,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 

18 no. 3 (Summer 1988): 533. 
18

 Ibid.  
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simply ignores the dynamics of the office.”
19

  The location on the spectrum between 

authority & influence can be seen overtly throughout the President’s News Conference in 

the ways in which Carter ‘tells’ the press of the righteousness of his policies. The news 

conference as an institution is important in the modern presidency because it is one of the 

‘opportunities for the President to enhance power.’
20

 My analysis of the President’s News 

Conference shows this categorization of Carter to be wholly accurate. He relied readily 

on the righteousness of his policies and overall goals which, I would argue, clouded his 

ability to see the impracticalities of some policies. 

 Though this opportunity for a presidential power enhancement exists, Paletz & 

Entman also point out that there are four major ways in which this power can be 

undermined: “by untoward events presidents can do little, or fail, to control; by 

institutional conflicts inherent in the American political system; by the personal 

incapacities and failures at media management of the president and his associates; and by 

some of the news-gathering, reporting norms, and new skepticism of the press.”
21

 While 

this work will focus more on what the President can do to control the press, it is 

important to acknowledge that the press does have power, even if it is limited, to 

undermine the President’s message. While this power does exist, Kumar notes that “the 

White House beat is difficult because presidents and their staffs make efforts to direct 

reporters to certain kinds of information and away from others.”
22

  

 Paletz and Entman’s “Presidents, Power, and the Press” outlines some of the 

major ways in which the President can use the news conference and relations with the 

                                                 
19

 Ibid., 534. 
20

 Paletz & Entman, 419. 
21

 Ibid., 420. 
22

 Martha Joynt Kumar, “Conveying Presidential News: The White House Press Corps Covers the 

President,” 675. 
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press to control the reporting on him and his administration, at least theoretically. This 

theoretical control could be seen as desirable as, in Carter’s case, the President can use 

the platform to present the benefits of his policies, in the hopes that the press will 

subsequently cover them as such. Again, while this could be a desire, the President can 

hope his discussion of advantages will be used by the press, but there is no sense of 

guarantee. In regards specifically to the news conference, they outline that:  

He can use reporters and their questions spontaneously to exhibit his 

erudition, mastery of issues, and charm; or not so spontaneously, as when 

questions are planted with an accommodating reporter, the answers prepared 

and rehearsed. At best, a president who dominates the press conference and 

other forms of public relations, give the impression of a similar mastery of his 

office and of the political scene.
23

   

 

They point out that this process is complex, and a look at news conferences with 

presidents who struggled with masterful spontaneous responses (such as Gerald Ford), 

makes this clear. Jimmy Carter’s very dense, fact-based answers worked to show 

mastery, at the risk of being inaccessible to some of his audience. This type of answer 

also show that President Carter very rarely answered questions in a ‘spontaneous’ 

fashion, often opting to pass on questions by stating that he did not know enough about 

the situation to answer.
24

 While these represent possibilities of control over the news 

conference, due to the limitation of information on the reporters asking questions, it was 

impossible to determine if Carter actively planted questions. Paletz and Entman point out 

that, while this is not necessarily an easy feat for a president, if he can use his power 

                                                 
23

 Paletz & Entman, 419.  
24

 An example of this can be seen when President Carter does not answer a question on how new privacy 

laws may interfere with human rights in: Jimmy Carter, “President’s News Conference,” (news conference, 

Washington, DC, June 14, 1978), The American Presidency Project, 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=30946. 
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assets ‘skillfully’ in terms of influencing the media, he can gain a strong ‘power 

resource.’
25

 

 The format of the news conference is also a tool the President can use to control 

the course of the conference, as well as how the reporters can ask questions and get 

answers. 

They can begin the conference with a prepared statement. This mini speech, 

formally and uninterruptedly presents a presidential initiative, 

accomplishment or concern; transforms a partially mediated into an 

unmediated forum; restructures the reporters’ agenda; and reduced the time 

available for questions. When questions eventually ensure, presidents can 

respond with statistical recitations giving an illusion of factual mastery; 

lengthily restate policy statements; respond to a planted question; decline to 

answer for reasons of state; ignore hostile reporters; dismiss a tricky inquiry 

with a quip; or lie.
26

 

  

It can be argued that throughout the four years of news conferences, Carter employed all 

of these tactics at one point or another, using the opening statement and statistical 

recitations most readily in nearly every conference. It must be acknowledged as well that 

reporters were not naïve to these tactics as they were “described by reporters as attempts 

to influence the press and public rather than taken at face value as efforts by a 

conscientious president to communicate with the American public.”
27

 Only by 

acknowledging that reporters actively knew about these tactics, can proper analysis be 

done on the questions and answers as they come up frequently in a news conference.  

 The last theory that plays a major role in this study is the theory of government 

indexing put forward by W. Lance Bennett, which argues that “culturally speaking, it is 

generally reasonable for journalists to grant government officials a privileged voice in the 

                                                 
25

 Paletz & Entman, 425. 
26

 Ibid., 419. 
27

 Ibid., 424. 
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news, unless the range of official debate on a given topic excludes or ‘marginalizes’ 

stable majority opinion in society, and unless official actions raise doubts about political 

propriety.”
28

 This idea is crucially important to the conclusions found in this thesis. By 

accepting a press standard of indexing government voices, a limited spectrum of public 

opinion is presented to the public on any given issue. With the President and his 

administration being an important, if not the most important facet in government indexing 

among journalists, it can be seen as the baseline for the spectrum of public opinion, with 

dissenting voices throughout government representing the other end of a given issue. 

When presented in a news story, it appears to the public like the government opinions are 

the only opinions on an issue, causing people to form their opinions within the same 

spectrum, and therefore limiting the expression of public opinion within the range 

presented by the media. Bennett explains that “Hence, the indexing hypothesis applies 

most centrally to the question of how the range of positive, legitimate, or otherwise 

“credible” news sources is established by journalists.”
29

 

 In reference to our specific focus on international human rights, it is important to 

discuss that Bennett outlines that there are certain categories of news story that lend 

themselves more easily to indexing theory, noting that “among the issue areas where 

indexing might be expected to operate most consistently are military decisions, foreign 

affairs, trade, and macroeconomic policy.”
30

 Bennett goes even further to outline that 

there are specific categories that are more likely to present a smaller spectrum of 

opinions, as well. “The range of social views in the news is likely to vary widely from 

                                                 
28

 W. Lance Bennett, “Toward a Theory of Press-State Relations in the US,” Journal of Communication 40 

no. 2 (Spring 1990): 104. 
29

 Ibid., 107. 
30

 Ibid., 122. 
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one issue area to another, perhaps narrowing in areas like foreign affairs and monetary 

policy and widening in coverage of civil liberties and “pocketbook” economics.”
31

 As our 

focus will be on foreign affairs, we can draw from this theory that indexing for 

international human rights would be regularly used, as well as typically putting forward a 

more limited range of views than some other policies. This shows that the President’s 

words and phrasing are very important in terms of his discussion of international human 

rights with the press in the news conference setting. 

Methodology and Sources 

 In order to address at these interactions between Carter and the press to see how 

Carter discussed human rights, as well as how his Press Office prepared human rights 

responses, it was important for me to investigate the root of both of these interactions. In 

order to understand to the best of my ability how the President spoke with the press in 

general, how he formatted his news conferences, and how he discussed human rights, I 

analyzed transcripts of all of the President’s news conferences. I assessed patterns in the 

way that Carter used the news conference, as well as patterns in how he discusses issues, 

with a specific focus on human rights. By doing this for the full span of Carter’s term, I 

was able to see not only how Carter discussed human rights, but how his answers and 

goals changed over the course of his presidency.  

 While the full transcripts are a valuable resource and contain a wealth of valuable 

information, I was unable to come to any conclusions based on Carter’s actual tone and 

speaking style as audio recordings were not readily available for my use. While this may 

have contributed to stronger or altogether different conclusions, it remains an avenue for 

                                                 
31

 Ibid., 107. 
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possible further research if recordings exist and are potentially more available in the 

future. A second limitation of the source is the lack of information provided about who is 

asking the questions. Very rarely is a media source named, and the names for specific 

journalists appear even less often. My analysis, then, of Carter’s responses are based 

solely on his answers. An analysis of bias in who is chosen for questions, as well as how 

different media sources frame their questions represents another avenue for further 

research. 

 The second base of my primary research was the question and answer briefing 

books prepared by the Press Office for President Carter. These books outline the most 

expected questions and provide sample answers for the President that follow policy and 

include more specialized information, including background or specific statistics. There 

are several purposes to using this as a primary source base. These documents give insight 

into one of the ways in which President Carter received information. The documents not 

only contain answers to plausible but hypothetical questions, they are also used to 

provide the President with context and specific statistics in reference to certain questions. 

The record of these documents I used in my research was located in the files of Jody 

Powell, Jimmy Carter’s Press Secretary. There would have been potential benefit to 

having the copies given directly to the President, especially if he had made his own notes, 

but unfortunately I was unable to find these, if they were preserved in the archives. 

Regardless, they still provide a wealth of information regarding how the Press Office 

sought to prepare the President to answer press questions. 

 My main goal in assessing these documents was an analysis of how the President 

discusses human rights in the official setting of the President’s News Conference. In 
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Chapter One, I assess the reality of the situation. By using the news conference 

transcripts as my primary information source, I analyzed how the President responded to 

questions regarding human rights throughout his presidency. There is a focus beyond the 

words to the purposes of how he answered. By using specific tactics, such as taking the 

role of the educator and promoting moral foreign policy, Carter was capable of reducing 

the spectrum of opinion on human rights matters and spoke with an official voice to 

affect the press and, by extension, the public.  

 Chapter Two considers the role of the question and answer briefing books. When 

addressing the way a President speaks to a group, in this case, reporters, it is important to 

see how he is affected by the staff around him. In this chapter, I address how human 

rights are discussed in the pre-briefing books. I give some comparison to the themes and 

issues that Carter focuses on, versus the ones focused on by the briefing books. By 

assessing the news conferences and the briefing books separately we can begin to 

describe the similarities and differences. 

 Chapter Three works as a case study between the two document sources. I 

compare specific news conferences with the briefing book developed closest, usually 

dated to the day prior to the briefing. Within this scope, I address specific similarities and 

differences between the prepared answers and Carter’s spoken answers, as well as my 

analysis of what these similarities and differences mean for the strategic messaging of the 

administration.   

 By analyzing at the President’s News Conference, I was able to showcase some of 

the tactics used by Carter to control the press coverage to the best of his ability. Carter 

discussed the rise of human rights policies by putting America in the centre while 
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simultaneously, in other answers, pulling them back from the leadership role by focussing 

on global efforts. This gave the press two routes to discuss international human rights 

while trying to provide the administration protection from those who argued America was 

doing too much internationally and also those who argued America was doing too little. 

Carter also removed human rights from the equation when it complicated the political 

situation. This tactic allowed the President to focus on other policy goals without being 

constrained by human rights, which we see most readily in Carter’s ambivalence towards 

policies of linkage. Lastly, Carter was careful to present a distinct representation of the 

public opinion in his answers regarding human rights. By expressing this standard, it is 

translated into the media, and works to effectively limit the spectrum of public opinion.  

 There are distinct differences in the way the questions were formulated and how 

they were answered by the President. The prepared answers focused heavily on the 

Helsinki Accords and their role in the promotion of international human rights. The most 

important distinction to my research is that the prepared press answers very rarely focus 

on public opinion and its role on policy. While Carter relied on this heavily, it was almost 

never seen in the prepared answers. The briefing books also represented a much cooler 

tone, whereas the President was much more likely to add emotion into his answers. There 

were similarities between the two documents, primarily their ambivalence towards 

policies of linkage and the use of the word, semantically, as well as the distinct shift in 

tone when discussing human rights in countries that represent important strategic goals 

for America, such as China, and those which have less strategic value, as we see 

primarily with Latin American and Africa.  
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 By assessing these similarities and differences in case specific context, we see a 

clearer picture of how Carter interpreted the role of the leader as the role of an educator. 

This is shown in Chapter Three by highlighting the differences in detail, reasoning, and 

explanation between Carter’s answers and the Press Office prepared answers. In this 

comparison, we also see that the emotion of the President’s answers come from the 

President himself. While the prepared answers provided him with the facts and policies, 

he put himself and his emotions into his verbal answers.  This comparison also highlights 

the importance of the similarities between Carter’s answers and the prepared press 

answers. The more complex and strategically important a situation is, the more likely 

Carter was to ‘stick to the script’.  

 This separation of Jimmy Carter’s words and the role of the ‘presidential voice’, 

as provided by the Press Office, is important in the discussion of human rights policy in 

the Carter administration. Without this distinction between the two facets of the same 

voice, it is unclear if the pressure of pursuing a human rights based foreign policy came 

from President Carter or the bureaucracy of his administration. In an administration 

where identity politics were so crucial to public perception of Carter and his abilities as 

President, outlining Carter’s personal additions and use of the President’s News 

Conference is key to understanding the role of human rights rhetoric at the executive 

level.  

When Jimmy Carter entered the White House in 1977, he brought with him an 

administration focused on separation from Richard Nixon, Watergate, and the distrust in 

government that came with it. One of the main ways President Carter hoped to combat 

this government distrust was by focusing on policies of open government and 
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communication with the public. The communications strategy pursued by Carter was 

formulated around this goal. One of the primary foreign policy goals put forward by 

Carter was the pursuit of international human rights. In order for the success of this 

policy, the American people needed to be behind him. This is due to the simple realities 

of political life in the United States. In order for Carter to put many of his policies goals 

into practice, it was crucial to have the support of Congress, which is directly influenced 

by the opinions of the constituents. While it may have been possible for Carter to succeed 

in some of his foreign policy goals without this support, public support would make the 

goals much easier to achieve and could potentially have created a better working 

relationship with Congress. There are several ways Jimmy Carter attempted to control 

public opinion regarding human rights through the President’s News Conference. By 

discussing the ‘public’ will with certainty, he attempted to portray his administration as 

always formulating policy by removing human rights considerations from the 

conversation when they did not work towards his policy goals in a certain region. 

Nowhere is this clearer than when one assesses the way President Carter discussed the 

Soviet Union and his ideologies towards linkage. Lastly, by discussing human rights as a 

newly international concern, Carter was able to portray his policy as fitting with 

international norms, while simultaneously representing America as the catalyst and leader 

in human rights policies. 

President Jimmy Carter built his administration’s communications program around 

the idea that communications, both with the people and the press, we crucially important 

to the success of his presidency. This was the basis for what Martha Joynt Kumar, in 

2007, named as “the most ambitious communications program of any modern 
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president.”
32

 This program was based on the idea of an important trust between the 

president and the public - a trust built on a public understanding of the issues and policies 

that the President puts forward to cope with or solve the issues.
33

 Carter himself was very 

clear about the inclusion of the American people in the governing of the country. In a 

speech at the Department of State a month after inauguration, President Carter laid out his 

plan:  

I want the American people to be part of it. I am going to have a press 

conference at least twice a month. I will have frequent fireside chats. My next 

one will be devoted exclusively to foreign affairs and defense matters. And I 

am going to have trips around our country where I might meet in town 

meeting forums. And we will have call-in type radio programs so that people 

can ask me questions about domestic and foreign affairs and so that to the 

best of my ability I can give them a straight answer.
34

 

 

As stated, the President’s News Conference was one of the core tenets of this 

communications program. He reaffirmed this twice-a-month commitment in the first 

President’s News Conference, as well as outlining the structure for the conference as 

being primarily question based, sometimes with a short opening statement.
35

 The 

President was true to this commitment for the first half of his presidency, with fairly 

regular new conferences in 1977 and 1978. The conferences became more sporadic in 

1979, with the President addressing it in July of 1979 to say he no longer believed the 

news conferences were needed on the twice-a-month schedule, stating that:  

I have nothing against the White House press corps nor the Washington press. 

My own judgment is that for the first 2 1/2 years, when I felt it was extremely 

important for me in effect to get acquainted with the American people, to get 
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acquainted with the Washington scene, that I have had, I think, between 50 

and 60 press conferences exclusively with the White House press corps. Now 

I will continue to have interviews with the White House press corps, as we 

are doing tonight, but not twice a month.
36

 

 

When looking at the content of the news conferences around the time that Carter decided 

to make them more sporadic, it becomes obvious that regardless of policy-based opening 

statements, the press are consistently and overwhelmingly asking about Carter’s intention 

to run for re-election in 1980. As Carter had not publicly stated his intention to run at this 

point, the importance of the news conference as a medium for communication with the 

American people was reduced. One reason for the unyielding focus on the President’s 

plans for re-election lay in the concept of the public and news interest in the President as 

a man, outlined as, “The president is news: who he is, what he thinks, what he says 

(which may have little connection with what he thinks), where he goes, and what he 

does.”
37

 

 This created a discord between the President and the press, as they began to have 

distinctly irreconcilable goals for the President’s News Conference, but this was by no 

means the first time Carter used control of the President’s News Conferences to corral the 

press. “President Carter’s press conferences were announced to reporters from one to 

three days before they occurred even though they were actually scheduled well in 

advance…The shorter the advance notice, the less time reporters have to prepare nasty 

questions.”
38

 Another control the administration employed over the media was their 

conscious focus on the beginning of the President-press relationship. A memorandum 
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from pollster Pat Caddell explains how, “The Carter administration carefully planned to 

exploit the honeymoon, to maximize symbolically-favourable, image-enhancing coverage 

of Carter’s action.”
39

 It is important to note this ‘honeymoon’ period is reflected by 

Carter’s statements on a more public government with twice-a-month news conferences. 

By the time the administration moved away from the twice-a-month model, the 

honeymoon was long over. This attempt to control the press coverage of the News 

Conference plays into the main goals of this chapter in showing how the President and 

the communications team had certain tactics they could employ to affect how the press 

covered a story and, on a larger scale, how to attempt to control the public opinion 

through the President’s News Conference.  

 The Carter administration communications operation, with its public-facing focus, 

was created with a very distinct goal in mind. “President Carter made a determined effort 

to reconnect the people and their government, a link broken during the discouraging years 

dominated by the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal.”
40

 This focus on creating a 

government that was different than the previous administrations was crucial to Carter 

throughout his campaign and into his presidency. This separation from Ford, and more 

importantly from Nixon, was a key component to the communications model that was 

developed as an antithesis to the secrecy of the Nixon administration. Following 

Watergate and Ford’s failed presidential campaign, it was clear that Carter would need to 

show very overtly that his administration would be the opposite of his Republican 

predecessors in many ways. Communication was one of the key components to this break 

“because a central need of [Carter’s] administration was to restore the confidence of the 
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public in government.”
41

 Academics have also pointed out that this “promise an open 

administration…caused him the most trouble.”
42

 This trouble has been attributed to both 

public disillusionment with government, as well as Carter’s personal failings of president, 

as perceived by the press and the public.
43

 Dan Hahn and J. Justin Gustainis go further 

towards blaming Carter as a president, referencing his poor rhetorical skills, and by his 

undermining of his own toughness in regards to the Soviet Union by using ‘vacillating 

language’.
44

 They quite succinctly point out that these problems that “Carter had lapsed 

from a national leader to a national dreamer.”
45

 

The distinction is seen when you compare the number of occurrences of the 

President’s News Conference between Nixon and Carter. Throughout the course of the 

Nixon administration, President Nixon held 39 President’s News Conferences, an average 

of 0.6/month.
46

 This number increased under President Ford, seemingly in an attempt to 

separate Ford from his predecessor, with 40 conferences during his short presidency, for 

an average of 1.4/month.
47

 As mentioned, Carter followed through with his twice-a-

month commitment to news conferences during the first two years of his presidency, 

which can be seen with the occurrence of 41 news conferences in 1977 and 1978, or an 

average of 1.7/month. As the news conferences became more sporadic, Carter only held 

18 from 1979 until the end of his presidency, an average of just 0.7, putting his overall 
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average for news conferences to 1.2/month, just slightly lower than Ford’s. This 

distinction is important as distancing the Carter administration from that of its 

predecessors is most important in the early years of the presidency, rather than the later 

years. By the latter half of the Carter administration the Republican Party had already 

established a new face and this distinction was less important to maintain. President 

Carter is succeeded in 1981 by President Ronald Reagan, a shift for the Republican Party 

away from the smudged reputation from the Nixon years. Interestingly, Reagan actually 

held fewer press conferences than any of his mentioned predecessors, only holding 46 in 

his complete two-term presidency, or an average of 0.5/month.  

 Location of the conferences was important, as the topics of discussion are usually 

related directly to the region in which the news conference was occurring. President 

Carter made most of his speeches in DC, giving a neutral backdrop to the questions and 

statements of the news conferences. President Carter held 50 of the 59 conferences in 

DC, with seven elsewhere in the United States and only two in foreign countries (one in 

Poland in 1977 and one in Brazil in 1978). While only two international news 

conferences is hardly enough to make a statement about the style of news conference, it is 

clear that both of the news conferences referred heavily to the concepts, ideas, and 

realities of international human rights.
48

 

 The overall importance of the communications operation in the Carter 

administration is clear. Without a semi-regularized method of communication with the 

press, and through the press, the American people, Carter would not have been able to act 
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on his belief that support from the American people would come from their 

understanding of the issues and the policies that the executive branch was trying to enact. 

 Ultimately, Carter and his administration remained ambivalent on human rights 

throughout his presidency. This ambivalence was shown in the approach taken to address 

human rights in different countries. Throughout both bases of my research, I have shown 

Carter and his administration greatly varied the ways in which they addressed human 

rights concerns internationally. There was a strong, often emotional evocation of human 

rights in reference to countries that are less economically, strategically, or politically 

important to the United States and the foreign policy goals of the Carter administration. 

This evocation was not present in Carter’s approach to addressing human rights concerns 

in important allies, such as South Korea, or with countries where relations were fragile 

and important, such as China and the USSR. This ambivalence in addressing human 

rights in strategically important nations was compounded by Carter’s disavowal of 

linkage policies. Carter was able to use this disinterest in pursuing policies based on 

linkage as a reason the United States was not using possible leverage over nations such as 

China and the USSR to attempt to force them to address their human rights violations. 

Ultimately, it was this ambivalence that made the moral foreign policy of the Carter 

administration a failure. While there were international situations out of his control, his 

continued leniency and unbalanced application of linkage and focus on adherence to 

human right practices internationally lessened the administration’s ability to respond to 

international tragedy in a beneficial way. 
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Chapter One: The President’s News Conference 

Communication between the executive and other branches of government, as well 

as with the public as constituents, was crucial to ensuring any President had the influence 

and information needed to create successful policies which would, ideally, create 

successful laws and regulations in turn. As has been accurately pointed out, “…Presidents 

must govern in part by communicating.”
49

 Without this communications operation, Carter 

would have had to ignore or change his campaign promises of a more open government, 

with two-way communication with the American people. As can be seen though, 

throughout his term, Carter’s approach to the presidency and communications model 

changed. 

 Theoretically, Carter attempted to control the public view of international human 

rights by consistently expressing his views in the news conference, creating an 

environment quite conductive to government indexing. As previously mentioned, as a 

foreign affairs topics, it was likely that government indexing would have been used often 

and give a more limited range of public opinion than some other topics. We can also see 

through the Paletz and Entman theory of press relations that Carter had several ways in 

which he could exert power over the press in the news conference setting.  

 The first, and most overt, control that Carter exerted over the coverage of human 

rights can be seen in the different ways that he discusses ‘public opinion’ in terms of how 

it affected him as President and his policies.  Near the beginning of his term, President 

Carter had repeated assertions that his foreign policy goals in terms of international 

human rights were in line with the goals and morals of the American public. As President 
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Carter discussed public opinion as a cohesive fact that aligned with his policies, it 

promoted the idea being adopted into press works through his repeated use, as well as 

through planned messaging in government indexing. While this tactic is effective in 

helping him reflect the idea that he had a mandate from the American people post-

election, he employed several other styles of discussing the public opinion throughout the 

Presidency that worked to counteract the idea of a mandate, possibly due to declining poll 

numbers throughout the course of the administration. By discussing the ‘education’ of the 

American people, by asserting his power as the representative of all constituents, and by 

admitting the faults of ‘all leaders’, President Carter undermined his own attempts at 

power early in his term.  

 One of the earlier references to the promotion of international human rights, in 

line with the morals and desires of the country, came in March of 1977, his first year as 

president and only his third press conference. A common theme throughout the Carter 

presidency, and arguably all presidencies in a news conference setting, is the 

extrapolation of questions to much broader answers. When asked a specific question 

about human rights in Chile: “Mr. President, an American delegate to the U.N. Human 

Rights Commission has said that he believes and he hopes that his allegations concerning 

terror, suffering in Chile today, coincide with your human rights policy. Do they?”
50

 

Carter answers with a very broad answer about American support for international human 

rights explaining that “I intend to adhere to [the preservation and protection of human 

rights] with the deepest possible personal commitment and I believe I speak accurately 
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for the American people on this subject.”
51

 While Carter’s answer did go further when 

pressed to explain that to his knowledge the U.S. had nothing to do with the overthrow of 

the Allende government, he did not tie this information to his policy on human rights. In 

the next news conference, Carter went into more detail about both the public supporting 

his policies on human rights, as well as the international importance of America being in 

agreement on the policies. Carter also went further to reiterate his promise of keeping the 

American people ‘in the loop’ on foreign policies: 

And I believe that it is very important for the American people to know the 

framework within which discussions might take place and to give me, 

through their own approval, strength, as a party to some of the resolutions of 

disputes, and also to make sure that when I speak, I don’t speak with a hollow 

voice, but that the rest of the world knows that on my stand, for instance, on 

human rights, that I am not speaking with a lonely voice, but that I am 

strongly supported by the Congress and the people of the country.
52

 

 

He went further on the same question, regarding U.S. negotiation power, that there was 

congressional near unanimity for a human rights proposal, stating that it was “a strong 

confirmation that my own stand expressed on human rights is indeed the stand of the 

American people. It's an unswerving commitment. It's one that will not be changing in the 

future.”
53

 While these quotes represent the strong beliefs Carter expressed in the 

beginning of his presidency towards public consensus behind his international human 

rights policies in a domestic context, Carter used the same imagery of public support with 

international leaders.  

Carter commented on the idea of an international human rights policy where the 

U.S. speaks out against human rights abuses ‘not every instance, but when advisable,’ 
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with the clarifier that he “would hope that their leaders could recognize the American 

people’s deep concern about human rights.”
54

 While this statement was chronologically 

first, it represents an interesting separation from the other references by using public 

feeling as a justification for why the U.S. was speaking up for human rights, rather than 

the moral basis Carter tended to push when speaking to the American people. This 

provides a facet of government indexing that would present with the public the idea that 

this was, in fact, the public opinion, as well as a chance for Carter to exert power over the 

press by insisting his policies had public support. 

 While Carter did state that his policies fell in line with public beliefs and morals 

he did also express his belief in the President as the leader of all of the constituents in the 

country as a basis for presidential power. This was usually used in conjunction of Carter 

explaining public support for his policies, stating his belief that the “Presidency and what 

it stands for is the need to derive its strength directly from the will of the people.”
55

 While 

this aligned with the concept of a presidential-press ‘honeymoon’ period, we see a shift in 

this ideology coinciding with a drop in the popularity of President Carter in polling.  

In the latter half of 1978, Carter is asked about dropping poll numbers and how 

this would affect his policies. Carter’s answer did not align with his earlier statements of 

the basis of presidential power, stating that: “I will continue to do the best I can, but my 

actions will never be predicated by what is most popular. But I’ll do what I think is best 

for our country, and I’ll take my chances on whether people will approve or not.”
56

 Such 

a distinct break from public discourse less than two years later show us that Carter used 
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the idea that the public supported his policies as a justification - more as a convenience 

than an actual belief that they were policies because of support from the American 

people. Statements that distanced Carter from the public and policies that were seen as 

not responding to the challenges of the time, still gave Carter power in the press room, 

but in a much more authoritative manner than previously seen.  

 While this break seemed distinct, there were hints leading up to a statement such 

as the one previously quoted that presented the idea that Carter did not care about public 

consensus behind his policies as much as he had once represented. A theme that can be 

seen throughout the earlier press conferences was the concept of Carter ‘educating’ the 

American population on his policies. This is seen through simple statements such as, “I 

want to be sure that the American people understand that this is a very sensitive issue,” in 

reference to the previously mentioned question of human rights in Chile.
57

 This sets the 

groundwork for later actions that go against the public expression of opinion by providing 

the context that American people did not necessarily understand the issues surrounding a 

policy. This was expressed more overtly just five months later in a discussion of the 

Panama Canal treaty, explaining that the American people do not support the treaty as a 

policy goal because they are uneducated in terms of the implications and that, “my belief 

is that as the American people become acquainted with the very good terms of the treaty, 

they will shift their support to the treaty support.”
58

  This answer assumes that the 

American public could not possibly have understood the treaty, and they must become 

‘acquainted’ with the treaty, providing a window for the President and the administration 
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to talk about how “very good” the treaty was as they are questioned within the 

government indexing theory.  

 Towards the end of his presidency, Carter’s tone shifted once again. While being 

questioned about reaction to the Shah of Iran’s attempt at democratizing the country, 

Carter admitted that, “I don’t think either I or any other national leader could ever claim 

that we have never made a mistake or have never misunderstood the attitudes of our 

people.”
59

 While this statement was made in support of the Shah, pre-revolution, it 

represented a distinct public shift in Carter’s outward mentality about the public opinion, 

not just from the original idea of public support for policies, but also for the intermediary 

idea that the American public would support Carter’s policies if they understood them 

better. This is the first, and only time in the news conferences, that Carter admitted that 

leaders sometimes ‘just get it wrong’ in terms of public opinion and support. While this 

was amidst dropping poll numbers (trending downwards for almost the entirety of his 

presidency), it seemed like a strong change in Carter’s perception of where he and the 

President as an institution, stood with the American people. 

 Another way the President is able to control the public opinion on human rights in 

the news conference setting is through how he did, and purposefully did not, include 

human rights in his answers to human rights specific questions. This is seen clearly in 

Carter’s ambivalent support for a policy of linkage with the Soviet Union, though he 

seems much less confounded about a linkage policy with other countries. Another tactic 

was to remove any discussion of human rights when it was an American ally that was 

being inquired about, contradicted by less hesitation to discuss human rights concerns 
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when it was a country with less economic or political importance to America. Carter also 

consistently lowered the importance of human rights in regards to topics that he seemed 

to consider more complicated, such as the formulation of Foreign Assistance Programs. 

In terms of domestic human rights concerns, Carter consistently talked his way out of 

questions with very little reference to human rights. All of these tactics attempted to 

control what the press would write about. By choosing what issues to stress human rights 

on, and subsequently which to avoid discussion of, Carter could maintain the appearance 

of a commitment to human rights, while taking it out of the picture in situations where it 

was harder to defend, or the consequences could be higher.  

 Carter stated from the first news conference that he did not intend for human 

rights and the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) talks with the Soviet Union to be 

linked.
60

 This claim is repeated throughout the course of the news conferences with 

another claim in June of 1977 that “I see not relationship between the human rights 

decision, however, and matters affecting our defense or SALT negotiations.”
61

 Carter is 

asked specifically about the linkage of the two after the Soviet Union discusses it, with a 

reporter pointing out in his question that: “Mr. Brezhnev said before the Labor Congress 

that normal relations would be impossible – ‘unthinkable’ was his word – if your human 

rights campaign continued.” Carter gave a very diplomatic answer that “I think we have 

the right to speak out openly when we have a concern about human rights wherever those 

abuses occur.
62
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 While Carter’s stance against linkage seemed very strong when the Soviet Union 

was assessed in singularity, when Carter discusses other countries, the stance was less 

clear. When discussing a possibility of a policy change in regards to Cuba, Carter stated 

that 

I think any substantial moves in our relationship with Cuba would have to 

await further discussions with them indirectly and also some tangible 

evidence on our part that they are willing to restore basic human rights in 

Cuba involving the number of prisoners who are being held, their attitude 

toward overseas adventures, such as the one in Angola, and other matters.
63

  

 

This linkage between human rights in Cuba and the possibility of new relations was not 

unique and was seen repeated with other non-allied countries that do not pose as large of 

an economic or political importance as the Soviet Union. We see this in South Africa, 

where Carter was concerned about the removal of the freedom of the press. He discusses 

UN weapons sanctions against them making his stance very clear stating: 

But I think it’s proper for us to either enhance or reduce our trade with a 

country depending upon its own policies that are important to us and to the 

world. I think it’s important for us to decide when we should and should not 

sell weapons to other countries, when we should and should not invest in a 

country, when we should and should not encourage government programs, 

loans, and grants to apply to another nation. I don’t look upon that as an 

interference in the internal affairs of another country.
64

 

 

While this seemed like a strong policy statement, a simple look at the Soviet Union 

ensures that these ideas were never meant to be applied equally to all countries.  

 With that said, Carter did try to push human rights in the Soviet Union in other 

ways. Instead of linkage, when Carter does reference human rights abuses in the Soviet 

Union, he instead chose to remind the press, and further the public, that the Soviet Union 
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signed off on the Helsinki Accords, which had a great focus on human rights. This gives 

Carter a tool to publicize problems in the Soviet Union while maintaining a stance that 

would, ideally, not affect other goals with the Soviets, such as the completion of the 

SALT talks. When asked if Carter considered increased political arrests in the Soviet 

Union a response to his human rights campaign he says no: “I think the fact of the matter 

is, long before I came in office, the Soviet Union voluntarily signed the agreement at 

Helsinki, the last portion of which guaranteed certain basic civil rights within the 

boundaries of individual nations.”
65

 This trend continued, nearly every time Carter 

brought up a human rights concern in the Soviet Union at a news conference it was 

within the context of the Soviet Union being in violation of the Helsinki Accords.
66

 As 

relations with the Soviet Union declined throughout the Carter presidency, Carter’s 

stance on the Soviet Union got tougher. The clearest example is came in October of 1979 

when Carter made very clear that there were distinct differences between the Soviet 

Union and the United States: 

The Soviets represent a totalitarian nation; we are committed to peace and 

freedom and democracy. The Soviets subjugate the rights of an individual 

human being to the rights of the state; we do just the opposite. The Soviets 

are an atheistic nation; we have deep and fundamental religious beliefs. The 

Soviets have a primary emphasis on the military aspect of their economy; 

ours is much more broadly based to give the benefits of economic growth to 

individual human beings. So, I believe that in addition to that, our raising a 

standard of human rights and the honoring of national aspirations, not trying 

to interfere in the internal affairs of other countries, gives us an additional 

advantage in a peaceful competition.
67
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This shifting discussion of linkage and the Soviet Union played a key role in how the 

press was given information about human rights concerns internationally. By taking a 

hard stance on some countries and still discussing human rights in the Soviet Union, 

human rights was presented to the American people as the pillar of Carter’s foreign 

policy, while in reality it was applied when convenient with little real pressure being put 

on the Soviet Union in any perceivable way. 

 This tactic worked efficiently for Carter who still could still connect crusade of 

international human rights to his name and administration without letting it interfere with 

other foreign policy goals. This was seen repeated when Carter was questioned about 

human rights abuses in other countries that were allied or otherwise important to the 

United States. At the beginning of his presidency, Carter was asked specifically how his 

human rights policy will be applied:  

As you know, there are human rights problems in many other countries. And 

some of them, like Iran or the Philippines, we support with arms or we 

support with American aid. These are countries where many people believe 

we have more leverage than we might have in the Soviet Union. What, if 

anything, do you plan to try to do to help victims of political repression in 

these countries?
68

 

 

Carter chose to answer this question in a long, winding way that did little to answer the 

actual concerns brought up. In his answer, Carter discussed American sanctions in 

Uganda, reaffirmed his desires for the Soviet Union to not be singled out and discussed 

the Helsinki Accords (which was a product of the Conference on Security and 

Cooperation in Europe and was therefore not signed by either of the countries presented 

in the question).  
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 This theme was continued when Carter was questioned about human rights 

concerns in important allied countries. When Carter was asked specifically what America 

will do to protect the human rights of the people in occupied lands outside of Israel, 

Carter answered with the diplomatic view held by the United States that the settlements 

in the West Bank were illegal but took the humanity out of the question entirely, making 

no reference to the people there or the protection of their rights.
69

 A reasoning for this is 

explained in the news conference held in Brasilia. In this conference Carter is asked about 

his continuing commitment to ‘civil rights and political dissidents’. Carter responded that 

the USA is still very much committed to these principles including, “the basic freedoms 

to democratic government, to the protection of human rights, to the prevention of nuclear 

proliferation.” While this seemed to be a clear answer that even possibly targeted Brazil 

for their election practices, Carter followed it by later in the news conference stating, 

“…the strength of our friendship and the mutuality of our purposes, now and in the 

future, far override any sharply expressed differences of opinion on even the major and 

very important issues of human rights, non-proliferation, trade, and so forth.”
70

 This 

statement is crucial to our understanding of how Carter explained his policies. He made 

clear and direct statements about human rights that the press could attribute to him, but 

gave important allies a lot of leeway, stating that human rights were important, but not as 

important as common interests.  

 Relations with allies were not the only place this kind of contradictory speaking 

happens. Carter used the news conferences to advocate for removing regulations around 

foreign assistance that would prohibit the government from providing aid to countries 
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with human rights abuses. Carter downgraded the importance of human rights by 

explaining that if these countries are not getting aid from the United States, there is the 

possibility of them getting elsewhere, namely the Soviet Union.
71

 This was specifically 

demonstrated when Carter was asked early in his presidency if he would reduce aid to 

Zaire based on human rights abuses with Carter answering, “but our friendship and aid 

historically for Zaire has not been predicated on their perfection in dealing with human 

rights.”
72

 This showed a downgrading in the importance of human rights in issues seen as 

more complicated. Another example of this was in reference to Carter removing the arms 

embargo against Turkey in 1978. It was not until the last reference of the embargo in the 

news conferences that Carter brought up any human rights arguments saying that one of 

the reasons that the U.S. was ending the embargo was because it was not helping to 

protect the human rights of the Greek Cypriots as it had been hoped to do.
73

 This removal 

of human rights served a purpose to the Carter administration. By talking about situations 

as if human rights did not exist, it continued to give Carter the power to be the ‘beacon’ 

of human rights internationally while using human rights ideas when it is most 

convenient and in line with other American foreign policy interests.  

 The final way Carter actively removed human rights out of situations for the 

convenience of the administration can be seen in the domestic sphere. In the 1978 

Amnesty International Report, Amnesty International identified the imprisonment of Ben 

Chavis as one of the Wilmington 10 as a human rights concern.
74

 The 10, nine men and 
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one woman, were arrested for arson, but Amnesty International and other human rights 

and African American activists argue that the arrests and sentences were politically 

motivated.
75

 When asked in June of 1977 what Carter would do about these charges of 

political imprisonment (six years after the conviction), Carter consciously stepped back 

from making a strong human rights statement, instead focusing his answer on the 

limitations of the power of the executive over the judiciary.
76

 The topic was discussed 

again, a little over a year later. A reporter asked toughly why the President wads so 

willing to accept Amnesty International reports for other countries, but not to address the 

issues they raised about the United States. The reporter also continued by asking, “And 

also, sir, are you not aware or concerned that what is called by some black leaders a 

dichotomy in your human rights policy and with respect to human rights in this country is 

threatening your black constituency?” Carter answered that he had, “been concerned 

about human rights in our own country as well as others,” but failed to provide evidence 

and maintained that there was nothing that can or would be done by the administration 

regarding the Ben Chavis, the only member of the Wilmington 10 still imprisoned.
77

 In 

both situations Carter came off as abrupt and dismissive when discussing the issue, as it 

presented a challenge to the tactics taken by his team to reduce the human rights question 

in situations the administration did not plan to act in. Unfortunately, there is no record of 

the reporters who ask the questions, but as noted, the question was asked in a very 
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aggressive, challenging way, which could explain partially why Carter reacts as 

defensively as he did in this situation. 

 The final way in which Carter was able to discuss human rights in a way that 

promoted the press discussing it in a way beneficial to the administration was how Carter 

presented human rights as an international norm and how he placed America in that 

narrative. At different times, Carter expressed his belief that America was a leader in 

international human rights but also focused on American will to not dominate the world. 

This was crucial to government indexing as it presented a constricted view of both 

American support for international human rights and international support for human 

rights. 

 In the Brasilia news conference, Carter spent a lot of time talking about human 

rights, despite his ultimate conclusion that human rights were not as important as the 

friendship between Brazil and the United States as shared interests, as discussed earlier. 

One of the things he put forward was regarding the international increase in human rights 

awareness, especially notable in an international news conference: 

One of the best things about the development of human rights in the last year 

or so as been the worldwide attention to it. It was kind of a dormant issue for 

too long, and now I doubt that there’s a world leader who exists that doesn’t 

feel the pressure of considering the human rights questions to analyze one’s 

own administration, one’s own country, what the rest of the world thinks 

about us, and how we could correct any defects and prevent allegations in the 

future, either true or false.
78

 

 

While this statement contained some wording designed specifically for the Brazilian 

government and audience, Carter put forward the ideas of worldwide concern for human 

rights, especially among world leaders that he repeated throughout his presidency. During 

a news conference on Human Rights Week a few months prior, he put forward the same 
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kind of sentiment, stating that, “In the past year, human rights has become an issue that 

no government on Earth can not afford to ignore.”
79

 

 In this vein of discussing human rights as an international concern, Carter spoke 

on different occasions that neither he, nor the United States were responsible for this 

international shift. This was true from the beginning of the administration, with Carter 

stating in the second press conference that “I think, without my trying to take credit for it, 

there has been a substantial move toward concern about human rights throughout the 

world. I think this has taken place in probably a dozen or more countries.”
80

 Nearly two 

years later, Carter put forward the same view while providing support to the idea of a 

moral foreign policy along the lines of the Denton model of presidential power previously 

discussed. He states: 

I personally think the human rights policy of our government is well advised 

and has had broad ranging, beneficial effect. I don’t claim credit for the 

American human rights policy when political prisoners are released from 

certain countries or when those countries move toward more democratic 

means, or even when – as is the case of China now – there are public and 

apparently permitted demands or requests for more democratic government 

policies and enhanced human rights. 

But I think our policy is right. It’s well founded. It’s one that I will maintain 

tenaciously, and I think it’s demonstrated around the world that it’s already 

had good effect.
81

 

 

While Carter was actively saying he was not claiming responsibility for human rights 

concerns abroad, he was still putting forward the narrative of America as a leader, with a 

human rights policy because it was the right thing to do rather than just because it was 

now an international concern. 
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 The concept of America as a human rights leader was repeated more heavily in 

news conferences throughout the presidency. This was evident throughout the first two 

years of the administration when Carter held regular news conferences. He affirmed his 

personal commitment to human right as well as expressing it as the will of the American 

people as early as his third news conference stating that, “I think it’s entirely appropriate 

for our own country to take the leadership role and let the world say that the focal point 

for the preservation and protection of human rights is in the USA. I’m proud of this. And 

I intend to adhere to it with the deepest possible personal commitment and I believe I 

speak accurately for the American people on this subject.”
82

 Similarly, in the same 

Human Rights Week statement mentioned previously, Carter expressed his desire for 

other countries to “join us” in direct reference to the United States as being a leader.
83

  

 In 1978 Carter became even more explicit that the United States was the leader 

for the crusade of international human rights saying that: 

I think our effort to put forward an image of our country that would give us a 

source of pride in human rights has had a profound impact around the world. 

I don’t think there’s a single leader of a nation anywhere that’s not now 

constantly aware of the question of “how my country, how my actions are 

measuring up against international standards in preserving basic human 

rights”.
84

 

 

It is important to note this was one news conference after the one that was held in Brasilia 

where Carter espoused nearly the same ideas without placing America in a leadership 

role. This phrasing, especially in contrast to the same point made internationally, 

contributed to an environment were the press could write about the United States as being 

both committed to human rights and a leader in human rights based on government 
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statements based on indexing theory, while Carter was not putting any specific evidence 

in any of these examples as to why or how America was a leader.  

 Carter did contradict the narrative of America as a leader in human rights with 

repeated reference to America having no desire to dominate the world. This works in 

relation to his expression of America as a leader in terms of press theories because it 

presented the press with the ability to discuss the American commitment to international 

human rights while also providing a reason as to why the human rights policy was not 

performing up to public expectations. From early in the administration, Carter used the 

news conference as an opportunity to both express commitment to human rights while 

simultaneously giving reasons for potential non-successes regarding the policy. Carter 

states that “we can’t impose our will on other people, but if they honestly want to seek a 

solution, we are perfectly willing to offer our good offices as a country with influence 

and interest to help them resolve their own differences.” Carter reaffirmed this point 

again in the same news conference stating that “we are going to do the best we can, 

openly and forcefully, offering our good services, not trying to impose our will on other 

people.”
85

 This phrase came off as contradictory in nature that the U.S. will forcefully 

offer services without imposing their will on other countries. This sentiment was repeated 

in the press conference in Brasilia. As previously discussed, this conference spent a lot of 

time focusing on human rights, but in terms of the American interest in promoting 

democracies internationally, Carter states overtly: “I’m not here to tell you how to form 

your government.”
86

 After the end of the regular news conferences, Carter reaffirmed this 

commitment with: “The United States has neither the ability nor the will to dominate the 
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world, to interfere in the internal affairs of other nations, to impose our will on other 

people whom we desire to be free, to make their own decisions.”
87

 By presenting the 

United States as both a leader in human rights and not wanting to control the world, 

President Carter put forward two seemingly contradictory opinions that work to influence 

how the press will present human rights to the public. Carter could display America and 

his administration as a leader in human rights, but in situations where it looked like he 

was failing, or not doing enough, he could rest on the statements that it was not the 

American desire to interfere and impose their will internationally.  

 This belief of human rights as an international norm was most obviously 

displayed in the latter half of the administration during the Iranian hostage crisis. The 

way in which Carter talks about the Iranians responsible for the crisis appealed to the 

humanity of all people, and assumed a general agreed upon understanding of what the 

rights of people were. When Carter used the news conferences to speak out against the 

Iranians responsible he described the incident as violating “ not only the most 

fundamental precepts of international law but the common ethical and religious heritage 

of humanity.”
88

 Carter would have been able to call out the Iranians as violating only 

international laws, but he chose specifically to reference a general sense of humanity. 

This is repeated throughout his statements on the crisis by using terminology like 

“civilized countr[ies]”, “violation of human decency and basic human principles”, 

“contrary to every principle of international law and human decency.”
89

 On top of this, 

Carter took the opportunity to outline the differences between the United States and Iran 
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in terms of America taking refugees of the Iranian Revolution stating that, “There’s a 

difference between a great and a free and compassionate democratic nation on the one 

hand and the other countries from which refugees flee, looking for freedom, looking for 

the right to worship as they please, trying to escape possible persecution.” In line with 

this, he made his statement about accepting Iranian refugees: “It would not be advisable 

for us, it would not be humane of us, it would not even be decent for us, in my opinion, 

when we have an intense confrontation…to refuse to accept refugees who are trying to 

escape circumstances there and coming to our nation for a haven.”
90

 In using phasing that 

differentiates the United States as more humane and decent that Iran, Carter invoked 

again a sense of an international standard for human rights. This is applied to government 

indexing theory and press relations theory by presenting the press with the idea that 

public opinion internationally was in line with the restricted range of public opinion that 

was presented domestically. Carter used his position in the President’s News Conference 

to affect the way the press wrote about the public opinion on human rights.  

 By discussing human rights as an international norm and by simultaneously 

placing America at the centre of this shift and pulling them back from the leadership role, 

Carter gave the press several routes to take while discussing human rights within the 

public opinion, with all routes being potentially beneficial to the administration. Another 

tactic used by the president through the news conference was to remove discussion of 

human rights where it would complicate the message and the goals the administration 

were trying to achieve, most clearly in regards to linkage policies with the Soviet Union. 

By clearly expressing what the public will was in his statements, Carter pushed the press 
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to publish a restricted public opinion based on what the administration says it was. All of 

these tactics helped the Carter administration control the press and their representation of 

the public opinion throughout the course of the Carter presidency. Carter tailored his 

answers to human rights-based questions in order to maintain a somewhat fluid stance. 

He invoked human rights when it was convenient and helped his goals, while ignoring it 

when it was contradictory, and he readily took credit for American leadership in 

international human rights, while simultaneously maintaining that America could not 

interfere in the world. 
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Chapter Two: Press Office Preparation Materials 

After assessing some of the ways in which President Carter was able to use the 

President’s News Conference to influence the popular opinion and understanding of the 

role of human rights in American foreign policy, an important question emerges: how 

much of what was said in the President’s News Conference was the product of the 

President himself? This question will be the theme of the remaining two chapters. This 

chapter will address the question and answer books prepared for the President on foreign 

issues. These books will be analyzed at in terms of how they discussed some of the key 

issues of human rights throughout the Carter presidency. The Helsinki Accords played a 

much more extensive role in the preparation materials than they did in the President’s 

News Conference. By addressing how the Accords were used and covered in the 

preparation books, we can see some of the differences in how they were used and make 

conclusions about why these differences may have occurred. We previously addressed 

the ambivalent response to concepts of linkage theory in the President’s News 

Conference. By assessing how linkage was implied or disavowed in the preparation 

materials, it is clear that the ambivalence and confusion with the policies did not lie 

solely with the President, but affected all aspects of policy, including the preparation of 

answering materials.  

 Secondly, I will analyze some of the topics covered in the first chapter and assess 

how they are addressed in the preparation materials. There are some clear differences in 

how the preparation materials covered the popular opinions of the American public which 

led to some interesting conclusions in terms of the President’s role in creating these 

opinions. As with the President’s News Conference, there was a strong evocation of 
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human rights in reference to countries that were less economically or politically 

important to the administration of the United States, while reference to human rights in 

more important countries was often done in very vague terms. The specific cases of Iran 

and Afghanistan will be addressed, as well as how language about these countries 

changed from the beginning of the administration throughout the challenges that arose in 

the areas.  

 By assessing the specific uses of the Helsinki Accords and linkage policies, as 

well as assessing how some of the topics from the President’s News Conference were 

discussed, the foreign issue question and answer preparation books become a valuable 

source of information in terms of the language and points presented to the President. 

Throughout this chapter at the next, addressing the comparison between these documents 

and the actual words of President Carter, we see how Carter himself was able to get his 

points across outside of the scripts and materials he was presented with, as well as how 

these materials inevitably effected the ways in which he discusses certain situations, 

especially those in which there are specific important political considerations to be taken.  

 Before discussing the content of the Press Office preparation materials, it was 

important to understand the format and key aspects of the question and answer 

documents. This provides insight into how some information was presented to the 

President that could affect the way in which he discussed specific issues. The documents 

are primarily divided into geographical areas with a focus specifically on: Soviet Union 

(usually combined with SALT), North-South Issues, the Middle East, Africa, Asia, 

Europe, Latin America, India/Pakistan (later India/Pakistan/Afghanistan). There were 

other topic headings that come in and out of usage by the press office, with Human 
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Rights being sectioned off early in the presidency and sections such as Nuclear being 

more prominent later in the term. There are other categories that came into use with 

relevance, such as specific summits and conferences, and the Camp David meetings.  

 Throughout the use of these documents, the questions believed to be the most 

likely to be asked were noted for the President, either individually or in their own section 

at the beginning of the document. This provided insight into the public moods of the 

media at the time these documents were being put together, as well as the stories and 

issues that were dominating the news cycles. There is also information as to media 

concerns in the way that questions were formulated. Since the questions were being 

created by the Press Office, it provides a unique look into the issues the Press Office saw 

as relevant, and how they thought journalists and other reporters might approach the 

topics and issues at hand.  

 There are several features that appeared in the documents that may have changed 

the way in which the President addressed the questions if asked. For some complex 

questions, especially those for which the basis of the issue was before Carter became 

President, there may have been a background section to give a succinct summary of the 

base of an issue and previous policy surrounding it. An example of this was very early in 

the Presidency there was a background section about the existence of Israeli settlements 

in occupied territories mostly referring to changes in Israeli policy regarding the 

settlements that were crucial for Carter to know about in order to respond to questions.
91

 

Another example of a similar background section was included when the question 

referred to a specific newspaper or magazine article and will include relevant information 

                                                 
91

 Foreign Policy Q & A Book, March 8, 1978, Box 72, Folder: Q & A’s (Foreign) for Press Conferences, 

3/78 [CF, O/A 185], Records of the White House Press Office, Jody Powell’s Subject Files, The Jimmy 

Carter Presidential Library and Museum.  



 

 

48 

 

from that article.
92

 With policy related questions, there was the possibility of an “FYI” 

section that would include things such as budget numbers in order to the President to 

have specific statistics and amounts on hand if the questions are raised.
93

  

 In some reports there were questions that required specifically worded answers 

and the President was directed on these question as to how to answer very precisely. One 

example of this was regarding consistency in messaging where the President was made 

aware regarding the Chinese Fifth National Party Congress that, “If asked about this, the 

Chinese have already released the text of your cable so it is quite appropriate for you to 

say the following.”
94

 This also occurred when there was a specific policy goal to be 

achieved. For example, when referring to the Sino-Vietnamese border conflict in mid-

1978, Carter was directed, “Do not say that our goal is to normalize relations with both 

countries [referring to China and Vietnam]. Although our long-term objective is to 

normalize our relations with Vietnam, we do not wish to repeat this particular goal 

publicly at this time.”
95

 

 The last important additional feature to these documents was the inclusion of an 

“If Pressed” answer. In a reference to human rights concerns and their effects of U.S.-

Nicaraguan relations, the answer pointed out that “We have expressed our concern about 

human rights publicly and privately to representatives of the government of Nicaragua on 

numerous occasions.” Then following with: “(If you are pressed on why we are 
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withholding economic and military assistance, you could make two points:)” with a 

reference to concerns with human rights as being one of these two points.
96

 

 As noted in the previous chapter, President Carter put more focus on human rights 

internationally at the beginning of his term and this was evident in these documents as 

well. As the administrations focus moved towards creating a foreign policy, human rights 

often took a backseat to other foreign policy issues, human rights stopped having its own 

category within the preparation materials.
97

 Though human rights issues were referenced 

often throughout the administration, they became solely tied to their geographical regions 

rather than garnering their own separation. This aligned with the realities of the human 

rights foreign policy which became much more specific for Carter rather than the broad 

generalizations of the promotion of human rights that were seen at the beginning of the 

term.  

 The Helsinki Accords and the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 

(CSCE) were frequently discussed in the Q&A books, much more often that Carter used 

them in the President’s News Conference. At face value this was obvious, because there 

are many questions and answers included in the preparation books that were never raised 

by the press, and therefore never answered by the President, there were clearly many 

references he would not have been able to make. On further analysis though, the Press 

Office was more likely to rely on the Helsinki Accords as a justification for human rights 

policy and pressure on the Soviet Union than Carter appeared to be. While specific 

comparisons will be covered in the following chapter, one can see how the Helsinki 
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Accords and further work surrounding the CSCE were used in the preparation materials 

as a justification for the pursuit of human rights in the Soviet Bloc, most specifically in 

the Soviet Union itself.  

 This discussion started in the period of time in which human rights had its own 

defined section of the preparation book, but continued, albeit more sparsely, throughout 

the entirety of the administration. The first book on file included an in-depth comment on 

the successes of the Belgrade CSCE meeting. The answer formulated referenced the 

human rights importance of the Helsinki Accords assuring that, “We conducted a full and 

frank review of implementation of the Helsinki Final Act, in all aspects, including human 

rights. We cited specific country performance, and we named specific individuals and 

cases where human rights have not been respected.” Continuing at the end of the 

statement that, “During the next two years [until the next CSCE meeting], we will 

continue to speak out on human rights, and seek far better implementation of the Final 

Act in all of its aspects.”
98

 The administration also took the opportunity here to point out 

the lack of cooperation of the Soviet Union in regards to human rights, specifying that the 

Soviet Union stopped the Belgrade meeting from having a concluding document that 

would contain mention of human rights.
99

 This specification is important due to the view 

of Belgrade as a failure because of a lack of a concluding document, calling into question 

the effectiveness of the Helsinki process entirely
100

. 

 When the next CSCE meeting did happen, in Madrid in 1980, the answer scripted 

makes reference to this goal as continuing throughout the administration in reference to 
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the Helsinki Accords. “…Since I first took office, I have made a deep commitment to 

American traditions of human rights as a cornerstone of this Administration’s foreign 

policy. Soviet violations of the Basket III provisions of the Helsinki Accords,…and the 

arrest, imprisonment, and deportation of heroic Soviet citizens who have attempted to 

monitor Moscow’s performance of its CSCE obligations have been repeatedly and 

forthrightly condemned by this Administration.”
101

 

 The importance of public opinion to the human rights policies have already been 

outlined in the previous chapter. This importance was less of a focus in the Q&A 

preparation books, which will be discussed at a greater length later in this chapter, but the 

relation with the pursuit of human rights as the alignment of foreign policy with the 

values of Americans was reiterated. The answer script tied both public opinion and 

linkage to human rights by stating in May of 1978 in two related questions. When 

discussing U.S.-Soviet relations, the answer stated that, “…clearly the support of the 

American people is essential. This support is affected by Soviet actions. Americans feel 

strongly about human rights and deplore the trial and punishment of Soviet citizens who, 

committing no crime, seek only to express and practice the very human rights principles 

which the USSR endorsed when it signed the Helsinki Accords.”
102

 The same theme was 

continued on a question specific to one dissident, Yuri Orlov, stating that  

We deplore the punishment of a citizen for the crime of monitoring the 

implementation of an international agreement which his own government had 

signed. And we deplore the manner in which the trial was conducted. I 

believe these feelings are deeply shared by all Americans and that actions 
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such as these cannot but affect American’s attitudes toward U.S.-Soviet 

relations on all fronts.
103

  

 

This tie to linkage will be explored further, but there was a clear reference to the effects 

of the Helsinki Accords on relations with the Soviet Union and the Helsinki Accords 

being the strongest catalyst for human rights in the Soviet Union.  

 This attitude of speaking out publicly to defend dissidents arrested for the 

promotion and monitoring of the Helsinki Accords continue throughout the 

administration. Just one month after the preparation to answer questions regarding Yuri 

Orlov, the preparation book presented a statement regarding Vladimir Slepak and Ida 

Nudel, stating that: 

The efforts of Vladimir Slepak and his family, and of Ida Nudel, to emigrate 

from the Soviet Union have long been of concern to us. We have raised the 

Slepak case on numerous occasions with the Soviet authorities. We have also 

made clear our concern for Ida Nudel.  

We regret the decision of the Soviet government to put Slepak and Nudel on 

trial for the “crime” of trying to exercise their rights under the Helsinki Final 

Act. The trial and the harsh sentences imposed are incompatible with both the 

letter and the spirit of this initial agreement which was freely signed by the 

Soviet Union in August, 1975. 

We have made these views clear to the Soviet Union.
104

 

 

The themes of the evocation of the Helsinki Accords and the U.S. making their views 

clear to the Soviets continued. In November of 1979 the preparation materials pointed out 

after more dissident arrests that, “While all the details of the arrest of the three human 

rights activists are not clear, any time individuals are prevented from exercising their 

fundamental human rights it is a cause for concern… I have also made the Soviets aware 
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that we regard their action as a violation of Principle 7 of the Helsinki Final Act.”
105

 The 

last reference to the Helsinki Accords referred to the popular dissident case of Andrei 

Sakharov. In different documents there were scripting changes to the statement referring 

to Sakharov, both with the same central message,  

I [President Carter] have said on many occasions that this Administration will 

speak out against abuses of human rights wherever they occur and I will 

continue to do so. The decision by the Soviet authorities to deprive Dr. 

Sakharov [later referred to as Dr. Sakharov, a Nobel Laureate and a great 

man] of his honors and send him into exile is a direct violation of the Helsinki 

Accords and a blow to the aspirations of all mankind to establish respect for 

human rights. I join with citizens throughout the world in condemning this 

act.
106

 

 

The last change to this answer came in March of 1980 with the addition of “I [President 

Carter] am encouraged that the UN Human Rights Commission has agreed to take up his 

case.”
107

 

 This tactic of reference of the Helsinki Accords in regards to speaking out against 

the persecution of human rights defenders was not limited to the Soviet Union but was 

also referenced with ties to linkage with Czechoslovakia, stating that “The trials of the six 

human rights activists in Czechoslovakia are a clear violation of the Helsinki Final Act. 

Such actions cannot help but have a negative effect on our bilateral relations.”
108

 The 

Accords are also referenced in terms of a discussion human rights with President 
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Ceauşescu of Romania, highlighting this as one of the opportunities provided by the visit 

of the Romanian President to the United States.
109

 

 Throughout the course of the Carter administration, the Q&A preparation books 

made heavy use of the Helsinki Accords as the main force to condemn human rights 

violations in the Soviet Union and other Soviet Bloc countries, most often in reference to 

dissidents. These documents used this more often as a justification of the answers 

provided, whereas, as we will see in the next chapter, Carter was much more likely to 

make a condemning statement focusing on the “right” thing to do, rather than providing 

policy-related reasons for condemning the actions. As it was the purpose of these 

documents to ensure the President was as prepared as he can be before he faced a media 

crowd, it made sense that there was more of a focus in justifying every answer in the 

preparation documents rather than the President needing to justify them as distinctly in 

his statements.  

 While there are many aspects of comparison between the Q&A preparation books 

and the President’s News Conference, another primary standout in terms of frequency of 

use and reliance was regarding linkage. As previously noted, there are issues with policy 

surrounding linkage in the President’s News Conference, with ambivalent and confusing 

messaging regarding whether the Carter administration was going to use linkage as a tool 

to achieve foreign policy goals overall, and most importantly, with the Soviet Union. By 

addressing how linkage was discussed in the preparation materials, one can see that the 

issues surrounding the ambivalence of linkage went beyond Carter to an ambivalence of 

policy underlying foreign policy. The foreign policy books further showed that the 
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ambivalence was not limited to the Soviet Union but existed regarding other complex 

foreign policy situations, though the administration was much more likely to use a 

strategy involving linkage in countries with less economic or international importance.  

 There was a interesting note in the first preparation book on file that reminds the 

President that he would be checked for consistency and comparison with other 

statements, especially regarding linkage with the Soviet Union. This note was included in 

an answer that denounces the tactic of linkage with the Soviet Union.
110

 This note 

becomes wholly irrelevant when further on in the same preparation document, regarding 

Soviet and Cuban involvement in Ethiopia, an answer stated that, “These developments 

cannot help but have an effect on other aspects of the relationship between our countries. 

They affect the political atmosphere between the United States and the Soviet Union and 

Cuba. Détente is not divisible into compartments with cooperation in some areas and 

efforts at seeking strategic advantage in others.”
111

 This issue continued with ongoing 

Soviet and Cuban presence in Africa with a prepared answer reiterating the same message 

just over three months later with “We have told the Soviets that their continued activities 

in Africa pose a danger to our overall relations.”
112

 Over time, this issue continued to 

cause tension in the administration with a more stern statement a month later regarding 

the future of East-West relations:  

Relations are stable but the future could be seriously troubled. Both sides 

continue to negotiate seriously on SALT but Soviet actions in Africa and on 

human rights in the Soviet Union raise concerns on our part and the Soviet 

Union must take these concerns into account…The Soviet actions in Africa 
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and on human rights that I mentioned are obstacles to this development. This 

is a point that I will continue to stress in words and in actions.
113

 

 

While this culture of ambivalence would continue to swirl around the Soviet Union for 

the remainder of the presidency, Carter was less ambivalent in terms of his conduct 

towards Cuba, the other main force of intervention in Africa stating in 1980 that “We are 

prepared to move toward a more normal relationship with Cuba when Cuba is prepared to 

accept the norms of mutual respect, peace, human rights, and non-intervention of the 

international community.”
114

 

As previously noted, there is record of an answer stating that the Soviet 

persecution of human rights activists would “affect American’s attitudes towards U.S.-

Soviet relations on all fronts.”
115

 This balance between standing up for human rights in 

the Soviet Union and their relation to other U.S.-Soviet relations continued throughout 

1978 with the prepared answer that further imprisonment of one Soviet dissident “would 

certainly have wide repercussions outside of the Soviet Union.”
116

 In 1979, following the 

release of human rights activists in the Soviet Union caused the Press Office to prepare 

for questions regarding linkage such as: “There have been some significant developments 

in the U.S.-Soviet relations of late - - is the release of human rights activists by the Soviet 

Union an effort to improve the atmosphere for SALT and MFN?”
117

 The Press Office 

followed this by preparing a sufficiently vague answer that praised the accomplishments 
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without pushing the idea that linkage between achieving SALT and a Most Favoured 

Nation status for the Soviet Union and the release of these human rights activists was the 

reasoning stating: “We have been working on the release of human rights activists for 

some time. I don’t want to speculate on what Soviet aims and intentions might or might 

not have been in regard to thing. I think it is clear that whatever these aims, this is a 

positive development.”
118

 This vagueness regarding the linkage of foreign policy goals 

with the Soviet Union and their improvement of human rights was not seen in relation to 

other communist countries in Eastern Europe, with, as previously stated, an answer 

pointing out very specifically that “The trials of the six human rights activists in 

Czechoslovakia are a clear violation of the Helsinki Final Act. Such actions cannot help 

but have a negative effect on our bilateral relations.”
119

 

This ambivalence was not limited to discussions of relations with the Soviet 

Union and other Eastern Bloc countries but could be seen in other conflicting policies. In 

regards to issues surrounding Cambodian human rights, a prepared answer stated that 

“We consider it our duty to speak up whenever gross violations of human rights 

occur...To be quiet in the face of such acts is unconscionable,” but continued the answer 

with: “The statement [condemning human rights abuses] does not suggest a changed U.S. 

foreign policy toward Cambodia, Vietnam, or Laos.”
120

 This statement outlined a policy 

of making condemning human rights statements against abusers but making little 

movement in terms of changing policies to punish the abusers. While this follows along 

the model used most frequently with the Soviet Union, it was not the only approach used 
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by the administration. In Argentina, human rights concerns were stated as complicating 

the possibility of increased relations including arms sales. The Press Office prepared a 

specific question regarding this, asking: “Does increase in commercial interests signify a 

reversal in human rights policy?” The proposed answer outlined human rights 

improvement as a prerequisite for pursuit of these commercial interests, stating that: “No, 

the new export policy does not signal any change in my administration’s strong 

commitment to human rights. In this case, EXIM will only be issuing a letter of interest 

and the final decision on financing will have to await further review of the human rights 

situation.”
121

 Less than two months later in a question regarding arms sales to Argentina, 

the prepared answer outlined that “In considering arms sales, existing legislation requires 

that the human rights record be considered,” following with making it specific to the 

Carter foreign policy with “the administration’s concern about the human rights in 

Argentina has resulted in a policy of holding back most sales of military items since 

October of last year.”
122

 

This continued ambivalence in the scripting of questions shows that the confusion 

was at a policy level and was not caused by communications, but rather a frequently 

changing and shifting belief in the purposes and usage of linkage to achieve foreign 

policy goals. In order to show this more clearly, it can be seen that linkage-related 

comments were used much more clearly and often in terms of countries that were of less 
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importance to America politically and economically, most prominently in Africa and 

Latin America.  

There is a marked difference in the way human rights were discussed in terms of 

economically or politically important allies and the other countries of the world. The 

Press Office preparation documents, speaking with the intended voice of the President 

were quick to condemn violations in unallied countries, while using vague, ambiguous 

language when discussing human rights abuses in allied nations.  

The most frequent and strongest human rights statements prepared were in 

reference to human rights concerns in Nicaragua. These statements began with the first 

foreign question book on file with a statement that “We have expressed our concerns 

about human rights publicly and privately to representative of the government of 

Nicaragua on numerous occasions,” followed by a note to the President that, “if you 

[President Carter] are pressed on why we are withholding economic and military 

assistance, you could make two points:…[point two] There has recently been an increase 

in violence and until the human rights situation is clarified, we cannot go ahead with 

assistance.”
123

 

Nicaragua was a prime example of Carter’s attempts to promote international 

human rights while simultaneously maintaining a policy of noninterventionism. While 

Carter clearly and repeatedly condemned the Somoza dynasty’s human rights violations 

publicly, he did it in a way which promoted intervention of larger, multinational groups. 

Instead of suggesting or implementing an American program of monitoring human rights, 

prepared answers promoted the suggestion that the Inter-American Human Rights 
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Commission investigate the allegations of human rights abuse, later praising the 

Organization of American States for its endorsement of the visit of the Commission to 

Nicaragua.
124

 This continued to the end of Somoza rule in Nicaragua, with the United 

States changing relations in February of 1979 “given the prospects for renewed violence 

and polarization and the deplorable human rights situation as reported by the Inter-

American Human Rights Commission, we decided that our relationship with the 

government would have to change.”
125

 A welcoming tone was initially taken with the 

new Sandinista government, again with the primary focus being of human rights as 

opposed to the economic or strategic relationship with the country and government with 

the prepared statement that “the new government [of Nicaragua] has pledged to avoid 

reprisals and to respect human rights. We believe they will carry out this commitment.”
126

  

This Nicaraguan example is representative if a larger foreign policy tone taken 

with Latin America in general. With some exceptions, such as discussed with Argentina, 

the Carter administration took a stance on relations with Latin America that was publicly 

reliant on human rights.  Near the beginning of the administration, a prepared answer laid 

out clearly that “it is true that one very important goal of my administration is to 

contribute to greater respect for human rights and democracy in Latin America and in the 

entire world. At the same time, however, we strongly believe in the principle of non-
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intervention in the internal affairs of other countries.”
127

 While this specific answer was 

regarding a question about Panama, the main themes of the answer continued both 

throughout the administration and throughout Latin America. In response to growing 

tension and fear of communist takeovers in the Caribbean, the administration’s prepared 

response outlined that they “will establish positive relationships with the region’s 

governments on a basis of non-intervention, equality, and respect for human rights.”
128

 

This was reiterated a month later with a prepared answer in response to criticism of the 

Carter administration’s support of leftist regimes: “Our policies distinguish between those 

governments which lean to the left or to the right only to the extent of the government’s 

commitment to human rights, to diversified development, and to democracy. We reserve 

our warmest relations for democratic governments that share our respect for human 

rights.”
129

 This provided an important and interesting insight into the foreign policy goals 

of the Carter administration in regards to countries which had less strategic importance on 

a global scale.
130

 While Carter and his team said things regarding their ‘warmest 

relations’ to governments with similar human rights goals, the administration was 
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simultaneously pursuing increasing relations and discussing Most Favored Nation status 

to China and the Soviet Union, both gross human rights violators. 

This argument is strengthened when this language is compared to the language 

used in prepared answers regarding human rights in strategically important allied 

countries. The phrasing used in these situations was, in comparison, very vague and 

rarely, if ever, condemned specific human rights concerns. This was seen most readily in 

Asia with the discussion of South Korea and China. In preparation for President Carter’s 

visit to South Korea, the Press Office prepared for questions on whether human rights 

would be brought up in meetings. The prepared answers signified a trend in how the 

Press Office was set to answer this question: “We have always spoken out about human 

rights in the past where violations have occurred and will continue to do so in the 

future.”
131

 

This trend of reference to a larger human rights program rather than to the 

concerns posed in the possible questions was continued, most often in regards to human 

rights in China. Due to the political and strategic importance of establishing relations 

with China, historian Yeshi Choedon has noted that “while some government officials 

fears that ‘ill-timed human rights efforts’ might jeopardize the establishment of full 

diplomatic relations, others, including human rights advocates accepted that a 

relationship with China first had to be developed before leverage could be forthcoming to 

promote human rights.”
132

 Further noted by Choedon was that “public expressions of 

concern about Chinese [human rights] violations were generally avoided. This sharply 
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contrasted with the vigorous private diplomacy and frequent public statements made 

about human rights violations in other countries.”
133

 These claims were supported by the 

Press Office preparation materials in regards to China. When asked about the Chinese 

crackdown on dissidents, the suggested answer acknowledged the problem but provides 

no guidance to American concerns in China: “I have seen reports of restrictions on 

freedom of expression in the PRC [People’s Republic of China] and the arrest of several 

people. The Unites States’ position in support of human rights around the world is well 

known.”
134

 This tactic of indirect human rights statements represented a larger pattern in 

reference to human right in China, with the most in-depth statement from the press 

materials coming in May of 1979: 

We are concerned about human rights everywhere in the world…We seek to 

advance the course of human rights in each country in ways that best achieve 

our human rights and overall objectives. We are also taking into account such 

factors as how best to pursue our goals and what sorts of influence we have in 

each situation. We have emphasized our human rights policy in our 

discussions with the Chinese, and we will continue to do so. We will also 

speak out publicly where appropriate against violations of human rights, no 

mater where the violations occur.
135

 

 

It is important to note that this vague phrasing did also occur in reference to the Soviet 

Union. For example, “The fact that we are negotiating a Standard Arms Limitation 

agreement does not in any way alter our basic concern for individual liberty and human 

rights…We will continue to work for an improvement in human rights conditions, not 

just in the Soviet Union, but elsewhere in the world.”
136

 This was an important point to 

note because this represented a period in the Carter administration in which Carter was 
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pushing less on human rights in the Soviet Union in order to achieve other goals, such as 

the SALT agreement. As relations with the Soviets lessened over the course of the 

administration, mostly due to Soviet aggression in Africa and Afghanistan, Carter, and by 

proxy, his Press Office, used more specific and severe statements in regards to human 

rights in the Soviet Union.  

 On a lesser scale, this tactic was also used to address human rights concerns with 

allies who the Carter administration did not want to embarrass on a public stage. A prime 

example of this was when hypothetically asked “Why don’t you condemn British 

violations of human rights in Northern Ireland. What about the conditions in Long Kesh 

prison? Isn’t your human rights policy selective?”
137

 The prepared answer for Carter in 

this circumstance focused on leaving it to the British and to not make a strong statement, 

noting that “we follow closely the human rights situation in Northern Ireland, as 

elsewhere, and believe the British are trying to address such problems as may exist.”
138

 

This acceptance that the British would address the problem as it needed to be handled 

was an acceptance reserved for Western allies in the Carter administration and no strong 

human rights condemnations are prepared for any Western European allies in the briefing 

materials. 

 A major difference in the way that human rights was discussed between the 

President’s News Conference and the Press Office briefing materials was the role of 

American public opinion. As previously demonstrated, President Carter readily used the 
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concept of public support for human rights to promote his foreign policy goals. In the 

question and answer preparation materials, this was relied on much less. The first 

example of this was previously outlined with a prepared answer in reference to U.S.-

Soviet relations putting emphasis on the fact that “clearly the support of the American 

people is essential” to continued positive relations between the two powers.
139

 

Interestingly, this was the only time that the American public opinion was referenced in 

relation to American relations with the Soviet Union.  

 The most common reference to public opinion in regards to human rights was in 

cases concerning Europe. In the summer of 1979 when the German Bundestag abolished 

the statute of limitations for war crimes, a prepared answer stated that “there is no doubt 

that most Americans interested in the issues applaud the Bundestag vote as an act of 

political and moral conscience. I associate myself with the sentiment.”
140

 This statement 

was clearly limited in terms of speaking for the American public which Carter did openly 

in the President’s News Conference. There was a similarly open-ended reference to the 

will of the American people after the visit of the Pope in late 1979. “Like all Americans, I 

was profoundly moved by the Pope’s humanitarian concerns. It is appropriate for him to 

voice these in our country, since we as a people share so many of the ideals he so 

eloquently expressed.”
141

 Again, the prepared answer outlined the existence of American 

public support for human rights without the emphasis and stress that Carter put on the 

concept.  
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 In comparison, there was only one reference to American public support for 

human rights that seemed to be written with the same tone that the President used when 

answering questions. The prepared question reads: “Why haven’t you spoken more 

forthrightly in support of the workers in Poland?”
142

 The answer begins, “I have spoken 

for all Americans I think, when I said how much we all admired the workers of Poland, 

their tenacity and courage and the example they set for all who cherish freedom and 

human dignity.”
143

 This answer was unique to the other prepared answers referenced as it 

represented the only time in which the answer referenced speaking for the American 

people. While this was something Carter relied on easily and relatively often in the 

President’s News Conference, it was rarely seen in answers. It was also key to note that 

the answer referenced speaking for Americans in response to a question that directly 

asked about speaking out, and this language was not seen on any other responses to less 

directly worded questions.  

 President Carter also readily referenced the global reaction to the promotion of 

human rights in the President’s News Conference. This was only referred to once in his 

prepared answers. In an outline of foreign policy successes in response to a formulated 

question regarding Carter’s foreign policy in the 1980 election it was outlined that the 

Carter administration “promoted human rights vigorously around the world, and gained 

the world’s respect for it.”
144

 This distinct change in tone and reference to the 

international opinion of the human rights foreign policy was clearly in this case due to 

campaign rhetoric, and importantly this tone and phrasing did not appear elsewhere in 

reference to human rights, lending credibility to its use wholly as a campaign  tactic. 
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 As shown in the previous chapter, President Carter used specific, emotive 

language when discussing human rights surrounding the Iranian hostage crisis. The Press 

Office briefing question and answer materials removed much of the emotion from the 

answers, showing much of it was added by the President himself. Every mention of 

human rights during the hostage crisis was in reference to the conditions of the hostages. 

These responses evoke some of the emotion used by Carter, but there are distinct 

differences. While the prepared answers stated that: “The conditions under which our 

people are held are intolerable,” and “Clearly, the conditions are inhumane, below 

accepted standards for detaining prisoners and an offense to the precepts of religion, 

ethics, and international law,” there is a direct focus on the hostages.
145

 This was in 

comparison to the previous outline of how President Carter discussed the hostage crisis 

where there was a focus on the perpetrators of the crisis and referencing, for example, 

their “violation of human decency and basic human principles,” and reference to the 

perpetrators being uncivilized.
146

 This type of language and the emotions evoked by it 

were not replicated in the prepared press answers regarding the hostage crisis in Tehran.  

 The situation was similar in reference to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, 

though the prepared answers took a harsher tone against those committing the human 

rights violations than in the Iranian case. In reference to the idea that the Soviets had used 

chemical weapons in Afghanistan, the prepared answer condemned it strongly stating 

that, “if these reports that the Soviets are using lethal chemical warfare should be true, 
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such action would be an outrageous and inhumane act against defenseless people.”
147

 The 

use of terminology like “inhumane” was more similar to the President’s reaction to the 

hostage crisis, rather than the language used in the prepared answers for the hostage 

crisis. This language continues with reference to Soviet ‘brutality’ and ‘systematic 

slaughter.’
148

 It appears that the reason for the difference lies in the vilification of the 

perpetrator. While there was no need to villainize Iran as they were already seen as the 

enemy by the media and American public, there was purpose behind increasing the 

enemy threat of the Soviet Union. The invasion of Afghanistan and the human rights 

abuses that occurred there were the basis of the boycott of the Moscow Olympic Games. 

This boycotting had mixed opinions both domestically and among international allies and 

the Carter administration stood to benefit from a emphasis on the ‘inhumanity’ of Soviet 

actions in Afghanistan, whereas no such emphasis was necessary in the case of Iran.  

 The Press Office foreign question and answer briefing books are the basis for the 

answers that President Carter gives in public settings, including the President’s News 

Conference. Upon inspection of them, there was clear departure and distinction in the 

way that the President addressed issues in comparison to how they were prepared for him.  

In reference to the promotion of human rights in the Soviet Union, there was a much 

greater focus on the Helsinki Accords and the role of the CSCE than Carter took publicly. 

Convolution in the ideas and promotion of linkage policies that were sewn throughout the 

President’s News Conferences are seen also in the Press Office materials showing a 

administrative, policy level ambivalence to the benefits and usages of linkage. Similar to 
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the way the President discussed human rights in the President’s News Conference, there 

was an emphasis on promoting human rights in countries with less strategic importance 

to the United States, while allies and countries of strategic importance, such as the Soviet 

Union and China, received different treatment, often wrought with vague references to 

U.S. promotion of human rights everywhere. Some distinct differences exist, especially in 

the way the Press Office covered, or lacks coverage, of American public opinion, a theme 

that the President used frequently in the President’s News Conference. Differences also 

existed in the way that the Iranian hostage crisis is discussed, with the Press Office 

documents representing calm, hostage-based answers and the President using more 

frequently emotive answers that focus on the perpetrators of the crisis. This can be 

compared to the language used in reference to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, where 

the Press Office books used much more emotional language.  

 These similarities and differences help to outline what the voice of the President 

Carter actually was, rather than the hypothetical ‘voice of the President’ that was 

represented by the Press Office. By moving now to more direct comparisons, we will be 

able to fully distinguish the similarities and differences in these two representations of the 

Presidential voice, building upon the base that we have established of the themes that run 

through both the President’s News Conference and the Press Office foreign question and 

answer preparation materials.  
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Chapter Three: A Closer Look at How President Carter Answers 

Press Questions 

In the two previous chapters we have looked at how two different but related 

mediums discussed and interpreted human rights into American foreign policy in the 

Carter administration. By looking at the President’s News Conference as well as the Press 

Office Foreign Q&A Briefing Books we assessed both separately with some general 

comparison of how they are similar and differ from each other. Only by extending this 

comparison can we develop a strong sense of the role of the Press Office in the 

hypothetical ‘voice’ of the President, and how Carter himself differs from the answers 

prepared by the Press Office. This comparison and further analysis provides insight into 

how the President discussed human rights and other foreign issues in his own voice and 

the differences in the techniques used to discuss some of the more complex matters.  

 To do this, I have used a selection of four President’s News Conferences and 

assessed them side-by-side with the Q&A briefing book prepared immediately before the 

news conferences, most often dated to the day prior to the news conference. While this 

scope is relatively small in scale, there is a limit in any research ability in this context. 

Because there are no Press Office briefing materials on file that I had access to until 

March of 1978, and most of the President’s News Conferences occurred in 1977 and 

1978, I was limited in the news conferences I could pick that I had the briefing book for, 

and also had questions referring to foreign policy and human rights more specifically. I 

have then reduced the President’s News Conference to questions referring to foreign 

policy, as that is what is covered in the Press Office materials, with a special focus on 

issues directly or indirectly related to human rights in order to compare most directly with 
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the previous chapters. By completing this comparison I have been able to come to 

conclusions about the differences between the Press Office presidential ‘voice’ and the 

actual voice of President Carter. This is seen primarily in the invocation of emotion, the 

personal input of the President, and the ability to give strong, distinct answers to 

complicated questions when desirable.  

 The President’s News Conference that was held on May 25, 1978 corresponds 

with a Press Office Foreign Q&A briefing book prepared for May 24, 1978. In this news 

conference there are important references to American public approval of the Soviet 

Union, the Helsinki Accords, linkage and détente, and congressional constraints on the 

executive branch’s power to enact foreign policy goals.  

 An Associated Press question from Frank Cormier asks the President about “an 

interrelationship between progress on the SALT and Soviet willingness to show restraint 

in Africa.”
149

 This question was in reference to a statement by former president Gerald 

Ford suggesting that said foreign policy should exist. President Carter’s answer 

highlighted that he had never “favored the establishment…of a linkage between the 

two.”
150

 His answer went on to condemn the Soviet Union for human rights abuses, 

invoking the Helsinki Accords to emphasize that the standard that the United Stated was 

holding the Soviet Union to was consented to and signed off on by the Soviet Union.
151

 

Lastly, Carter made reference to Soviet actions in Africa and abuses of human rights 

“Make [SALT] much more difficult to sell to the American people.”
152

 As discussed in 

Chapter One, this reflects the challenges and issues with the connotations tied to the term 
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“linkage”, as well as the invocation of American public support for human rights based 

policies, with the Helsinki Accords as the basis for outrage.  

 As mentioned in both previous chapter, the relationship between linkage and 

foreign policy in the Carter administration was a confused and ambivalent one. Carter, as 

well as his Press Office, used semantics to try to escape the criticism that was tied to any 

policy of linkage. The prepared answer for a similar question emphasizes that “Détente 

cannot be defined to selective areas in our relationship,” and concluding the statement by 

saying that “the Soviet Union cannot seek unilateral advantage or inflame areas of world 

tension, and expect at the same time
153

 to improve détente and relations with the United 

States.” This highlighted the discomfort of the administration with using the terminology 

attached to linkage, while pursuing a policy that followed closely with the tenets of 

linkage, but by using small semantic shifts while disavowing linkage policies.  

 It is important to note that in this case, as with most, the press question did not 

reflect exactly the question hypothetically posed by the press office. The Press Office 

also posited the effects of Soviet trials of dissidents, most specifically Orlov, alongside 

the question of how Soviet and Cuban interference in Africa affected overall U.S.-Soviet 

relations. Though dissidents are not mentioned in either the press question or the 

President’s answer, President Carter took aspects of the prepared answer and placed them 

in his answer, adjusting the context. For example, when discussing the support of the 

American public, the prepared answer addressed the support as essential and that this 

support was lessened by “the trial and punishment of Soviet citizens who, committing no 

crime, seek only to express and practice the very human rights principles which the 
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USSR endorsed when it signed the Helsinki accords.”
154

 The same importance of 

American opinion was raised in the President’s answer, but he tied it to the interference 

of the Soviets in Africa noting that this interference would “make it much more difficult 

to sell to the American people and to have ratification in Congress of a SALT 

agreement…”
155

 This brought a much more practical answer to the President’s News 

Conference. Carter outlined a real issue that could result without public support, whereas 

the prepared answer focused on a less tangible reference to the public commitment to the 

tradition to human rights, but presented no real consequences for this outrage or 

condemnation. This reference to the idea of an American tradition of human rights 

support was in line with human rights rhetoric used throughout the Carter presidency and 

represented the ideals relating to foreign policy, while Carter chose to use a more 

practical and more threatening reason why the support of the American public was 

important to relations between the United States and the Soviet Union.  

 Both the press answer and the prepared answer referenced the Helsinki Accords, 

both highlighting that the Accords were endorsed by the Soviet Union and “signed on 

their own free will.”
156

 Carter did reference the persecution of dissidents vaguely in this 

context stating that “…there is no doubt that if the Soviets continue to abuse human 

rights, to punish people who are monitoring the Soviets’ compliance with the Helsinki 

agreement, which they signed on their own free will, and unless they show some 

constraints on their own involvement in Africa and on their sending Cuban troops to be 

involved in Africa, it will make it much more difficult to conclude a SALT agreement 
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and have it ratified once it is written.”
157

 While no specific dissidents or trials are 

mentioned, there was a direct and clear influence on Carter’s answer from the one in the 

preparation materials.  

 Another question in reference to Africa asked President Carter about which 

conditions would have been necessary for him to “want to be able to extend aid, lethal or 

nonlethal, to such groups as the opposition forced in Angola.”
158

 The broader context for 

this question referred to congressional restraints placed on the executive branch that 

dictated when foreign aid could and could not be granted by the President. Carter spoke 

out against this in his answer stating that “I am opposing any tightly restraining 

amendments that are now being proposed by the Congress on the foreign aid legislation 

that we are considering this year.”
159

 This was referenced in the prepared answer for the 

question which outlines that “we [the administration] will be consulting with Congress on 

the general question of legislative restrictions on the Executive’s ability to effectively 

conduct foreign policy…This is true for Angola and for other areas of U.S. policy 

covered by the review.”
160

 While this answer left the question of involvement in Angola 

very open-ended, Carter took the prompt and gave a much more direct answer, starting 

his relatively long statement with, “Well, I have no intention of getting involved in the 

conflict in Angola.”
161

 This reflects the ability of the President to put his own policy 

goals into his answers. As with this example, in general, the prepared answers tend to be 

more vague than the answers given by the President, giving him the option of giving an 

equally vague answer or, as in this case, making a strong an direct stance statement.  
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 A second, and important, difference between the prepared answer and the answer 

given by Carter goes back to an analysis of the President’s News Conference from 

Chapter One regarding how President Carter explained concepts in depth in an attempt to 

educate the American public fueled by a belief that if the public understood his policies, 

they would support them. This concept is seen in this answer as well. Carter gave a very 

long response to a seemingly straightforward question. In this response he outlined the 

reasons Congress had and was trying to constrain the executive from giving or limiting 

foreign aid, as well as outlining why these policies were not ideal and gave several 

examples of these issues, showing how they did not address change over time with the 

African nations they are being applied to, such as Zambia, Tanzania, and Mozambique.
162

 

Because this information was included in Carter’s answer but not the prepared one, it 

further reinforces the idea that it was Carter who believed in the purpose of educating the 

American people and it was not a larger policy goal of the administration. 

 At a President’s News Conference in November of 1978, President Carter faced a 

variety of questions. Those pertaining to foreign policy focused on human rights and 

relations with China, an increase in civil defense programs, an update on the President’s 

stance on Egyptian-Israeli peace and the role of linkage, and the stability of the Shah in 

Iran. Analysis of these questions highlights the use and importance of repeated phrasing 

in specific situations, the explanatory role that Carter took on in his presidency, the role 

of emotional language in statements, and the President selecting specific talking points to 

speak to, while avoiding others.  
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 As previously outlined, statements and policy in regards to China were the most 

carefully formulated and defended in the course of the foreign policy briefing books. 

This, alongside the strategic advantages of not highlighting human rights abuses in China 

continued in both the briefing books and the President’s answers, working hand-in-hand 

more closely than many of the other answer comparisons. When asked if there is a 

timetable in reference to full normalization and if increased tension in Taiwan changed 

American policy, the President’s answer was short and succinct, stating that: “We are 

improving our relationships with the People’s Republic of China as time goes on, even 

short of complete diplomatic normalization. Our goal, however is to move toward 

normalization in accordance with the Shanghai Communique agreements. The attitude of 

China, the domestic situation in China, has changed, and we watch it with great 

interest.”
163

 This answer was short and read as much more scripted than much of the 

President’s answers where he chose to give in-depth explanations. This was confirmed 

when reviewing the briefing materials for a similar question in which the answer 

highlights: “We recommend that you answer any question on China with the following 

remarks.”
164

 The following answer confirmed that Carter did accept this recommendation 

with his answer almost parroting the prepared response that: “I [Carter] remain 

committed to the goal for normalizing relations with the People’s Republic of China, on 

basis of the principles of the Shanghai Communique and taking into account our 

continuing concern for the well-being of the people of Taiwan.”
165

 The prepared answer 

also reflected the language distinction of ‘watching’ the recent changes in the situation 
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reflecting a show of concern while not making any statements that could potentially 

disrupt the fragile relations with China.  

 A question on the increase in funding for civil defense brought out a completely 

different kind of answer from President Carter. When asked the reasoning for the increase 

in spending, Carter provided an answer that set to make his stance clear. He spent time 

explaining first how much funding was being provided as well as the role of the funding 

in civil defense programs outlining that one of the efforts being discussed as a funding 

option included studying the possibilities of long-term evacuations in major cities in the 

likelihood of nuclear war. While the President acknowledges that this example “is 

obviously not a very likely project in itself”, the prepared answer highlighted similar 

sensibilities with increased civil defense spending as a “prudent step to enhance our 

security, not only against nuclear attack but also against nuclear accidents and natural 

disasters.”
166

 While the string of nuclear preparation tied to two answers together, Carter 

went out of his way to provide more information, again highlighting his understood role 

as the educator of the press, extending along to the people of the country.  

 A question regarding the American stance on Egyptian-Israeli peace again 

brought up the complications and confusion surrounding linkage in the Carter 

administration. The President stated that “We have a need, obviously, to get a treaty text 

pinned down and approved by both governments, and to resolve the very difficult 

question of the so-called linkage, whether or not certain acts in the West Bank, Gaza Strip 

have to be taking place at the same time the Sinai agreement is consummated.”
167

 This 

reference to ‘so-called’ linkage was vague but the language included in the prepared 
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answer provides some insight into what the President means by this. “On this issue of 

“linkage”, we have tried to find a balanced formula which reflects the importance of 

moving toward peace on more than one front while at the same time avoiding excessive 

rigidity in trying to spell out the nature and degree of linkage. “Linkage” as we have 

discusses it does not mean “conditionality.””
168

 This provided possible insight to the 

larger often ambivalent policy of linkage throughout the Carter administration. It was a 

possibility, and a likelihood, that this was the view of the administration on linkage 

throughout its policy creation and implementation, though it is not communicated to the 

extent it could be to the press.  

 Another difference to highlight in these answers was the role of emotion. As 

mentioned in previous chapters, the President often uses emotional language in his 

answers. While this question caused him to put forward that he had “been dissatisfied and 

disappointed at the length of time required to bring about a peace treaty that was signed 

by both Israel and Egypt.”
169

 This language was not reflected in the prepared answer 

which focused solely on policy and the facts underlying the situation. This showed the 

emotion was an addition by President Carter himself. This was also applicable to a larger 

scale of answers, where the President repeatedly added emotional stances and language 

into his answers that do not appear in the prepared versions.  

 When asked whether the President was concerned about the situation in Iran and 

whether there was concern about the possible instability of the Shah, Carter gave a long 

answer in a similar vein to those already addressed. He took the simple and 

straightforward question to give an outline of his perspective of the tensions in Iran and 
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the motions that the Shah has pursued in Iran and the objectives and motivations. As with 

the previous examples, Carter’s answer was longer and more explanatory than that 

provided in the briefing materials. As can be compared with the China question and 

answer sequence, this represented a complicated foreign policy matter and therefore 

Carter was careful to stay on message throughout his answer. This comes out almost 

verbatim with Carter stating: “And we have confidence in the Iranian people to make the 

ultimate judgements about their own government. We do not have any intention of 

interfering in the internal affairs of Iran, and we do not approve of any other nation 

interfering in the internal affairs of Iran.”
170

 This is comparable to the Press Office 

prepared statement which outlined that “We [the Carter administration] firmly support the 

Shah in his efforts to restore domestic tranquility in Iran and have confidence that Iran 

can solve its own problems. I have indicated before that we do not intend to interfere in 

the internal affairs of Iran and we expect other countries to conduct themselves in a 

similar fashion.”
171

 With the exception of the policy regarding China, answers in regards 

to Iran before and during the hostage crisis represented the most verbatim on-message 

responses from Carter, solidifying the notion that in the most complex foreign policy 

concerns, President Carter understood the importance of standing by a specific and well-

articulated policy rather than shifting answers and stances that could be seen in other 

cases, such as the Soviet Union.  

 In the prepared answer for the question regarding Iran there was one important 

addition that was not mentioned by President Carter in his answer. The briefing book 

states that “Although there have been incidents involving Americans and other 
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foreigners, no Americans have been injured. We think that the Americans in Iran can be 

helpful in assisting the development plans of that country. We have advised Americans 

there to exercise caution.”
172

 While the formulated question was almost identical to the 

question asked by the reporter, this section of the answer was not referenced at all by the 

President. This represented the purpose of the briefing books in comparison to the 

purpose of the President’s News Conference. While the briefing book existed to ensure 

the President was prepared with everything he needed to know upon entering the briefing 

room that meant they inevitably and unavoidably contained an abundance of information 

that was never used in the news conference setting. While this was one example of it, it 

served the purpose of giving the President the information he needed if the reporter’s 

question had been shifted slightly to include concern over Americans in Iran. It would 

have been counterproductive for the President to create concern for American lives in 

Iran when the question was not posed to him. This gave the President the discretion to 

choose which information makes it into his answer, using his platform to try to calm the 

situation by focusing on the successes of the Shah and educating the American public on 

the situation while not mentioning the aspects of the situation that were not asked, as a 

way to avoid creating more distress about the situation. 

 Moving to October of 1979 there was a shift in the way that President Carter 

answered his questions in comparison to the prepared answer. This was seen most 

obviously in the moral values inserted into his answers in a way we did not see them in 

the other two conferences so far. This was seen in reference to U.S.-Soviet relations, as 

well as in the reaction of the President to the visit of the Pope to America. In reference to 

international human tragedy, there was further distinction between Carter’s answers and 
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the prepared Press Office answers. While the press answers focus more on politics, the 

President tends to focus on the humanity of the situation. Lastly in this conference there 

was more evidence of the President’s understanding of staying on-message when the 

question was in reference to a very complex foreign policy situation, in this case, the 

possibility of the inclusion of Palestinians in Middle East peace talks. 

 In October of 1979 the Pope visited the United States of America and became the 

first Pope to visit a President at the White House.
173

 When Carter was asked if he had 

reflected on his meeting with the Pope, he responded with a simple affirmative that he 

had, in fact, reflected on it. After being pressed by the reporter for his thoughts he 

provided an answer which reflects the broader picture of what he thinks this meeting 

meant for America as a whole. He reflected that  

I think there’s an innate hunger in our country for moral and ethical religious 

principles, things that do not change during a time of rapid change brought 

about by a technological revolution throughout the world. I believe there’s a 

hunger for things that are decent and honest, for principles of which we can 

be proud. I think the Pope as a religious leader accurately mirrors for many 

people those aspirations and hopes. 

I think it shows that this hemisphere is the most deeply religious, perhaps, in 

the world, certainly the most deeply religious Christian population in the 

world.
174

 

 

This answer goes hand-in-hand with an earlier, frank statement from President Carter that 

“we [Carter and the Pope] were both surprised at the degree of warmth and enthusiasm 

among American people in welcoming the Pope. I expected the welcome to be warm and 

friendly, but I had no idea that it would be that enthusiastic and that large a number of 
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people, and neither did he.”
175

 It should be noted that while Carter’s statement about 

being the ‘most religious hemisphere” seem overstated, his comments about being 

surprised at the level of response seem realistic. Pope John Paul II spoke 69 times in a 

seven day visit to the United States in six different cities, a highlight being his speech to a 

capacity crowd at Madison Square Garden. This led TIME magazine to run the cover 

story titled: “John Paul, Superstar.”
176

 

 While President Carter chose to highlight this enthusiasm in his statement, it is 

reflected upon differently in the prepared answer. The prepared answer outlines that 

“Like all Americans, I [President Carter] was profoundly moved by the Pope’s 

humanitarian concerns. It was appropriate for him to voice these in our country, since we 

as a people share so many of the ideals he so eloquently expressed.”
177

 The themes in this 

answer, namely the relation between American values and traditional Christian values, 

are echoed in Carter’s answer. Carter chose, as we have already seen, to focus on the 

more emotional aspects of the answer, whereas the prepared answer focused on how 

answering this question can help the policies of the President. While the President 

outlined the ‘innate hunger’ for moral and ethical principles, the prepared answer took an 

extra step to outline specific policy items. “As the statements we [President Carter and 

the Pope] both made at the White House last Saturday attest, humanitarian concerns are 

uppermost in the minds of many leaders now. This is particularly true in the case of 

Indochinese refugees and the famine-threatened people of Kampuchea, who are in dire 
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need of urgent assistance from the international community.”
178

 This repeated the 

argument that the prepared answers were more policy related and focused on providing 

forward momentum to Carter’s policies than Carter himself seems to do in his press 

conferences. This also highlighted another important distinction between the two. While 

the two answers differ in specifics, it showed that when Carter was asked to reflect on a 

specific situation, he replied with his personal reflection on the encounter, rather than the 

strategic answer as provided to him by the Press Office. It also reflected Carter’s 

emphasis on religion which was seen throughout his presidency but was not represented 

in the Press Office materials.  

 In the same news conference President Carter was asked about what the American 

government was willing to do to help the people of Cambodia suffering from famine. 

Carter outlined his support for humanitarian groups naming the Red Cross and UNICEF 

and their role in providing food to the people suffering. He stated the American position 

that, “We are ready and eager to join in with other countries to provide humanitarian aid 

to all the people of Cambodia who are starving, and we will move on that without further 

delay as soon as it’s possible to join other countries in this effort.”
179

 The prepared 

answer for this question showed some repetition in phrasing, outlining that “We are ready 

to be generous with our help.”
180

 While Carter took this phrasing from the prepared 

answer the answer goes on to outline the political situation that Carter does not touch on. 

The prepared answer took the opportunity to make a political statement about the 

situation stating that  
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Our representative have been working for weeks to develop ways of 

channeling relief supplies to Cambodia through international agencies and 

have the capacity to monitor the flow, making sure that the food gets to the 

non-combatants. So far we have been unable to get the competing sides, 

primarily the Vietnam-backed Heng Samrin regime, to make the necessary 

arrangements. Since the Vietnamese military controls about ¾ of the country, 

it is essential that Moscow, which backs the Vietnamese, show as much 

interest in the people’s welfare as in conflict.
181

 

 

This statement took a distinct stance in choosing to call out Moscow for their lack of 

cooperation. As we have seen before, Carter chose instead to focus more on the human 

side of the issue, choosing to appeal to humanitarian concerns and solutions, rather than 

making a political statement against countries and militaries that are already adversaries 

of the United States. 

 As we have seen, there was a tendency for President Carter to follow the script 

given to him more closely in accordance to how complex and politically volatile the 

situation was. This was seen clearly when he was asked, “Do you agree with those such 

as former Ambassador Andrew Young and George Ball and others who say that it is now 

time to do away with restrictions put on our foreign policy by Henry Kissinger and open 

up a dialogue with the Palestinians and the PLO?”
182

 Carter answered succinctly, stating 

that “No, I do not. We will not negotiate with the PLO. We will not recognize the PLO 

until after the PLO recognizes Israel’s right to exist and endorses the United Nations 

Resolution 242 as a basis for Middle East Peace.”  This was especially notable, because 

as has been discussed, Carter’s answers were often long and winding with a strong, 

educational air to them.  
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 When looking at the prepared answer for this question, we see almost direct 

repetition. “As to our position on the PLO, it remains unchanged. We will not recognize 

or negotiate with the PLO unless and until is accepts Resolutions 242, 338, and the right 

of Israel to exist.”
183

 These two brief statements being nearly identical highlighted the 

simplicity of answers in complex scenarios. The real surprise in answers in reference to 

the PLO was how little Carter says on the matter. While he took the opportunity to 

discuss the issue and the reasons for American decisions in other cases of foreign policy, 

he gave no background or explanations in any of his answers on the PLO, solidifying the 

policy that this was one of the unyielding positions of the Carter administration. 

 At the end of November 1979, the American media and public had questions that 

focused primarily around one topic alone: the Iranian hostage crisis. Predictably and 

understandably, the vast majority of the questions in this news conference, as well as all 

of the news conferences until the end of the Carter presidency, focused on this topic. In a 

President’s News Conference on November 28, 1979, Carter answered questions 

referring to the possibility of military action in Iran, retaliation against Iran after the 

hostages are freed, the controversy surrounding the admittance of the Shah into the USA, 

the role of Islam in the crisis and the fate of Iranian students in America.  

 The first question of the news conference asked for President Carter to respond to 

a statement from the Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran, stating that: “Mr. President, the 

Ayatollah Khomeini said the other day – and I’m using his words – he doesn’t believe 

you have the guts to use military force. He puts no credibility in our military deterrent. 

I’m wondering, how do we get out of this mess in Iran and still retain credibility with our 
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allies and with our adversaries overseas?”
184

 Carter gave a short and to-the-point answer 

including that “it would not be advisable for me to explore publicly all of the options 

open to our country.”
185

 This focus on national security was related closely to the 

prepared answer that “We are vigorously pursuing all possible channels - - many of 

which may come to nothing and many of which must necessarily remain unpublicized - - 

to get our message through to the Ayatollah that what he has done is a mistake.”
186

 While 

a focus on the necessity of privacy and secrecy in discussing military possibilities was 

repeated, there was a distinct differences in the way that Carter discusses the possible 

solutions and how the prepared answer outlined them.  

 When discussing the Iranian crisis throughout the latter half of his administration, 

President Carter referenced often that he was focused on a peaceful solution, in this case 

stating that “I’m determined to do the best I can through diplomatic means and through 

peaceful means to ensure the safety of our hostages and their release. Other actions which 

I might decide to take would come in the future, after those peaceful means have been 

exhausted.”
187

 This focus on a peaceful result to the crisis was not as well supported in 

the prepared answers regarding these questions. The prepared questions left the options 

more broadly outlined focusing instead on pursuing ‘all’ options to free the hostages. 

While Carter’s answer was by no means soft on the Iranians, the prepared answer reads 

as much harsher. In response to the prepared question: “In your scale of priorities, which 

is more important, American honor or the lives of the hostages?” The prepared answer 

was harsh, stating that:  
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Everything I have done since the beginning of the crisis has been directed at 

saving the lives of the brave Americans who are being held in brutal 

circumstances in Tehran. But I have made it clear that we will not submit to 

blackmail. Kidnapping and holding human beings for ransom is one of the 

ugliest crimes known to mankind. That is as true in the Islamic world as it is 

in other cultures and other religions. Those who practice such crimes bring 

dishonor on themselves and their motives. We will not be part of that 

shameful process.
188

 

 

This answer was a much more aggressive response to the crisis focusing on a peaceful 

solution to the situation much less than Carter’s personal answers in the President’s News 

Conference. 

 One of the most controversial matters in the early stages of the crisis was the role 

of President Carter in causing the crisis by allowing the Shah of Iran into the United 

States for medical treatment. Carter’s answer to this controversy did not shift throughout 

the course of the crisis. He was asked why he allowed this to happen, if there were 

warning signs that if this were allowed to occur that American lives in Tehran would be 

at risk, and if he regretted his decision. He started his answer with a simple repetition that 

he did not regret it and that “the decision that I made, personally and without pressure 

from anyone, to carry out the principles of our country, to provide for the means of giving 

the Shah necessary medical assistance to save his life, was proper.”
189

 He went on to 

outline that there was obvious risk, but that the danger to American lives lay solely on the 

Iranians: “The Embassy was protected by our people for the length of time possible 

without help from the host government.  No embassy on Earth is a fortress that can 

withstand constant attacks by a mob, unless a host government comes to the rescue of the 

people within the embassy.”
190

 Lastly he reiterated his earlier statement: “I have no 
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regrets about it nor apologies to make, because it did help to save a man’s life, and it was 

compatible with the principles of our country.”
191

 This reminder that humanitarian beliefs 

are the beliefs of America, a message that had been pushed by Carter throughout his 

entire presidency to this point, served to defend his stance that admitting the Shah was the 

right thing to do.  

 While Carter’s answer was more in depth, and as we have demonstrated, more 

emotional than the prepared answer, there are several parallels between the two that go 

further to reinforce the idea that the more complex a situation, the closer Carter stuck to 

the prepared answer. The prepared answer provided the ideas, down to the very words 

Carter used in his answer regarding the embassy. “No embassy can exist as a fortress. 

We, as all governments, must depend upon the host government to protect it, beyond 

extra security precautions we ourselves took.”
192

 This not only demonstrated where 

Carter got the language to discuss this situation but repeated the idea that the United 

States should and could not be held accountable for the falling of the embassy due to the 

important role of the host government in security. Similar repetition was seen in reference 

to America’s role in ethical and moral foreign policies. The prepared answer outlined that 

“Obviously, we knew there would be a strong reaction in the Shah came to the U.S. It is 

quite clear to every American how the Iranian people feel about their former ruler.  

Nevertheless, we were faced with an urgent humanitarian appeal and we have traditions 

in this country which made it impossible to ignore this appeal.”
193

 This focus on the 

American tradition of humanitarianism was no new concept and I have outlined it 
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previously in defence to Carter’s moral foreign policy goals. This shows a continuation of 

these policies into and throughout this crisis.  

 Another question asked in this news conference reinforced the idea that the 

President relied more heavily on the prepared answers during this crisis in comparison to 

in other foreign policy topics throughout his administration.  The President is asked:  

The consequences of the crisis in Iran is drifting the United States into almost 

a cold war with the Islamic countries. Watching TV news for 25 days, 

Americans soon will believe the whole Moslem world is hating them. 

Moreover, they are not told that the Shiites are a very minor minority among 

the population of the Islamic world, because the most majority is Sunni. 

Don’t you think you get any help from any Islamic country, and what will 

your policy be towards the Islamic countries under these circumstances?
194

 

 

President Carter responded initially by stating that he thought the premise of the question 

was false. He then continued to say that to his knowledge “every Islamic country has 

condemned Iran for its capture of our hostages, and has been very supportive. This 

includes Moslem nations which, in this past, have not been close friends of ours – Iraq, 

Libya, and others. So, I don’t see this as confrontation at all between our Nation and the 

Islamic world.”
195

 He went on later in his answer to further reiterate that “it’s the 

misguided actions of a few people in Iran who are burning with hatred and a desire for 

revenge, completely contrary to the teachings of the Moslem faith.”
196

 These answers are 

almost completely replicated from the prepared answers where it was outlined that 

“Virtually all Islamic nations have openly opposed this action. The taking of diplomatic 

hostages is as contrary to Islamic law as it is to all other bodies of law.”
197

 This repetition 

showed that the Iranian crisis was treated the same as other complex foreign policy 

                                                 
194

 Carter, (November 28, 1979). 
195

 Ibid.  
196

 Ibid.  
197

 Foreign Policy Q & A Book, November 27, 1979. 



 

 

90 

 

matters where the only differences in the prepared answers and the answers used by 

President Carter were humanistic and not political.  

 This theme was repeated throughout the news conference. In reference to Iranian 

students in the United States, both the prepared answer and the President’s answer 

outlined an ongoing concern to be conscious of Iranians they find in the country illegally 

that may have qualified for asylum in the United States. Carter outlined that “this 

procedure is going forward in accordance with American law, in accordance with 

American fairness, in accordance with the full principles of the United States 

Constitution.”
198

 As repeated, this answer brought a more human side to the prepared 

answer which simply stated that “we are taking full cognizance of the fact that some 

Iranians out of status may be members of minority groups or may hold political opinions 

which would result in their persecution if they should return to Iran. We are sympathetic 

to that fact and will take it into account in any legal proceedings.”
199

 While the answers 

were directly related, as has been shown in many of the questions about Iran, President 

Carter’s answer dwelled on an American tradition of human rights and humanitarianism 

that was not touched upon outside of a legal sense in the prepared answer.  

 Throughout the course of the President’s News Conferences, Carter picked and 

chose issues to which it was important to maintain the script prepared by the Press Office, 

and other issues where he could put more of his own personal voice to his answers. 

Overall, there was a tendency for the Press Office answers to be less human and more 

strategic in their answers. As can be expected, the Press Office briefing books answers 

always reflected policy to the letter where the President, speaking candidly, could move 
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slightly away from policies. We see complications of this relationship between the two 

answers in regards to linkage. As has been referenced in every chapter, linkage was a 

complicated and often ambivalent matter in the Carter administration. Discussions of the 

policy, or lack thereof, in both the President’s News Conference and the Press Office 

materials, showed the levels of this ambivalence. A distinction between the two types of 

answers was where the Press Office prepared answers would often leave matters open-

ended, the President could take those opportunities to seek progress in his agenda by 

giving more stark answers, as shown in the case of involvement in Angola.  

 As discussed in Chapter One, Carter felt part of his responsibility as the leader of 

the country was to ensure the public was educated on the matters. Carter had shown in his 

answers a belief that if the American public understood his policies and the reasons for 

them, they would support them. This was reflected in the comparison between the two 

answer types where Carter often goes into more detail, explaining the situation and his 

reasoning for his answer, whereas the prepared answers are much more straightforward in 

simply answering the proposed question. Another common difference was the use of 

emotional language. As can be expected, the prepared answers are void of emotion and 

very to-the-point, whereas the President himself had the chance and the position to put 

more emotion into his answers, which he did in some circumstances, such as in reference 

to the Egypt-Israeli peace treaty.  

 The most complete similarity between the President’s answers and those of the 

Press Office briefing books were how they respond to more complex foreign situations. 

The more complex and potentially volatile the issue, the more directly the President 

stayed on the prescribed script with very little movement or additions. This was seen 
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several times throughout the administration, most readily in reference to relations with 

Palestine and the PLO and during the Iranian hostage crisis. Script following was also 

important when dealing with a potentially fragile foreign situation, which was seen 

repeatedly in reference to questions and statements about the United States relationship 

with China. 

 By separating the prepared answers and the President’s actual answers to 

questions, a clearer image appears of what was the voice of Jimmy Carter and what was 

the ‘presidential voice’ as represented by the Press Office of the administration. These 

similarities and differences play a role in discussing the human rights policy of the United 

States during the Carter administration. This distinction is important to make when 

making any assessment of how Carter spoke about human rights throughout his 

administration. Without the distinction there is no difference between the President as a 

person and the presidency as a role in the administration.   
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Conclusion 

In the election of 1980, President Jimmy Carter lost his run for a second 

presidential term to Republican, Ronald Reagan. This led to twelve years of continuous 

Republican leadership after Carter’s single term as Democratic President. Carter recalled 

not knowing what to do with his life as “one of the younger survivors of the White 

House.”
200

 Carter, with the help of his wife Rosalynn formed the Carter Center through 

which he has ‘monitored over 90 international elections, sought solutions to conflicts.’
201

 

In the introduction to this text, I outlined some of Mark Rozell’s reasons as to why Carter 

was looked upon poorly by the press. This work with the Carter Center helped to rebuild 

his approval ratings post-presidency, a rating fundamentally affected by press coverage. 

According to Gallup, Carter’s average approval rating while in office was 45%. Carter’s 

approval, like most modern presidents, has increased steadily since he has been out of 

office, reaching a highpoint of 69% in 1999 and measuring 52% in 2011.
202

 Carter was 

able to rehabilitate his image through his continued pursuit of international human rights 

upon leaving the White House, whether done purposefully or not. It is arguable that this 

human rights activism in his post-presidential life has biased the way the press and 

historians alike see Carter as a human rights champion during his administration.  

 In this thesis I have looked at the ways in which Carter discussed human rights in 

the official press setting, through the President’s News Conference. This view focuses on 
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the ways in which Carter discussed human rights, as well as the tactics he used to attempt 

to remain in control of the news. In order to understand how much of the substance of 

Carter’s answers in the news conferences could be attributed to him individually, it was 

important to look in tandem at the Press office briefing books, created to help the 

President in his preparation for press questions. By analyzing the similarities and 

differences between the two sets of answers, we begin to see what tactics and tones 

Carter himself used versus those which are prepared for him.  

 This analysis was done with the help of a unique theoretical framework 

combining existing frameworks of presidential and press relations, including power 

dynamics, and press communications theories, such as government indexing. With the 

President the head of the government indexing network, the importance of the official 

government voice presented in the President’s News Conference would have been crucial 

to the press involved. The President was then able to use the situation to his ultimate 

advantage by using power tactics, including acting as an educator, and representing a 

condensed public opinion. Because the President represented the ultimate executive 

voice, his representation of the public opinion on human rights would have a deep effect 

on how human rights is represented in the press according to government indexing 

theory.  

 In the President’s News Conference, Carter used specific and measurable power 

tactics to gain and maintain control over a relatively spontaneous situation. Carter readily 

took on the role of the educator when answering questions about human rights. This falls 

in line with his location on Robert Denton Jr.’s power communications model which lists 

Carter as the best example of the ‘Constitutional Orientation.’ With a communications 
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model that focuses on representing decisions as ‘good or bad’ and believing inherently 

that people are highly rational, it is logical that Carter would infuse a certain level of 

education in his answers. We see when comparing his verbal answers to the written 

briefings that he often adds explanation and rationale to his answers that are not included 

in the briefing materials. This falls in line with the Constitutional Orientation and Carter’s 

belief that if he could explain the reasoning behind his policy decisions, the public would 

be reasonable and have to support them. Unfortunately, this did not work the way in 

which Carter intended it.  

 Carter’s most prominent power tactic in terms of how he discussed human rights 

was the ways in which he represented the public opinion of human rights. According to 

government indexing theory, the press often condensed what was shown as the public 

opinion for any certain issue. This occurs because of the importance of writing articles 

with government sources. By containing primarily governmental voices, the spectrum of 

public opinion will often be represented as the range of opinions in the government. This 

can exclude more extreme voices on either end of the political spectrum that might not be 

generally represented in the government. By writing a condensed public opinion 

spectrum, people will fit their own opinion into that spectrum causing the spectrum to 

become a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts. In the President’s News Conference, Carter 

regularly referred to the public opinion as a single cohesive idea. By representing the 

public view as such, the press was more likely to write about it in that context, and 

therefore the public would be more likely to align their views in what they see as the 

appropriate, represented spectrum. This was key for Carter gaining public support for his 

human rights policies.  
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 In order to place these techniques and tactics into a broader context, it was 

important to look at the preparation books created to brief the President on common and 

expected foreign policy questions and give him hypothetical answers to them based on 

policies and the goals of the administration. In comparing the two, I was able to showcase 

the differences in the themes and issues that Carter chose to focus on and the ones 

focused on in the briefing materials. It was key to look at these two sets of documents 

individually in order to get the clearest picture of how they compare and contrast.  

 While the briefing books remain the basis for the President’s answers in the public 

setting there are distinct differences between the two. The briefing materials tended to 

focus more on the basis for human rights foreign policy as the Helsinki Accords and 

reference the role of the CSCE in the promotion of international human rights. Carter 

chose not to reference these international accords nearly as often in his answers. A 

possible reasoning for this goes back to the classification of Carter as an example of the 

Constitutional Orientation power structure. Because Carter is most likely to formulate his 

policies on a moral, good versus bad, spectrum, he found it less important to focus on the 

CSCE and the Helsinki Accords as the root of his human rights foreign policy, instead 

choosing to focus on it as the right thing to do and the will of the American people.  The 

President also infused a lot more emotion into his answers than the prepared answers 

which also corresponds with his alignment in the Constitutional Orientation and a focus 

on policies based on morality. 

 While there are key distinctions between the two sets of documents, there are 

similarities that solidify their connection and the effect that the preparation materials had 

on the verbal answers given by the President in the news conference setting. One example 
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of this was the continuous, ambivalent messaging about linkage between human rights 

and other foreign policy goals. This was compounded by the similarities in which 

countries Carter discussed human rights most fervently. In both the preparation materials 

and the spoken answers given by Carter, there was an emphasis on human rights on 

countries with less political and strategic importance. We see this in the repeated 

discussions of the importance of human rights in discussions of countries in Latin 

American and Africa and almost no substantive, policy-based discussions for places like 

China and the Soviet Union.  

 After studying the two documents sets separately, it was possible to do a more 

specific case study of the similarities and differences between specific preparation books 

and the news conferences that they correspond to. With this scope I was able to showcase 

that throughout his presidency, Carter was able to choose the issues with which it was 

more important to ‘stick to the script’ and those in which he could infuse more of his 

personal emotions and his voice into. The most prominent difference in the two sets of 

answers is simply: humanity. The Press Office materials would have been put through the 

rigors of government approvals processes resulting in their almost mechanical tone. 

When the President was speaking, he came across as a single voice, much more human 

than that of the briefing materials. Because the President was able to speak in a more 

candid way, his answers tended to drift further from a repetition of the policy to outline 

the actual goals. Carter was also sure to include notes that touch upon his leadership style 

by spending time explaining the reasoning behind his policies and answers. 

 While there are also similarities, most obviously the continued administrative 

ambivalence about the usefulness of linkage, the preparation documents respect the 
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President as having the final word in many situations. There are exceptions to this as seen 

in notes on the importance of following the prescribed messaging in the context of U.S.-

Chinese relations. In other cases, such as the described case in Angola, the prepared 

answer was left open-ended and the President was able to put in the final word on the 

situation.  

 The other most repeated similarity between the two sets of answers was the ways 

in which they take on complex foreign situations. The more complicated and politically 

and strategically important a foreign policy question is, the more likely Carter is to stay 

within the lines of the messaging with his answer. This was seen in his discussion of 

arguably, some of the most politically contentious issues of his administration, including 

answers about Israeli settlements, the Egypt-Israeli peace treaty, and relations with the 

Chinese. 

 By separating these two sets of documents we can see the subtle, but present, 

distinctions between the voice of Jimmy Carter as the President and the ‘Presidential 

voice’ as represented by the Press Office of an administration. These distinctions help to 

outline the tactics and strategies used by the President himself to promote human rights 

foreign policy and stand to foreshadow his extensive human rights work in his life post-

presidency.  

 While my research serves to fill a gap in the historiography combining studies of 

presidential press relations and communications styles with studies of human rights 

foreign policy strategically, there is more research that needs to be done to fill that hole 

more completely. While I was able to have some discussion of the strategies used by the 

President in the President’s News Conference, there are more tactics as outlined by Paltez 
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and Entman. One of these, arguably the most important power tactic the President has 

with the press, is control over access. In line with government indexing theory, access to 

official government figures is the most important thing for effective journalism. By 

granting or taking away access to the President’s News Conference, the Press Office and 

the President himself have the ability to control who has access to key government 

indexing. In order to do a study on Presidential control over access in the news 

conference setting, a historian would need to have access to the reporters allowed to 

attend these conferences. This information was not available to me at my time of 

research, nor was it in the scope of my project.  

 While access in this sense is physical, there is also a larger discussion to be had 

about verbal access. While there may be dozens of reporters allowed to attend the 

President’s News Conference, who gets to ask the questions? There is a power and 

strategy argument to be made here as well which would require more information as to 

who is speaking at the conferences. Again, this was not material that I had access to in 

my research. These lines of research are interesting and would be useful to follow in 

terms of establishing the historiography, but they represent enough research questions to 

foster an entire other thesis. 

 Further research could also be done to study the results of these strategies. A 

further media analysis to assess what the press actually wrote in response to the 

President’s answers is another valuable line of questioning that deserves to be followed in 

the future. Further than that, a look at Carter’s strategies and successes when compared to 

other presidents would be valuable. While there are still plenty of gaps in the 

historiography that could be filled when looking at presidential press relations and their 
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effect on foreign policy, my thesis serves as a starting point to answer some of the 

pressing questions of where presidential power over the press and its role in human rights 

policy promotion overlap and effect one another.  

 In conclusion, by providing an in-depth look at presidential-press power structure 

and ways in which the President can strategically use his power over the press, I was able 

to show how Jimmy Carter promoted his human rights policies in the press. Looking 

back at the conclusions made throughout the chapters highlights the importance of this 

research. In this assessment, it was shown how Carter actively attempted to control the 

public opinion in reference to human rights by simply presenting his policies and goals as 

aligning with the public interest. Carter was able to use government indexing theory to 

his advantage in this way. Whether he was aware of the strategic role of his words and 

phrasing in the news conference setting, we are less sure.  

 While Carter and his administration as a whole remained ambivalent about 

pursuing policies of linkage throughout his term as President, this represented an idea that 

they were united on. The Press Office and the President himself consistently provided 

mixed messaging in terms of linkage policy. Most commonly this presented itself as 

promoting policies based on the principles of linkage in countries where political and 

strategic goals were not at the forefront of the foreign policy agenda. In other countries, 

notably China and the Soviet Union, Carter talked at length about the disadvantages and 

limitations of pursuing any policy related to linkage, whether linked by semantics or 

goals.  

 The role of the President should not be overstated in this situation. The President 

was able to appear in front of the press in the setting of the President’s News Conference 
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because the Press Office was able to provide such in-depth summaries and hypothetical 

answers for him to base his own on. That being said, there is a disadvantage to assuming 

the President himself has little or no role in creating the answers that he states in the news 

conference. President Carter rarely followed the scripts given to him exactly. It was very 

common for his to present his answers in a different light reflecting his individual and 

unique leadership style, as previously discussed. While it is important to analyze these 

sets of answers both separately and in comparison to one another, it is imperative to 

highlight the usefulness and significance that they both bring to the discussion of 

presidential-press relations and human rights rhetoric in foreign policy.  

 Carter was able to rehabilitate his public perception following his presidency. 

This was shown earlier in the increase in approval ratings post-presidency when 

compared to his average approval rating while he was in office. This improvement has 

not affected academia in the same way. In 2009, a C-SPAN panel of 65 historians ranked 

the presidents by their leadership qualities. President Carter fell in the bottom half of the 

pack being ranked at 25
th

, falling from 22
nd

 in a previous survey. In a commentary of the 

rankings, Andrew Malcolm of The LA Times points out that the top five presidents in the 

ranking existed before the “era before video clips and television.”
203

 While this 

explanation might explain part of why Carter ranked so low, it seems more likely that he 

is simply not remembered as a strong leader by historians, who ranked his successor, 

Ronald Reagan, 10
th

. It is yet to be seen if Carter’s reputation amongst historians will 
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rebound in the future, but the survey shows there is definitely room for change, with 

Ulysses S. Grant jumping up ten ranks from 33
rd

 to 22
nd

 in this survey.  

 Jimmy Carter was arguably a strong President. While he ran into problems with 

his Congress and with international events far beyond his control, he was able to subtly 

control the ways in which the press covered his human rights policy. By using 

government indexing to represent the public view of human rights, he was able to play a 

crucial role in creating the public view of human rights. While this approach was subtle 

and not easily recognized, it represents a strong and strategic leader nonetheless.  

Throughout his presidency, Carter set himself up for what would come after: a 

thriving foundation focused on the promotion of human rights internationally. When 

interviewed at 90, in 2015, Carter stated that "If I had to choose between four more years 

and the Carter Center, I think I would choose the Carter Center."
204

 There is no doubt that 

the loss disappointed Carter, who followed up the previous statement with, “It could have 

been both.”
205

 Carter’s continued commitment to human rights as begun in his presidency 

are set to be remembered throughout history and this thesis helps fill the historiographical 

gap to give Carter the credit he deserves for his successful promotion of the policies he 

pursued in his administration. 

While Carter was able to apply his desire to promote international human rights 

post-presidency with the creation of the Carter Center, his inability to commit to any 

unified human rights stance during his administration caused the failure of moral foreign 

policy. While there was initial support for a more moral foreign policy, Carter’s inability 

to use American power as leverage to promote human rights in key countries, namely the 

                                                 
204

 Carter, quoted in Collinson, “Jimmy Carter’s Rewarding Post-Presidency.” 
205

 Ibid. 
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USSR and China, while disproportionately applying pressure to less strategically 

important countries, as seen in much of Carter’s Latin American and African foreign 

policy, led to the failure of moral foreign policy in general and a lessening of American 

fortitude in the international fight for human rights. Contributing to this failure was the 

Carter administration’s inability to either fully commit or condone a policy of linkage. 

This failure left the stage open for Ronald Reagan to succeed Carter, moving away from a 

moral-based foreign policy and towards a more hard-lined approach.  
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