Mitt Romney’s Presidential Paradox

By James H. Boyd 

            On September 12, 1960, Democratic Presidential candidate John F. Kennedy stood before the Greater Houston Ministerial Association to reassure them that his Roman Catholic religion would not exert any undue influence on him should he be elected. His words today are well remembered: 

I believe in an America that is officially neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jewish; where no public official either requests or accept instructions on public policy from the Pope, the National Council of Churches or any other ecclesiastical source…I am not the Catholic candidate for President, I am the Democratic Party's candidate for President who happens also to be a Catholic. I do not speak for my church on public matters; and the church does not speak for me. Whatever issue may come before me as President… I will make my decision in accordance with these views -- in accordance with what my conscience tells me to be in the national interest, and without regard to outside religious pressure or dictates (1). 

            Almost a half century later, a candidate’s religious beliefs are once again the focus of election-year controversy. This time, the candidate is Republican Mitt Romney, the former governor of Massachusetts, and an active member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (hereafter referred to as the Mormon Church, or the LDS Church ). The Mormon Church is one of the fastest-growing religious movements in the world today, and their emphasis on clean living and family values are admired even by many who would profoundly disagree with their theology. 

            Nonetheless, many still view the LDS Church with suspicion. While some criticism focuses on the Church’s past endorsement of polygamy and the barring of black members from their Priesthood (both of which the Church has since repudiated), the majority of it comes from Evangelical Christians who regard Mormonism as a cult. Since these Evangelicals comprise a vital voting bloc for any Republican candidate, Mr. Romney faces the unenviable task of convincing these voters that the divide between them is not as wide as they may think. 

            It is with this in mind that I will examine the Mormon Church, as represented by Mr. Romney, and the more mainline religious voters he wishes to persuade as being two distinct speech communities. Both groups are conservative, tradition-based religious communities that seek to follow their respective understandings of Biblical ideals. Nonetheless, as we shall see, the differences between the two are very significant. Although linguistic scholars lack a consistent definition of exactly what constitutes  a speech community, I will follow a variation of the linguistic community as defined by Gumperz:

(A) social group may be either monolingual or multilingual, held together by frequency of social interaction patterns and set off from the surrounding areas by weaknesses in the lines of communication. Linguistic communities may consist of small groups bound together by face-to-face contact or may cover large regions depending on the level of abstraction we wish to achieve (2).

            In light of this, we will begin by analyzing Mr. Romney’s situation in terms of ethnographies. As we have discussed in class, this term describes the social organization, activities, symbolic and material resources and interpretive practices characteristic of a particular group of people. On December 6, 2007, Mr. Romney gave his long-awaited speech on “Faith in America ” at the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum in College Station , Texas . The speech was a passionate call for religious tolerance and respect among adherents of all faiths: 

I believe that every faith I have encountered draws its adherents closer to God. And in every faith I have come to know, there are features I wish were in my own: I love the profound ceremony of the Catholic Mass, the approachability of God in the prayers of the evangelicals, the tenderness of spirit among the Pentecostals, the confident independence of the Lutherans, the ancient traditions of the Jews, unchanged through the ages, and the commitment to frequent prayer of the Muslims. As I travel across the country and see our towns and cities, I am always moved by the many houses of worship with their steeples, all pointing to heaven, reminding us of the source of life's blessings (3). 

            While many would agree with the ideals that Mr. Romney’s speech presented, matters get considerably more complex in light of the Mormon Church’s actual history and teaching. As the official LDS web site recounts, the Church was founded on the premise that all other churches are “corrupt” and “an abomination.” According to an alleged Divine visitation received by LDS Church founder Joseph Smith: 

My object in going to inquire of the Lord was to know which of all the sects was right, that I might know which to join. No sooner, therefore, did I get possession of myself, so as to be able to speak, than I asked the Personages who stood above me in the light, which of all the sects was right (for at this time it had never entered into my heart that all were wrong)--and which I should join…I was answered that I must join none of them, for they were all wrong; and the Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight; that those professors were all corrupt; that: "they draw near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach for doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof (4). 

            These are strong words which leave little room for equivocation. No less strong are the responses from the Evangelical community itself. In the words of esteemed Evangelical apologist Walter Martin: 

…the Mormon religion utilizes Biblical terms and phrases and even adopts Christian doctrines in order to claim allegiance to the Christian faith…But it is the verdict of both history and Biblical theology that Joseph Smith’s religion is a polytheistic nightmare of garbled doctrines draped with the garment of Christian terminology. This fact, if nothing else, brands it as a non-Christian cult system (5). 

            Obviously, feelings in both camps run deep. As Martin observes, both Mormons and Evangelical Christians use similar terminologies, but often with significantly different meanings. This is reflected in our study on taxonomies. Our textbook defines a variation known as folk taxonomies as “a way of classifying a certain part of reality so that it makes some kind of sense to those who have to deal with it (6).” Obviously, all religious groups do this to some degree, and challenges to these classifications are often emotional and intense. 

            It the chapter on Language Variation, our textbook features an interesting analogy of the Indian Hindu caste system from which we can draw some parallels. After defining the various stages of the caste system (including the lowest class, or the “untouchables”), Wardhaugh observes that: 

Ten percent of the population (sic) are not Hindus, but Muslims: they are outside the caste system…Each of the three untouchable castes therefore has speech characteristics that clearly set it off both from the other two untouchable castes and from the touchable castes in the village. Muslim speech resembles that of the touchable classes (7). 

            In other words, both social and religious values are greatly reflected by the speech patterns used by both those inside and outside a group. Sometimes, those from the outside the group will speak in ways that are more familiar to the group than some who are on the inside. Can this be used for political campaigning? Mr. Romney must hinge his hopes on succeeding in such a venture. 

            This brings us to the concept of ethnomethodology, or “the processes and techniques that people use to interpret the world around them (8).” As Wardhaugh points out: 

We constantly label people, places and events around us and come to rely on such labels to help us deal with what is going on. Such labeling systems must be learned. ‘Correct’ labeling enables us to negotiate our way in society; ‘incorrect’ labeling is likely to lead to misunderstanding or possibly even to psychiatric care (9). 

These are important concepts to remember anytime there are efforts to build bridges between two rival camps. Discussion must deal with substance, rather than mere stereotypes.

            Another key component faced by any political candidate is establishing both solidarity and politeness (10). Obviously, the need to connect with voters requires a certain air of solidarity with the people, coinciding with the politician’s role as a public servant. At the same time, they are seeking a position of leadership, and it Mr. Romney’s case, the ultimate position of leadership. This involves walking in the esteem that goes along with such a lofty position, receiving the people’s respect and politeness without coming across as being aloof or condescending. This tension is greatly compounded when it involves something as emotional as religion, especially when the two camps have a long history of mistrust toward one another. To this end, Romney solemnly vowed that: 

I do not define my candidacy by my religion. A person should not be elected because of his faith nor should he be rejected because of his faith. 

Let me assure you that no authorities of my church, or of any other church for that matter, will ever exert influence on presidential decisions. Their authority is theirs, within the province of church affairs, and it ends where the affairs of the nation begin (11). 

            This vow does seem to be completely consistent with the Mormon Church’s stated policy of political neutrality: 

Elected officials who are Latter-day Saints make their own decisions and may not necessarily be in agreement with one another or even with a publicly stated Church position. While the Church may communicate its views to them, as it may to any other elected official, it recognizes that these officials still must make their own choices based on their best judgment and with consideration of the constituencies whom they were elected to represent (12).  

            Overall Mr. Romney’s speech did seem to be a solid effort. Looking at Grice’s cooperative principle, we see that effective communication is accomplished by “Making your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged (13).” The prescribed maxims of quantity, quality, relation (or relevance) and proper manner (14) were all evident in Mr. Romney’s speech.  

            Nonetheless, the need for him to retain open communication with the voters will be crucial. As our text further points out, “…the structure of a language determines the way in which speakers of that language view the world (15).” This is the basis for what is known as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis or simply the Whorfian hypothesis. The words of Sapir provide us with some provocative closing thoughts:

Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular language which has become the medium of expression for their society…We see and hear as we do because the language habits of our community predispose certain choices of interpretation (16). 

            How successful will Mr. Romney be in making his case? That will be for the voters to decide, but his task remains a daunting one. In the meantime, the peculiarities of language and terminology will require him to use new and untested means in communicating with his audiences. In the future, this election will no doubt provide some interesting discussions within religious, political and linguistic communities alike.
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