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Introduction
by Wang Jianhua

This book is the 8th volume in Treasury of Famous
Speeches by the American Presidents. 'Thanks to the
proposal of Ms. Yu Hui, an outstanding editor of Jiangxi
People’s Publishing House, it is an English-Chinese
bilingual edition dedicated to a larger audience—speech
hunters, English leamers, U. S. researchers, and humour
fans.

Humour is an intellectual phenomenon, an aesthetic
mode, and the crystallization of human culture. It stems
from a thorough understanding of worldly affairs, manifesting
a positive attitude toward life, and symbolizing one’s
charm, vitality, competence and upbringing. Pursuing
and upholding humour is very common both in the East
and in the West, for humans need to take an inwardly
solemn and outwardly humorous attitude toward the
objective world, they need to embrace life lightheartedly
but seriously. The 34th President of the U.S.A. Dwight
Eisenhower said: “A sense of humour is part of the art
of leadership, of getting along with people, of getting
things done.”

Compared with other kinds of speeches, the

humorous remarks boast special aesthetic taste and
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appeal. Based on a concept of “rational inversion™ and
following the steps of “creating suspense—intensifying
hype—making abrupt transition—coming clean,” by
drawing on such rhetorical means as contrast, parable,
hyperbole, extension, pun, irony and self-ridicule, the
speakers often inspire the audience to turm the “inverted”
upside down through association and understanding, thus
comprehend what the speech was driving at, give an
understanding smile and get into a thought-provoking
aesthetic ambience peculiar to humour.

This book presents the readers, for their browsing
and pondering at their leisure, with 42 pieces of
carefree and humorous remarks of 16 U.S. presidents
since Abraham Lincoln—most of the remarks delivered
in their tenure of office. From these remarks, we can
see how the American culture nurtures U.S. presidents’
unique humorous temperament. Whatever the occasion it
might be—giving out awards, ribbon-cutting, inauguration,
proposing a toast, running for presidency, signing bills,
or attending to work of reception, whatever listeners it
might be—the innocent and lively students, the old
people enjoying moral eminence and high esteem,
scholars of great learming and wisdom, or dazzling film
stars, ball players and captious journalists, the speakers
rely on well-versed linguistic skills, usually make you
smile with a single comment, bringing about humorous
remarks at the right time.

Reading through the pages, we can observe humour
here, there and everywhere. In response to the sarcastic
remarks of the press, George Bush, Jr., made great fun
of his own English, thus he might be rated as a
consummate master of finding excuses to console oneself.
When George Bush, Sr., visited the U.S. Embassy in
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Beijing, he regretted that he caused inconvenience
because he knew something about “surviving a visit
from a President,” thereby he displayed the utmost
hyperbole. Jimmy Carter, employing similar techniques
as in Chinese cross-talk, reviewed Sino-American
relations and then told a joke about his  “sly”
interpreter; while John Kennedy, by venturing to go to
Smith Memorial Dinner, suggests a historical event well
known in China: the banquet at Hongmen®. Assuming
himself “not as a Lincoln but a Ford,” Gerald Ford
always kept in mind he was “the first Vice President to
be confirmed under the 25th Amendment.” He declared:
“There’s nothing like the Vice Presidency to keep a
man humble.” Then he let off all his complaints by
telling a story that a Vice President of the United
States was not so important as a Vice President of the
Hotel.  Bill Clinton is admittedly a master hand in
cracking jokes. In his promotion for the 26th Olympic
Games in Atlanta, he said he could not imagine why
Herbert Hoover refused to hold Olympics. The reason
why Hoover failed in his reelection, Clinton continued,
was due to Depression according to historical records,
but in fact it was because of Olympics! In his
appraisal of the current Anglo-American relations,
Clinton banteringly went back to the years when the two
countries were at war. He denounced Jefferson as
“uncharacteristic myopia” because Jefferson claimed that
the United Kingdom was an evil empire. And in 1814,

Clinton went on, marauding English soldiers gave new

(D Meaning “a feast set up as a trap for the invited.” Originally a
banquet held at Hongmen in 206 B.C. by Xiang Yu in honor of his rival

Liu Bang, at which an attempt was to be made on the latter’s life.
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meaning to the term “global warming” when they
torched the White House, while James Madison was
lucky to escape with “a chastened view” of defense
capabilities.

It’s not difficult to see that, on many occasions, U.S.
presidents do not make humorous remarks for the sake
of humour, but seize the opportunity to publicize their own
views in or after making humorous remarks. For instance,
when the press photographers were overjoyed, Ronald
Reagan reminded them to pay attention to his “right
side,” his “best side”——in the hope of winning people’s
support to the right wing. By the same token, it is self-
evident that, after soft-soaping the Hollywood entertainers,
Richard Nixon would “turn, in conclusion, very briefly,
to the field of politics,” and finally refer to the presidential
campaign that year. When welcoming home the victorious
Washington Baseball Team, Calvin Coolidge repeatedly
hinted “America’s business is business”—his famous
dictum of wielding state power. Commenting solemnly like
a veteran rugby fan, George Bush, Jr. held that defense
was the key to the Baltimore Ravens’ victory, and seizing
on the incident to expatiate that “Our allies need to look at
the Baltimore Ravens,” thus artfully connected sports to
national security.

In short, as a reflection of real life, these speeches
are inevitably marked with the characteristics of
historical developments, political changes, social progress
and the speaker’s personal experience. For Chinese
readers who are fond of quiet, euphemistic and implicit
style, however, the candid, caustic, derisive and other
features manifested here by humorous technique, may be
deemed scarcely praiseworthy, or faint, and even indiscernible.

The difference between Chinese and English may also
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cause perplexities to the understanding of Americanized
humour. To facilitate the readers, we wrote introductory
note for each president, contrived a title for each piece
of speech and added notes to important figures, events,
citations, especially insinuations and puns. The appendix

listed reference material for readers’ research.

Translated by Professor He Baihua

(About the author: Professor, Institute of Information,
Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences; Council member, American
History Research Association of China; Chief Editor, Asia-
Pacific Center, United Nations Online Network in Public
Administration and Finance. URL: http://www.unpan. org/asia.

asp; Contact: wjh@sass.org.cn)
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