
President Carter’s “Crisis of Confidence” Speech 

 
For each question below, reference Carter’s speech and use evidence to justify your answers. 

 

1. In Carter's crisis of confidence speech, to what extent did President Carter capture Americans' sense 

of malaise?  Why was his reaction to his speech so negative? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How would you describe the tone of President Carter's speech? Why? 

 

 

 

 

3. In what ways do you think President Carter was suggesting that Americans had lost faith in the 

future?  

 

 

 

4. In what ways do you think President Carter was suggesting that Americans were becoming forgetful 

of the past?  

 

 

 

 

5. What cultural attitude does President Carter argue has become, for Americans, a major moral, 

spiritual, and economic problem?  

 

 

 

 

6. What symptoms of the crisis of confidence does President Carter identify at the end of the speech?  

 

 

 



7. Many people at the time did not respond favorably to Carter’s speech, partly because of later actions 

on his part which seemed to contradict his message. Thus, some listeners termed his speech an 

example of bad leadership because he was telling the country how it was wrong and what needed to 

be done to make it right. How does this resonate with JFK’s call for Americans to “ask not what 

your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. After hearing Carter's Crisis of Confidence speech, evaluate Carter for his purpose and effectiveness 

in delivering the speech. 

 

 

 

 

9. How does Carter use parallel structure and anaphora in his speech? What effect do these techniques 

have on readers? 

 

 

 

10. Examine logos, pathos, and ethos as Carter uses them in his speech. What are the best examples of 

these rhetorical devices in the speech? Why does Carter use them as he does? What effect do they 

have on readers? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. Does Carter employ any figurative language in his speech? Create a chart like the example below to 

analyze Carter’s use of figurative language. Find as many examples as possible. 

 

Quote from text Type of figurative language Effect on readers/Purpose 
 

“It is a crisis that strikes at the very heart and 

soul and spirit of our national will” (3). 

 

 

 

Personification 

By personifying the crisis, Carter ensures 

readers feel its threat; it is not just an abstract 

idea, but a real problem threatening to 

overthrow the ideal society Americans dream 

about. 

   

   

12. Read over all the quotes Carter says he heard from various citizens at the Camp David meeting. 

What seems to be the theme of all these quotes? Why does Carter include them in his speech? 
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Author Kevin Mattson's new book examines the underlying themes of President Carter's famous 1979 speech. 

Independence Day, 1979: Lines at gas pumps stretch for blocks, and President Jimmy Carter is scheduled to address 
the nation. But when he cancels last minute and disappears from the public eye, rumors spread of a health problem 
or, even worse, that he's left the country. After 10 days, he reemerges with a speech — to address the energy crisis, 
unemployment, inflation and something else a bit more nebulous: 

The threat is nearly invisible in ordinary ways. It is a crisis of confidence. It is a crisis that strikes at the very heart 
and soul and spirit of our national will. We can see this crisis in the growing doubt about the meaning of our own 
lives and in the loss of a unity of purpose for our nation. 

The speech was later dubbed the "malaise speech," even though Carter never used that word. 

"Jimmy Carter had grown increasingly convinced that Americans had to face up to the energy crisis, but they only 
could do this if they faced up to the crisis in their own values," says Kevin Mattson, author of "What the Heck Are 
You Up To, Mr. President?", which examines the underlying themes of Carter's speech. "He tried to push the energy 
crisis on to a kind of moral and civic plane, and the speech was used to unify around a sense of civic sacrifice." 

Mattson tells NPR's Liane Hansen that Carter did some serious soul-searching before giving the speech, and he 
hoped to entice Americans to do the same. 

"He wanted the country to become much more self-inquisitive," he says. 

The reception to Carter's speech was overwhelmingly positive: Approving phone calls poured into the White House 
— more calls than when President Richard Nixon had announced the invasion of Cambodia — along with many 
letters of support. But the goodwill was short lived. Within days of the speech, Carter fired several members of his 
cabinet, closing what Mattson calls "a window of opportunity." 

"It's from then on that Carter had a really difficult time at bouncing back and being seen on the part of the American 
people as a strong and significant leader — especially a leader that could take America through solving the energy 
crisis," Mattson says. 

"Carter goes out there and he essentially condemns the American way of life," he says. "He says our consumerism, 
our materialism have really gotten in the way of this problem." 

Mattson says the fact that Americans responded positively to a speech that berated their way of life suggests that 
they don't mind having their values called into question. In that way, he says, the malaise speech had the potential to 
effect a significant cultural change. 

"[Carter] did blow the opportunity," Mattson says. "But I think the original success that the speech had symbolizes 
the fact that Americans will listen when they're being criticized and when they're being called out to their better 
selves." 

NPR. <http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=106508243>.  
 
Malaise: a vague sense of physical, mental, or moral ill-being 

http://www.npr.org/programs/weekend-edition-sunday/2009/07/12/106469913/

