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It’s Just a Jump to the Right: The Tea
Party’s Influence on Conservative
Discourse

Richard D. Elliott

 

Introduction

But I think the - what the Tea Party movement demonstrates, and I think the, the,

the enthusiasm that we're seeing from independents and Republicans,  is  that if

Washington isn't going to change itself, then we're going to change Washington.

And I think that's what we're seeing. 

Senator John Cornyn, Texas (R), July 18, 2010 (NBC News Staff, 2010)

1 When Rick Santelli railed against newly inaugurated President Barack Obama’s stimulus

package as “intrusive government” in February of 2009, he breathed life into America’s

contemporary  populist  political  movement:  the  Tea  Party  (Perlberg  2014).  When his

message was picked up by local activists across the country (Fang 2013 ; Roesgen 2009),

this amorphous coalition of grassroots activists, conservative politicians, and disaffected

voters began to grow in political power and eventually ascended to national prominence

in the 2010 congressional elections. Some of the most well known and influential Tea

Partiers elected that year included Senators Marco Rubio, Rand Paul, and Mike Lee (Palin

2013;Peoples and Ohlemacher 2016: Everett and Min Kim 2016). The Tea Party movement

is  best  characterized  by  its  belief  in  a  limited government  and  dedication  to

Constitutional originalism (Ribali 2012) along with vehement opposition to immigration

(Tea Party Patriots Staff 2016) and the Affordable Care Act (Tea Party.org Staff 2016). The

Congressional Liberty Caucus has a mission to “focus on specific issues like economic

freedom, individual liberty, and following the Constitution” (National Journal 2014). The

Congressional Freedom Caucus was established in 2015 to be a “smaller, more cohesive,

more agile, and more active" group of conservatives. Both causes, although not explicitly

Tea Party organizations, are affiliated with the Tea Party movement and have similar

goals (Eaton 2015).
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2 The Tea Party is not a political party in the same sense as the Republican or Democratic

Party, but is instead a loose movement of grassroots activists, concerned citizens, and

donors who intend to inspire change by working within the Republican Party rather than

by forming a new political party. While technically not aligned with either major political

party, every member of the Tea Party Caucus, Liberty Caucus, and Freedom Caucus has

been a Republican (Bachmann 2012), while all 138 candidates with significant Tea Party

support in 2010 ran as Republicans (Zernike 2010). 

3 In a 2012 poll, CBS News’ Brian Montopoli found that 54 percent of Tea Party supporters

are Republicans, 41 percent are Independents, and five percent are Democrats; the one tie

that binds them is frustration with, and hostility towards, the federal government. Fifty-

three percent of respondents described themselves as “angry” with the way things are

going in Washington, 88 percent disapproved of President Obama’s performance, and 92

percent believed that America was “on the wrong track” (Montopoli 2010). 

4 While the Tea Party is a powerful new force on the American political scene, it is difficult

to explain exactly what its positions are, who comprises its membership, or even if it has

a true leader, given its emphasis on localized leadership and political activity. When a

2010 Washington Post poll asked 647 Tea Party activists which national figure they believed

represented  their  movement,  34  percent  said  “no  one,”  14  percent  said  2008  Vice

Presidential candidate Sarah Palin, seven percent said nationally-syndicated conservative

radio host Glenn Beck,  and only four percent said Tea Party Caucus founder Michele

Bachmann (Gardner 2010). 

5 Professor Leigh Bradberry of California State University at Northridge and Gary Jacobson

of the University of California at San Diego have investigated how attitudes toward the

Tea Party shaped voting behavior in the 2012 presidential and congressional elections.

They believe that the extreme political polarization of 2012 was because the Tea Party is

particularly  active  and  vocal  in  its  disagreement  with  President  Obama  and  the

congressional  Democrats  on a  myriad of  issues.  They also argue that  the attitude of

“compromise  is  weakness”  promotes  ideological  purity  within  the  Tea  Party,  as

politicians  fear  being  “Cantor’d”—being  ousted  in  the  primary  election  by  more

conservative  politicians.  Bradberry  and  Jacobson  concluded  that  Tea  Party  tensions

would continue to flare if the winner of the 2016 presidential race was a Democrat, a

prediction that will remain untested. (Bradberry and Jacobson 2013). 

6 Prior to the rise of the Tea Party, Senator John McCain was elected the 2008 Republican

presidential nominee. However, his stance on immigration prevented him from exciting

the conservative base (Lizza 2007). So-called “Tancredoism”, named after staunch anti-

immigration politician and 2008 Republican presidential candidate Tom Tancredo, arose

as a result of both weak Republican leadership in the aftermath of George W. Bush’s

presidency and strong anti-immigrant fervor among the Republican base (Lizza 2007).

Mitt  Romney,  widely  considered  a  moderate  during  his  2012  run  (Dovere  2012),

succumbed to Tancredoism and became so staunchly opposed to illegal immigration that

he proposed a fence for the United States’ border with Mexico. Romney tellingly selected

Maricopa County,  Arizona’s  Republican Sheriff  Joe Arpaio,  an outspoken opponent of

illegal immigration (Bogado 2009), as the chair of his Arizona campaign organization in

2012 (Bonisteel 2007).
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7 Donald Trump’s successful 2016 campaign, primarily based on the strength of his anti-

immigrant and xenophobic rhetoric, should bring attention to how and why such harmful

discourse has become normalized by a mainstream political party.

 

Literature Review

8 Philosophers and authors from Plato to Orwell  have feared the power of language to

exercise influence over the populace (Chilton and Schäffner 2002). Linguistics expert Paul

Chilton argues that discourse is essential to politics, as communication and persuasion

are vital parts of public debate. He also notes that politics is predominantly conducted in

language and that the words that politicians, commentators, and even parents at dinner

tables use have a tangible impact on the political process (Chilton 2004). In Politics as Text

and Talk, Chilton also notes that language signifies the “in” and “out” groups of society;

politics is very much based on these groups and their perceived values. He argues that the

development of human communication was a result of cooperative strategies, as opposed

to the Machiavellian tendencies  of  rulers  in  their  earliest  days.  As  political  scientist

Murray Edelman has stated, “language is not simply an instrument for describing events

but is itself a part of events” and, following this definition, the language used to describe

political events can influence political perceptions (Edelman quoted by Geis 1987). Joseph

furthers this argument by stating that all language is inherently political by virtue of

having the potential  to shape power relations.  (Joseph 2006).  In Talking Power,  Robin

Lakoff argues that the most powerful members of society are deemed more credible and

thus, their language has more impact on the population at large. This belief that power

translates to legitimacy means that micropolitics, the development and use of strategies

that create and enhance power differences amongst individuals,  is  consequential  and

impactful: “If politicians say it, it becomes reality” (Lakoff 1990). 

9 A  number  of  scholars  have  investigated  the  differences  in  discourse  and  narrative

construction  between  mainstream  Republicans  and  Tea  Partiers.  Benjamin  Schrader

(2011) argues that the discourse of the Tea Party promotes structural violence, as its

ideology  is  so  individualistic.  He  also  explores  the  ties  between  race  and  Tea  Party

discourse and how the movement promotes hyper-masculinity. A study examining the

remaking  of  Republican  conservatism into Tea  Party  ideology  explains  that  the  Tea

Party’s opposition to the federal government is based on the idea that “handouts” are

going  to “undeserving  groups,”  a  perception  fueled  by  racial,  ethnic,  and  gender

stereotypes (Williamson, Skocpol, and Coggin 2011). In The Dynamics of Political Discourse,

Fetzer, Weizman, and Berlin analyze public debates between Tea Partiers, Democrats, and

independent candidates. The analysis of the three-way debates in Minnesota and Florida

in 2010 demonstrates the contributions to public discourse of self-described Tea Partiers

and how their ideological views differ from those of either Democrats or establishment

Republicans (Fetzer, Weizman and Berlin 2015). Colorado State University’s Alex Coughlin

pointed out the differences in narrative style, the painting of allies and enemies, and

perspective  between  the  New  York  Times and  Washington  Post,  two  left-leaning  news

outlets,  and  teapartypatriots.org  and  teaparty.org,  the  Internet  heart  of  the  Tea  Party

movement  (Coughlin  2012).  He  also  compares  the  rhetoric  of  the  Tea  Party  to  past

populist movements and concludes that the Tea Party employs methods similar to past

conservative  populist movements,  particularly  the  theme  of  ordinary  folks  opposing

“out-of-touch” Washington politicians.  Author Clarke Rountree argues that Tea Party
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rhetoric  can  be  explained  by  three  particular  characteristics:  evangelical  fervor,

oppositional stances, and anti-government policies. In particular, that evangelical fervor

“bled  over”  into  their  political  discourse  and  led  to  a  stark  increase  in  filibusters

(Rountree 2013). To a degree, this increase in filibusters contributed to the rise of Tea

Party culture by normalizing the rhetoric and tactics they rely upon. Rountree describes

this as “my way or the highway” governance. In Change They Can’t Believe In, professors

Christopher Parker of the University of Washington and Matt Barreto of UCLA analyze

how discourse  differs  between  Tea  Party  elements  and  members  of  the  mainstream

Republican Party. For instance, they speak of the paranoia and conspiratorial nature of

Tea  Party  discourse,  which  the  authors  assert  means  that  Tea  Partiers  are  not

conservatives,  but  are  truly  reactionaries  (Parker  and Barreto  2013).  Cleveland State

University’s Anup Kumar found that the Tea Party appropriated the Obama message of

“change” and redefined it to mean strong antagonism to the “old guard” of Washington,

namely  Barack  Obama,  Harry  Reid,  and  Nancy Pelosi,  but  also  some  prominent

Republicans such as Speaker of the House John Boehner, who resigned due to opposition

from Tea Partiers in the House of Representatives (Steinhauer 2015). He also argues that

right-wing populists have used the tactics of left-wing community organizer Saul Alinsky

to spread their message (Kumar 2011). 

10 I  utilize  the  theories  of  these  researchers  to  better  understand  and  explain  the

correlation of  Tea  Party-supported politicians’  rhetoric  and mainstream conservative

discourse after their ascendance in the 2010 congressional election. Applying Chilton’s

theory that “talk matters,” I note specific changes in rhetorical style and language that

were  first  employed  by  Tea  Party-supported  politicians  after  the 2010  congressional

election and more recently used to great effect by Donald Trump, the 2016 Republican

nominee and current President. 

 

Methodology

11 In this study, I perform rhetorical analysis of speeches to understand how members of the

Tea Party Caucus used language to frame political issues after their ascendance in the

2010  congressional  elections  and  how  their  rhetoric  is  reflected  in  mainstream

conservative political discourse. The study takes a cultural/linguistic approach, looking

at changes in the frequency of fear-inducing language, political myths, racial appeals,

conspiratorial accusations, and personal insults.

12 This study compares the speeches of  the most mainstream of  Republicans,  the party

nominees,  analyzing speeches  made prior  to  the Republican National  Conventions  in

2008, 2012, and 2016. To control as many variables as possible, I chose the same five types

of  speeches  for  John  McCain,  Mitt  Romney,  and  Donald  Trump:  the  campaign

announcement speech, a foreign policy speech, an immigration speech, a speech to the

American  Israel  Public  Affairs  Committee  (AIPAC)  Conference,  and  the  speech  after

becoming the presumptive nominee. The speeches by the five Tea Partiers after the 2010

congressional elections were each picked because they represented large events: four of

the five were speeches at major conservative conventions and the other was Mike Lee’s

response to the 2014 State of the Union Address. 

13 In theory,  speeches by presidential  candidates should be more moderate as  they are

intended to appeal  to  a  wider swath of  Americans,  thus providing a  more moderate

estimate of the extent of harmful discourse than speeches by members of Congress, which
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can be tailor-made for hyperpartisan constituencies and special interest groups (Hirano

et al 2010). This study tested the theory that the exposure of Americans to Tea Party

discourse radicalized American political discourse and allowed extreme discourse to be

utilized to great political  effect;  a theory I  believe was supported by Donald Trump’s

victory in the general election. In short, I believe that the Tea Party served as stalking

horses for Trump’s rhetoric.

14 To establish a baseline and identify the boundaries of mainstream conservative political

discourse, I first examined the campaign announcement speech, a foreign policy speech, a

speech on immigration, a speech to AIPAC, and the presumptive nominee speech from

John McCain during his 2008 campaign. Next, I analyzed the language and rhetorical style

of  politicians  who  were  supported  by  the  Tea  Party  movement  during  the  2010

congressional elections, specifically looking for the number of instances of the particular

rhetorical  strategies  I  explain  below.  Then,  I  analyzed  the  campaign  announcement

speech, a foreign policy speech, a speech on immigration, a speech in Jerusalem, and the

presumptive  nominee  speech  for  Mitt  Romney  during  his  2012  campaign.  Finally,  I

analyzed Donald Trump’s campaign announcement speech,  a foreign policy speech,  a

speech on immigration, a speech to AIPAC, and his presumptive nominee speech during

his 2016 campaign. Then, I noted the differences in usage of these rhetorical strategies

between  McCain’s,  Romney’s,  and  Trump’s  speeches  to  chart  the  evolution  of

conservative discourse between 2008 and 2016, before examining the similarities in these

same  rhetorical  strategies  between  Donald  Trump  and  that  of  Tea  Party-supported

politicians in the 2010 congressional race to see how the rhetoric of Tea Party-supported

politicians  fits  within  the  trajectory  of  mainstream  conservative  political  discourse.

Specifically, I looked for divisive discourse that arouses fear in the general population,

leads to the excluding and isolating of certain groups, introduces misinformation to the

political conversation, and otherwise poisons the political well. This test for a corollary

effect between the rise of the Tea Party and the rhetorical strategies they embraced,

along with the normalization of their discourse, rather than testing for cause and effect. 

15 To better explore this discourse, I used analytical categories from several sources. The

idea of  exploiting myths as  a  political  tactic  is  referenced in The Politics  of  Language.

Political  scientist  Murray  Edelman  identified  three  types  of  political  myths:  the

“Conspiratorial Enemy,” the “Valiant Leader,” and “United We Stand.” I chose to study

this rhetorical strategy because of a correlation between voters with authoritarian views

and support for Donald Trump, whereas this was not the case for McCain or Romney

voters (Weber, Frederico, & Feldman 2017).

16 The “Conspiratorial Enemy” refers to the myth of a hostile out-group, which is perceived

as different, homogenous, highly potent, or omnipotent and is supposedly conspiring to

harm the designated in-group. An example would be Donald Trump saying, 

How does this kind of immigration make our life better? How does this kind of

immigration  make our  country  better?  Why does  Hillary  Clinton want  to  bring

people here—in vast numbers—who reject our values? Immigration is a privilege,

and  we  should  not  let  anyone  into  this  country  who  doesn’t  support  our

communities – all of our communities (Trump 2016). 

17 The “Valiant Leader” myth ascribes to the view that the political leader is benevolent and

effective in saving people from danger and also that the leader exhibits the qualities of

courage and aggressiveness, as well as the ability to cope. An example would be Donald

Trump saying, 
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We need somebody that can take the brand of the United States and make it great

again. It’s not great again. We need— we need somebody— we need somebody that

literally will  take this country and make it  great again.  We can do that (Trump

2016).

18 “United We Stand” statements support the belief that a group—be it a nation, state, or

party—can achieve victory over its enemies if it will only work, sacrifice, and obey its

leaders. An example would be Donald Trump saying, 

We need somebody that can take the brand of the United States and make it great

again. It’s not great again. We need— we need somebody— we need somebody that

literally will  take this country and make it  great again.  We can do that (Trump

2016).

19 In Clark Rountree’s Venomous Speech, editor Rebecca Cournalia delineates the “politics of

fear,” with specific examples using fear regarding jobs (e.g.,  “taxes kill,” “regulations

kill”). According to Pew, 40% of Americans and 58% of Republicans believed there was a

high risk of a terrorist attack occurring within our country; the usage of fear-inducing

language is to cater to this base (Pew 2016). An example would be John McCain saying, 

We are fighting a war in two countries and we’re in a global struggle with violent

extremists who despise us, our values, and modernity itself. (McCain 2008).

20 Professor Ian Haney-Lopez’s book Dog Whistle Politics explains how dog-whistle rhetoric,

language holding a dual meaning for a targeted group, reinvented racist appeals to white

Americans. While the language might be viewed as neutral to casual observers, it actually

carries  racist  undertones to the targeted audience.  The idea of  using subtle,  implicit

racism to attract white voters while having plausibile deniability to charges of racism is

also discussed in Tali Mendelberg’s The Race Card: Campaign Strategy, Implicit Messages, and

the Norm of Equality. However, the success of Trump’s campaign shakes her theory that

dog-whistle  rhetoric  loses  its  appeal  when  the  content  is  exposed,  mostly  because

Trump’s rhetoric is more klaxon siren than dog whistle. Donald Trump demonstrated this

when he said, 

When Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best. They're not sending

you. They're not sending you. They're sending people that have lots of problems,

and  they're  bringing  those  problems  with  us.  They're  bringing  drugs.  They're

bringing crime. They're rapists. And some, I assume, are good people. But I speak to

border  guards  and they tell  us  what  we're  getting.  And it  only  makes common

sense.  It  only  makes  common  sense.  They're  sending  us  not  the  right  people

(Trump 2015). 

21 In Change They Can’t Believe In, political scientists Christopher Parker and Matt Barreto

noted the “conspiratorial nature” of Tea Party discourse, which I attach to the spreading

of  misinformation  and  references  to  conspiracy  theories.  In  particular,  statements

regarded as untrue and carrying the labels of “Mostly False,” “False,” and “Pants on Fire”

by  Politifact  on  their  truth  scale  or  otherwise  denoted  as  untrue  by  major  news

organizations meet this criteria. With so many Americans losing trust in mass media and

believing that the news has partisan bias, I  believed this was an important rhetorical

category (Swift 2016). An example would be Sarah Palin saying the following statement,

which was denoted as “False” by Politifact.

See,  I  tried  to  look  into  that  transparency  thing,  but  Joe’s  meetings  with  the

transparency and accountability board -- it  was closed to the public.  Yeah, they

held the transparency meeting behind closed doors. (Palin 2010). 

22 I  have also included the category of personal insults,  such as calling national leaders

“stupid” or “out of touch” because Donald Trump was branded as a bully and it has been
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theorized that his constant use of insults led to increases in bullying over the past year by

the Southern Poverty Law Center (Costello 2016). 

23 I then coded each speech for instances of harmful discourse in these categories Table 1

shows the results and allows comparison of the number of instances of harmful discourse

over time. Table 2 shows the number of instances across each category for McCain, Palin,

the Tea Party-affiliated politicians,  and Trump individually to show the changes over

time.

 

Research Findings

24 Table 1: Cumulative Harmful Discourse over Time

2008 McCain

Transition

Period

(2008-2010) 

Tea  Party

Speeches

post-2010

2012 Romney 2016 Trump

McCain’s  Campaign

Announcement

Speech

April 25, 2007

12 instances

Sarah  Palin’s

Speech  at  the

Republican

National

Conference

September  3,

2008

37 instances

Michele

Bachmann’s

Speech  at  the

Values Voter

Summit

September 14, 2012

54 instances

Remarks

Announcing

Candidacy  for

President  in

Stratham,  New

Hampshire

June 2, 2011

14 instances

Remarks

Announcing

Candidacy  for

President  in

New York City

June 16, 2015

82 instances

Address  at  the

Hoover  Institution

on  U.S.  Foreign

Policy

May 1, 2007

7 instances

Sarah  Palin’s

Keynote

Speech  at  the

Inaugural  Tea

Party

Convention

February 6, 2010

54 instances

Marco  Rubio’s

Remarks  at  the

Conservative

Political  Action

Conference

February 9, 2012

31 instances

Remarks  on

U.S.  Foreign

Policy at  The

Citadel  in

Charleston,

South Carolina

October 7, 2011

17 instances

Donald  Trump’s

Foreign  Policy

Speech

April 27, 2016

68 instances

Remarks  to  the

National

Association  of

Latino  Elected  &

Appointed  Officials

in Washington, DC

June 28, 2008

13 instances

 

Ted  Cruz’s

Speech  at  the

2012 Republican

National

Convention

August 29, 2012

17 instances

Remarks  to

Republican

National

Hispanic

Assembly  in

Tampa, Florida

September 2, 2011

15 instances

Donald J. Trump

Addresses

Terrorism,

Immigration,

and  National

Security 

June 13, 2016

69 instances
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Remarks  to  the

AIPAC  Policy

Conference  in

Washington, D.C.

June 2, 2008

13 instances

 

Mike  Lee’s

Response  to  the

2014  State  of

the  Union

Address

January 28, 2014

12 instances

Remarks to the

Jerusalem

Foundation  in

Jerusalem,

Israel

July 29, 2012

11 instances

Remarks  at  the

AIPAC  Policy

Conference  in

Washington, DC

March 21, 2016

69 instances

Remarks  Claiming

the  Republican

Presidential

Nomination 

March 4, 2008

10 instances

 

Rand  Paul’s

Remarks  at  the

2014

Conservative

Political  Action

Conference

March 8, 2014

16 instances

Remarks  in  St.

Louis, Missouri:

"A  Champion

For  Free

Enterprise"

June 7, 2012

17 instances

Remarks

Claiming  the

Republican

Presidential

Nomination 

May 4, 2016

30 instances

25 After analyzing the speeches, I found significant increases in all categories of harmful

discourse after the 2010 congressional elections. Table 2 shows the increased usage of

discourse by speaker, while Table 3 shows usage of discourse by speech. Fear-inducing

language was used by John McCain, with 22 total instances, but Donald Trump tripled that

with a total of 66 instances. Fear-inducing language also increased in usage after 2010 by

both Sarah Palin and the Tea Partiers who were analyzed. Political myth usage increased

dramatically,  with  McCain  using  20  and  Trump  using  97.  Finally,  personal  insults

multiplied  almost  six-fold,  with  McCain  using  13  and  Trump  using  71.  The  most

interesting finding was that McCain had no instances of racial appeals or conspiratorial

accusations in my analysis,  whereas Donald Trump used these two forms of  harmful

discourse in 36 instances. Conspiratorial accusations increased to the point that Donald

Trump’s campaign misstatements were dishonored as Politifact’s 2015 “Lie of the Year”

(Holan  and  Qui  2015).  Racial appeals  were  increasingly  aimed  against  Mexican

immigrants,  Muslims  in  the  United  States  and abroad,  and especially  in  questioning

Barack Obama’s racial and national heritage. The “Conspiratorial Enemy” charge was cast

increasingly against prominent Democrats, the federal government as a whole, and even

moderate Republicans rather than against foreign enemies of the United States such as

Al-Qaeda and ISIS.  The “Valiant Leader” and “United We Stand” subcategories within

political myths also increased markedly. 

26 Table 2: Harmful Discourse Instances Chart

Rhetorical Styles
McCain

2008

Sarah

Palin 

Post-2010 Tea

Party

Romney

2012

Trump

2016

Increases  from

McCain to Trump

Fear-Inducing 22 22 32 21 66 +44

Political Myths 20 34 40 28 97 +77

Racial Appeals 0 4 11 9 22 +22
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Conspiratorial

Accusations
0 1 5 1 14 +14

Personal Insults 13 30 39 14 71 +58

Total 55 127 127 74 270 +215

 

Discussion 

27 Since  the  election  of  2008,  there  has  been  a  stark  increase  in  harmful  rhetoric  in

conservative discourse. This began to appear with the Tea Party and continued to expand

with the rise of Donald Trump. As harmful discourse continues to become normalized, it

has the potential to become an expectation in our political process. This has extremely

dangerous implications for the social climate of our country as the population of the

United States becomes more diverse.

28 The  increase  in  harmful  discourse  shown  by  this  study  suggests  that  conservative

discourse  has  reached  a  point  where  the  formerly  taboo  has  become  normalized,

particularly because Donald Trump’s rhetoric was a major factor in his success (Romm

2016). Multiple articles have been written about the rise of Trumpism: politics that relies

upon the strength of personality and strongman authoritarianism that is often reflected

through the examples of harmful discourse highlighted by this study (Tumulty & Costa

2016). 

29 The primary limitations of my study were that I was not able to study every speech in any

of the “eras of discourse” that I studied. The study did not address failed candidates in

2008, 2012, or 2016, particularly to see if those who used more harmful discourse did

better or worse than their contemporaries. The study also did not address shifts in liberal

discourse during the same time period to assess changes in mainstream liberal discourse.

Another issue is that there is varying scholarly criteria of harmful discourse and I had to

narrow it down to five particular categories. This study was conducted before the 2016

general election and does not include speeches from the Republican National Convention

nor the post-RNC campaign. Finally, the study is subject to personal biases, as harmful

discourse  is  ultimately  up  to  the  person  who  is  reading  the  speech  and  a  more

conservative individual may find less examples.

30 I  plan to expand this  study by analyzing the same five types of  speeches  from Mitt

Romney in 2012, along with the Republican National Convention’s closing speech from

McCain, Romney, and Trump respectively. I eventually want this study to feature those

six speeches from every Republican nominee from Barry Goldwater in 1964 to the 2020

Republican nominee  during  the  campaigning  process  for  the  primary  elections.  This

would allow me to explain the narrative of who the perceived out-groups were within

American society as dictated by conservatives, how polarized the parties are, and develop

a further understanding of America’s changing political landscape over the past 50 years.

This study would also allow me to look at how various harmful political narratives (law

and order, welfare queens, etc.) correlate with particular political policies. I also plan to

expand this study by doing a rhetorical analysis of speech by Democrats between 2008

and 2016 by first  studying the same types of  speeches by Barack Obama and Hillary
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Clinton in 2008 and then by Bernie Sanders and Hillary Clinton in 2016. Combining this

study with one on Democratic rhetoric over the same time period can give an objective

view of shifts in rhetoric and seeing who each party perceived as out groups and how

each party uses the rhetorical devices that were measured in this study.

 

Conclusion

31 I  conclude  that  Tea  Party  discourse  served  as  a  precursor  and  correlated  with  the

increased usage of harmful discourse by mainstream conservative politicians. This lends

further credence to Parker and Barreto’s claim that the Tea Party is truly reactionary

rather than just ultra-conservative, as it harkens to a non-existent past where taxes were

low,  the  federal  government  was  small,  and  America’s  population  was  much  more

homogenous. All five of the rhetorical strategies listed (fear-inducing language, political

myths,  racial  appeals,  conspiratorial  accusations,  and  personal  insults)  have  been

employed in increasing amounts since the rise of the Tea Party to the national stage. That

is  a  problem  because  this  discourse  has  real-world  repercussions  and  also  has  the

potential to create a snowball effect of worsening discourse. 

32 As  former  senior  policy  analyst  Jeff  Schweitzer  wrote  for  the  Huffington  Post,  the

redefinition of  truth in far-right  circles  has essentially  crafted two separate political

realities: one based in truth and the other based in fiction (Schweitzer 2012). Without

political discourse that is based on statistics and objective facts, compromise is essentially

impossible. Delegitimizing harmful discourse in politics as a whole is a necessary step to

reintroduce truth and civility to our national conversation and close the “truth gap” that

Schweitzer addressed. 

33 Furthermore, University of California-Irvine professor Michael Tesler’s research since the

election  of  Barack  Obama has  shown a  growing  polarization  of  Americans  on  racial

matters. As denoted in his books Obama’s Race: The 2008 Election and The Dream of a Post-

Racial America and Obama’s Most-Racial, he outlined diverging views on issues that relate to

race such as the verdict in the Trayvon Martin case grew alongside those that had even a

hint of race, such as the perception of Barack Obama’s dog and how Oscar-worthy 12 Years

A Slave was. In fact, he has found that views about race were even more influential in the

2016 election than the racially groundbreaking 2008 election (Tesler 2016). As Jamelle

Bouie outlined in Slate, it can lead to “America becoming Mississippi”- the nationalization

of the Southern Strategy a la Nixon (Bouie 2014). Demographic shifts that are apparent to

white Americans, such as the election of Barack Obama, made white Americans more

likely to support conservative policies and conservative politicians. This increasing racial

polarization is dangerous for American politics as it only further increases tribalism and

is  a  unique  threat  to  the  underlying  fabric  of  American  politics  and  America’s  civil

society. As shown by the history of politics in the Deep South, politics that is divided into

“us versus them” is dysfunctional, chaotic, and does not work to improve the lives of

citizens. Instead, it refocuses politics to protecting the perceived in-groups and vilifying

out-groups. Such a political environment makes anger, particularly among white voters,

even more politically salient. In Anger and Racial Politics, Antoine Banks of the University

of  Maryland-  College  Park  specifically  pinpoints  how  anger  regarding  race  is  an

enhancing factor for white voters to oppose programs they believe are for “others”, such

as affirmative action and health care reform, or to support the Tea Party. 

34 Chart 1: Tracking Racial Resentment & Support for the Republican Presidential Candidate
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35 Graph by Michael Tesler. Source: 2008 Cooperative Campaign Analysis Project; 2012 Cooperative

Campaign Analysis Project; YouGov/Economist Polls, July 30-August 6, 2016.

Chart 2: Tracking Racial Resentment & Support for the Republican Presidential Candidate

(con.)

36 Graph by Michael  Tesler;  Source:  Public  Religion Research Institute Surveys,  August 2012 and

October 2016. Data from August 2012 survey accessed from Roper Center Archives.
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