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Abstract

Presidential rhetoric routinely seeks to define the American social reality in order to unite the
nation, which is kept in check by the press. Developments in the media and entertainment
industry, as well as the advent of social media, have the potential to seriously damage this
balance of power, allowing political rhetoric to radicalize and intoxicate democratic civil
society. This paper takes a close reading at President Trump’s covfefe tweet as a representative
case study for contemporary presidential rhetoric and its reception. Through following the
history of presidential rhetoric and looking at the current rhetorical resistance against Trump,

this paper seeks to find ways of turning towards a more rational political discourse in the future.
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Introduction

I will never forget November 9", 2016, the day after the U.S. presidential election. I was in the
United States at the time, studying at Chapel Hill, North Carolina for a semester. On paper, it
was an ordinary Wednesday. But as I walked to my classes, I saw expletives written in chalk
all across campus. The atmosphere was desolate—the professor said that if anybody needed to
excuse themselves, they could go without saying a word. We were all sullen, except one
classmate who was wearing his bright red MAGA hat with pride. Outside, a sizeable gathering
of minority students were listening to their peers, who were telling them to remain calm no
matter how afraid they were of the future. Over dinner, my friend Ben and I quietly talked about
the day’s events. Finally, I felt compelled to speak the name of the impending elephant' in the
room—"‘President Trump”—and that is when my friend broke down.

It was all very puzzling. I had witnessed elections before, at home in the Netherlands,
but the emotional fallout was unlike anything I knew. I dimly remembered the reactions after
President Obama was elected eight years earlier, and how they were lampooned in a South Park
episode (“About Last Night...”, episode 1212), but that was a cartoon. I had gone to America
to experience the culture I absorbed through the media firsthand and put it into context, but this
just raised more questions. It was affecting me, too: not long after the election, I had a panic
attack when I imagined Trump’s hands on the nuclear codes. I kept checking my newsfeed for
a narrative analysis that explained Trump’s election, but the ones I found were not satisfactory.
All seemed to rely around emotion one way or another: the angry white male, the sweeping
populist, “economic anxiety”. I was also waiting for media outlets to move on from the
heightened partisan rhetoric they had sustained during the campaign, but I found nothing of the
sort. But the sense of urgency remained, while the debate shifted towards a continued resistance
against the “normalization” of Trump (Homans 2016; Thrasher 2016; Waldman 2016). The
election was over, but the campaign continued.

I spent Thanksgiving with my roommate and his Republican parents. Naturally, the
discussion turned to my interest in American politics and my enjoyment of political rallies.
North Carolina being an all-important swing state created many opportunities to go see political
celebrities. I saw Bernie Sanders, Hillary Clinton, President Obama, President Clinton, and
Pharrell Williams was there, too. I did not see Trump, or any of the other Republican
campaigners, and this caused some dispute over my education. I saw the rallies like a sports

game, and I was less interested in seeing the other team play. But this answer was not sufficient.

! Republican symbolism unintended



Corsten s4463463

.1[”

Figure 1: The author (center) meets former president Bill Clinton (right) (photograph by Lynn Hey, in Queram 2016)

Political discourse is changing. It is getting more and more extreme with every election
cycle, it is seeping into all areas of popular culture, and it is becoming increasingly personal.
As someone who is used to a culture of consensus politics, this is alienating as well as alarming.
Each election cycle, political rhetoric gets more heated than before. Each time, the stakes are
higher than before. Each time, the candidates drift further away from the political center. Trump
ran on a platform explicitly opposing the neoliberal consensus. He is not alone. In recent years,
we have seen democratic socialists as well as libertarians as high-profile candidates. American
politics seems determined to break loose from something, but what exactly that is, remains
unclear. Who knows what the next president will promise in order to get elected? Surely this is
something that cannot hold. At some point, a line will be crossed. Perhaps it has already been
crossed. Perhaps it was crossed a long time ago. We can only speculate.

As for the current regime, there is a lot to unpack. Whenever I go online, Trump is liable
to pop up somewhere, sooner rather than later. News aggregators hardly seem able to go more
than a few days without him. And reactions are fierce: from loyalists to the opposition,
everybody has a strong opinion about Trump—and by extension, on American politics in
general. Except for me. I no longer care have an opinion on Trump, I would like to assume that

speaks for itself. What I do have is amazement, a kind of wonder, for his antics. I suppose I was
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taught to respect others, especially those in authority. I thought that technocratic rational
discourse and compromise were necessary elements of political life. Boy, was I wrong. If you
want to be president of one of the world’s largest countries, you need to shout loudly and invent
schoolyard nicknames for your competitors. You need to court bigots, and give white
nationalists the benefit of the doubt. As is befitting of a head of state, obviously.

Trump has turned American politics into a bizarre world, a world ruled by aggressive
tweets, a world where every cough Trump makes is poised to provide irrefutable evidence that
he really is the worst man in human history. I found all of this exaggerated rhetoric rather tiring,
and lost interest in the presidential news cycle sometime in 2017. When I came back from
America, | began to appreciate the less hectic, more homely European culture. Soon I realized
that Trump was in fact, far away, and all of his domestic antics were none of my business. I had
tried to engage in political discussion during my time in America, with zero result. First the first
time, I considered myself a European, duly became interested in European politics.

But there was always the American question in the back of my mind. How did
American, which I thought I knew inside out through popular culture, seem so different when
I actually visited? And how come nobody seemed to get tired of calling out Trump? Slowly
(and after a disastrous thesis on the Gilded Age had fallen apart), it became one of my leading
questions in American Studies. Why is Trump? Why does he say the things he says, and why
do others seem unable to win a decisive rhetorical victory against him?

Finally, I decided to focus my research around the single most unintelligible tweet he
had ever sent: “Despite the constant negative press covfefe”. Here was something that should
have received no media attention at all, a message containing no useful information whatsoever,
and yet it found a life in popular culture as one of the most memorable words of the year. How
did we get to this? How could an entire nation briefly come to a halt to scratch its collective
head at this nonsense word? And more generally, how could Donald Trump’s highly unusual
rhetoric be placed within a tradition, within a larger framework of presidential utterances?

The first part of this thesis, I try to understand Trump’s rhetoric through the theory of
presidential rhetoric, which holds that the nature of presidential rhetoric has shifted over time
due to a constitutional reinterpretation. Failing that, I will explore to what extent the theory
holds water, and what other factors should be taken into account in order to fully understand
Trump’s rhetorical mindset. With those in mind, I will return to the so-called ‘covfefe kerfuffle’
and how this seemingly singular event can interpreted as a sign of things to come. Finally, will
I end this thesis by looking at some of the most astute observations I have come across and

briefly speculate how presidential rhetoric might develop in the future.
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“The power to persuade”: Constructing Presidential Power

The modern conceptualization of presidentialism was first developed in the 1960s.
Traditionally, presidential scholarship was instrumentalist in nature, viewing the office in a
purely procedural legal manner. This line of thinking was pushed aside by Richard E. Neustadt
in his 1960 book Presidential Power. Having worked as a presidential aide during the Truman
administration, Neustadt’s behaviorist approach was intended to show the presidency “from
over the President’s shoulder, looking out and down from the perspective of his place” (1990,
xxi). He emphasized that the powers of the three branches were shared rather than separated.
He also notes that the constitutional powers of the president are mainly expressed in
discretionary power: the power to take action when necessary. Instead of commanding orders,
the essence of presidential power lay in bargaining: in convincing others that “what the White
House wants of them is what they ought to do for their sake and on their authority” (40). This
is what allows the formal authority promised by the Constitution to become actual. In short,
Neustadt argued that “Presidential power is the power to persuade” (11). The resources of a
president consist of a professional reputation in Washington, public prestige outside of the
capital, and the bargaining powers that come with this unique office. Neustadt’s theory came to
define presidentialism to such an extent that he is still consistently referenced more often than
his main successors in the field (Crockett 2009).

By the 1980s, a new generation of scholars was filling in what they saw as the gaps in
Neustadt’s thesis, especially with regards to public realm. Some noted how much the office had
become personalized since its constitutional conception, and how the unreasonable burden this
lay on individual presidents had become a systemic problem in modern political functioning
(Lowi 1985). Others focused on the increasing importance of “going public” and the need for
continual popularity in order to remain legitimate (Kernell 1997). Historical narratives also
became popular as scholars tried to pinpoint the paradigm shifts that had happened throughout
the office’s lifetime. More institutionally-focused scholars pointed to the transformation of
administration during Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency (Milkis 1993), while others preferred
a continuing pattern of leadership styles cycling from reconstruction, to articulation, to
disjunction (Skowronek 1993).

One of the most prominent methodologies to come out of this generation is Jeffrey K.
Tulis” 1987 book The Rhetorical Presidency. Tulis is unsatisfied with what he calls the
“Institutional partnership” in presidential studies, when academic research on a particular

political institution automatically takes the side of said institution in their narrative. They
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“assume the centrality of their institution in the drama of American politics” (Tulis 2017, 9-10).
Tulis points to Neustadt’s over-the-shoulder approach as the origin of this partisanship in
presidential studies, and intends to shift the center. This he hopes to compensate by using
another Neustadtian influence, that of presidential bargaining. For Tulis, a reinterpretation of
the constitution during the Progressive era gave the presidency a new role, and a new voice. He
highlights the differences between the more conciliatory rhetoric of 19" century presidents and

the highly activist rhetoric of 20" century presidents.

Lincoln was cheered for keeping silent; [Andrew] Johnson was castigated for speaking
to crowds. In our time, Dwight Eisenhower was criticized for not speaking out on a
number of important policies, while Ronald Reagan has been hailed as the “great
communicator” for his frequent popular appeals. To comprehend this sort of
change—indeed, to identify it as change—one must be prepared to treat the political
outsider as an arena in which ideas matter. One must be prepared to reverse the common
assumption that ideas as “epiphenomenal”, that is, mere reflections of important
political developments, and to entertain the possibility that they might constitute

politics. (16-17)

This reasoning lies at the root from which Tulis develops the concept of the rhetorical
presidency, in which the modern president is so closely entangled with the ideas he promotes
and the effectiveness of his communication that they come to define his legacy. It is this central
idea that I wish to develop further in this thesis.

It is important to remember that the Neustadtian school of thought and the Tulisian line
of thinking are not intended to be in opposition with one another, even if scholars do often
interpret them as such. David A. Crockett has made an attempt to integrate the various templates
and models in presidential studies into one coherent whole, such as the Presidential Pyramid,
which attempts to structure the various layers with which presidential scholars interact. At the
base of the pyramid is the constitutional layer, followed by the historical layer. The institutional
layer shifts the focus from a particular point in time to the current evolution of institutions. The
organizational layer is concerned with the short-term state of the president’s party and the time
left in his term(s). Finally, there is the operational layer, which looks at day-to-day strategy.
Crockett also identifies two additional ambiguous aspects: prerogative power and presidential
personality. These aspects are variable and interpretive. They serve to underline that the
president is only human, and does make mistakes. Neustadt identifies Neustadt with the

operational layer, and Tulis with the constitutional one. Crockett concludes that rather than

9
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closing the book on previous research, The Rhetorical Presidency invites scholars to widen

their perspectives on what could be considered meaningful subjects in presidential studies.

Organizational

Institutional

Historical

Constitutional

Figure 2: The Presidential Pyramid (Crockett 2007, 303)

10
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The Rhetorical Presidency

In this segment, I will go over the development of the rhetorical presidency, discussing the
arguments Tulis makes in his book and how it has been received; the ways in which it has been
challenged as well as enriched by other scholars of the presidency since its publication in 1987.
His rhetorical presidency is rooted in a conjunction of two interpretations of the constitution:
direct expressions of constitutional theory as a text-polity, and layers of constitutional thinking
that have been deposited since its taking effect (imbued with the theoretical, political, and
rhetorical thinking expressed at the time). As such, Tulis identifies three periods in the history
of presidential communication: the Old Way, the Middle Way, and the New Way. He then
spends some time on the constraints that lie on the presidency and the tensions that exist in
contemporary presidential rhetoric. This has been interpreted as Tulis effectively calling for a
return to a Rooseveltian or Wilsonian style of rhetoric (Pangle 2007; Tulis 2007, 483). Tulis
counters this by saying that it would be impossible as well as the very definition of partisanship
(Tulis 2017, 22; Tulis 2007, 498). He sees rhetoric as a way of expressing of the prerogative
power that is essential to any functioning president. The rhetorical presidency is not some
nefarious innovation, it was in effect an inevitable development once the Progressive
understanding of plebiscitary leadership took hold (Garsten 2007).

Tulis starts off by examining the thinking behind the constitution and how this
effectively functioned in the age of the Founding Fathers. Their overriding concern was to
safeguard the young republic against demagoguery, which they feared would create internal
division and armed uprisings, as had happened during Shays’ rebellion. To this end, official
rhetoric was established to be written, rather than oratory. A representative democracy, rather
than a direct one, would prevent mob rule. The independence of the executive branch from the
legislative branch would provide a steady course in the face of popular sway. And lastly, the
separation of powers instilled each branch with their own specialties, so that each would
develop a purpose of their own. The presidential rhetoric established during this time reflects
these values. Proclamations were clothed in a body of procedural legal language, so as to
diminish the voice of an individual president, and often concerned non-political matters, such
as dealing with domestic unrest. Over time, as the unilateral nature of presidential power
became more contested, the language of proclamations became increasingly moralistic (Bailey
and Rottinghaus 2009). After the contested election of 1800, Jefferson redefined the Inaugural
Address from a reiteration of his own virtue, to a simple summation of the president’s policy.

He also abandoned the oratory Annual Message (today known as the State of the Union

11
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Address) in favor of a written message, again underlining the Founding Fathers’ understanding
of the presidency as being anti-monarchical, anti-demagogic, and independent of the other
branches. Tulis also notes the careful adherence to formality, despite (or perhaps because of)
the carefully delineated powers early presidents had. When Andrew Jackson tried to appeal to
the public through a message addressed to Congress, he was forced to constrain his rhetoric so
much that Congress ended up arguing over the finer details of presidential authority. As such,
this cultural norm of rhetorical restraint during the early republic can be regarded as a check
against demagogical excesses.

Tulis then follows with a discussion on unofficial rhetoric: the contents of presidential
speeches during the 19" century. He argues that early presidents, as a rule, did not go
public—and when they did, they would rarely speak up about policy. In the rare occasions that
they did speak about policy or party, they were only addressing Congress (as in Jackson’s case).
Martin Van Buren’s speeches were notable in that they were addressed to partisans, but this did
not last. Millard Fillmore was the first president to address policy, but only in retrospect, while
James Buchanan was the first to criticize it (in his Farewell Address). Lincoln, in return, spoke
out against this development, preferring to underline his silence on policy issues as a sign of
prudence and humility. Lincoln did speak out for the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment,
but only after it had passed through Congress. The lone exception to this behavior is Andrew
Johnson, who passionately argued for popular support of his policies, and railed against his
political opponents with personal attacks. This proved to be utterly counterproductive, and
Johnson was not only impeached but reviled after his term in office. The next presidents kept
largely silent about policy, at least while in office. James Garfield spoke openly about policy
during his presidential campaign but kept silent during his brief time in office, where he was
assassinated. He did, however, set an example. While in office, Grover Cleveland began to
approach current events in a very local and roundabout way of speaking, which was disparaged
by later historians as “pedestrian discourses” (Nevins 1934, 320: qtd. in Tulis 2017, 85), but
President Cleveland publish a collection of his correspondence that demonstrated his partisan
partiality in preparation for the elections of 1888. Benjamin Harrison broke tradition by openly
discussing policy, with great hesitance, and William McKinley inferred to his political stance
by ruminating on the country’s prosperity. Indeed, McKinley’s rhetoric exemplifies the 19™
century presidency: greetings, patriotism, general calls for harmony, with the occasional

statement of principle.

12
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TaBLE 3.2 Purposes of Popular Presidential Rhetoric

Purposes
President | 2 3 4 5 b 7 B 9 10
Washington X X X X X X
Adams, J.
Jefferson X
Madison X
Monroe X X X X
Adams, J. Q. X X X
Jackson X X X X
Van Buren % X X X X
Harrison, W. H. «x
Tyler X X X
Polk X X
Taylor X X
Fillmore X X X X X
Pierce X X X
Buchanan X
Lincoln X X X X X X
Johnson X X X
Grant X X X
Hayes X X X
Garfield X X
Arthur X X
Cleveland X X X
Harmson, B. X X X X X X
McKinley X X
KEY: | = no popular rhetoric
2 = preetings, ‘‘thank you'" for welcome
¥ = speech associated with a ceremony (e.g., dedication of monument)
4 = patriotic exhortation
5 = reassurance by presence, attempl to gather information (sometimes referred 1o by
presidents as *‘seeing and being seen’’)
& = atempts W establish peace and harmony among the regions or sections of the nation
7 = articulation of general policy direction of administration (e.g., with regard 1o
“economy,”” “*foreign policy,'” ete.)
8 = defense of war policy or action
9 = identification of president's position as partisan (i.c., a position adopted by an or-
ganized, named political party)
10 = attack on defense of a specific legislative proposal (or set of proposals) before Con-

gress

Table 1: Purposes of Popular Presidential Rhetoric in the Old Way (Tulis 2017, 66)

13
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Tulis then goes on to contrast this mode of communication with presidents going public
from the start of the Progressive era, but it is worthwhile to consider his objectives: verbal, non-
institutional communication by sitting presidents on the subject of party or policy. His
conclusion is that presidential speech was largely social, ceremonial, and patriotic. But this
narrow focus on what constitutes presidential rhetoric risks a certain circularity of reasoning.
Mel Laracey questions the claim that 19" century presidents did not go public, demonstrating
that they were perfectly able to make their policy views known through a host of indirect
symbolism such as public appearance, calls for unity, speaking through cabinet members, and
presidential newspapers, and he uses this argument to reject the larger narrative behind the
rhetorical presidency (Laracey 1998; 2002). Expanding the definition of going public, he
concludes that “eleven presidents, not just one, went public in the nineteenth century” (Laracey
2008, 19). For Laracey, who reads The Rhetorical Presidency as a history of how presidents
went public, this is enough to reject the whole of Tulis’ thesis (Laracey 2009). This is a step too
far. While Laracey does shed much-needed light on the 19" century, this does not impact Tulis’
main argument about Woodrow Wilson’s reinterpretation of the constitution. That said, it does
raise questions about Tulis’ largely black-and-white construction of presidential rhetoric, which
as previously outlined, already changed over the course of the 19" century. Tulis attempts to
remedy the contrast between the two styles by a Middle Way, but this in turn will raise other
questions.

Tulis’ Middle Way is chiefly concerned with Theodore Roosevelt, and how he was able
to rally public opinion into institutional practice with the Hepburn Act, which curbed the power
of railroad companies. In his writings, Roosevelt makes clear that he seeks a middle road
between theory and practice in governance. He is willing to publicize certain policies to
safeguard the spirit of the constitution, allowing some “soft demagoguery” into his rhetoric
(Friedman 2007, 209). Roosevelt’s aim here is to maintain a culture of reason and intellect,
unlike the more black-and-white demagogues he decries as playing to emotion. But this begs
the question: is Roosevelt not giving in to populist fervor by allowing a mild form of
demagoguery into presidential rhetoric? And why is nobody stopping him from using the exact
terms that Andrew Johnson had been castigated for, half a century prior (Tulis 2017, 95)?

Adam Sheingate shifts the narrative, again away from the presidency, by looking at the
role publicity had come to play in politics during the Progressive era. With the development of

journalism, the public were becoming much more aware of issues like social injustice and

14
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institutional corruption. Sheingate sees this embodied in the word “publicity”, which carries
connotations of transparency as well as manipulative communication. It was simultaneously
the birth of modern journalism, as well as modern advertising. With the press now playing the
part of the fourth estate, the president’s job of creating unity within the nation now also included
preventing the “class war” that was being stoked up by yellow journalists and populist
demagogues (Sheingate 2007, 112). Presidents were almost forced to speak up for themselves
and the policies they believed in, so as to temper public outrage. Roosevelt’s diverse social

connections were the ideal link for a president to tap into the public psyche:

I usually found that my interest in any given side of a question of justice was aroused
by some concrete case. [...] My friends come from many walks of life. The need for a
workmen’s compensation act was driven home to me by my knowing a brakeman who
had lost his legs in an accident, and whose family was thereby at once reduced from
self-respecting comfort to conditions that at one time became very dreadful. Of course,
after coming across various concrete instances of this kind, I would begin to read up on
the subject, and then I would get in touch with social workers and others who were
experts and could acquaint me with what is vital in the matter. Looking back, it seems
to me that [ made my greatest strides forward while I was police commissioner [of New
York], and this largely through my intimacy with Jacob Riis [the crusading
photojournalist], for he opened all kinds of windows into the matter for me. (Roosevelt

1912, 316-17: qtd. in Friedman 2007, 218-19)

The fact that the Middle Way is singularly concerned with Roosevelt has led more scholars to
question Tulis” genealogy of going public. This is prompted by Tulis himself, who already
noted the subtle changes in presidential rhetoric starting in the 1880s, but awkwardly tacks them
onto the end of the Old Way to give the protagonist of his book, Woodrow Wilson, a more
prominent place. No doubt Wilson plays an important role in establishing the rhetorical
presidency, but more than one author has noted Tulis’ partiality for Wilson’s more academic
understanding of government (Pangle 2007, 413), and this risks an incomplete understanding
of the political system at large. Similar constructivist issues are demonstrated in the 2008
collection Before the Rhetorical Presidency, where Tulis is the only contributor who does not
see a kind of rhetorical presidency in the 19" century (this being one of the arguments his thesis
hinges on). Several authors have reconstructed a more gradual changeover, where presidents
gradually went more public as social developments sparked by mass industrialization and

institutionalized corruption demanded and allowed a change of politics (Gamm and Smith 1998;

15
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Teten 2008). Many, but not all, come to the conclusion that it was Roosevelt who led the way
(Milkis 1998; Kernell 1997).

It was Woodrow Wilson’s to follow. As a scholar of American political history, Wilson
came to much more fundamental conclusions about the state of politics during his time. Wilson
radically reinterpreted the constitution. He saw the separation of power as a Newtonian structure
(abstract, exclusionary) imposed by the Founders on what was in reality a Darwinian political
order (organic, social). The presidency would need to grow in order to keep up with Congress.
Wilson also saw representation through the eyes of publicity, writing: “The informing function
of Congress should be preferred even to its legislative function” (W. Wilson 1973, 198: qtd. in
Tulis 2017, 127). He saw representatives not as delegates making informed but personal
decisions, but as interpreters of the public sentiment, who considered their constituents’ desires
and then communicated back to them how they could best be achieved. The president’s
independence lay in being the only elected official with a national mandate. As for Wilson’s
theory of demagoguery and how to counter it, it is noticeably shaky. His taxonomy of the
virtuous politician, as opposed to a demagogue, is rather shaky conceptually: terms like
“correctness of purpose” and “courage” are rather quaint and lean towards virtue signaling.
Following this constitutional reinterpretation, Wilson changed the face of the presidency. Policy
rhetoric, formerly addressed to Congress in writing, was now spoken and addressed to the
public. Wilson delivered the first State of the Union Address in person since John Adams.
Speeches came to bear the intent of their speaker, but Wilson’s greatest innovation lies in
separating them into two distinct types: visionary, and policy-specific. The former is
inspirational but low on detail, the latter more practical and precise. In a sense, Wilson managed
to reconstitute elements from both Roosevelt’s and Taft’s rhetorical Progressivism. From this
blueprint, presidential communication as we know it developed.

That is not to say that this foundation is without its flaws. Wilson was blindsided by his
own insights, which led to policy failure: notably, America’s entry into the League of Nations,
which was defeated in the Senate despite widespread popular support because Wilson refused
to compromise on the details. Lyndon B Johnson hit on the opposite limit during his War on
Poverty campaign: Johnson’s rhetoric was so far removed from his actual budget, that it was
extremely hard to draft a policy that could bridge the two, a poor design philosophy that led to
confusion and inefficiency. These two examples show the limits of rhetorical leadership, or the
gap between effective rhetoric and effective policy, the rhetorical presidency and the
administrative one (Tulis 2017, 146; Pious 2007; Milkis 2007). Tulis ends by pointing out some

of the consequences of the modern rhetorical presidency, where the president’s word is law: a
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permanent rhetorical campaign where style is substance, media coverage is paramount, and
oratory power trumps all. Tulis concludes that the only way to transcend demagoguery is
through ever greater public political education.

That was in 1987. American politics has changed significantly since then, allowing
scholars to see the rhetorical presidency in greater detail. Nicole Mellow identifies growing
partisanship as an aggravating factor in American politics, citing Bill Clinton’s welfare reform
as a case study. She also discusses the fallout over the Iraq War during the George W. Bush
administration, but concludes that it did little to change things. Perhaps that is a latter-day
reflection of Tulis’ Reagan-era remark that “Democrats now talk like Republicans” (Tulis 2017,
189). John Dilulio reports what this partisanship looked like inside the Bush-era Office of
Homeland Security, and describes a kind of hyper-rhetorical presidency where the most
important thing is to stay on message, regardless of the actual facts. Dilulio calls out Tulis for
his prescience in the importance of presidential rhetoric. Tulis responds that he prefers the term
rhetorical proliferation over the hyper-rhetorical presidency (Tulis 2007, 492), and so do I. The
hyper-rhetorical presidency is a vivid image all its own, but one perhaps better suited to a study
of hyperreality in presidential rhetoric.

In contrast, George Edwards has openly questioned the effect of presidential rhetoric as
a field of study. In an essay entitled “President Rhetoric: What Difference Does it Make?” he
equated it to nothing more than literary criticism (Edwards 1996). This is intended to be a
disciplinary indictment, but I would argue that it opens up new possibilities for presidential
study. Why not study presidential behavior from the vantage point of textual analysis? This is
the background Diane Rubenstein uses 7The Rhetorical Presidency in her essay, reading
allegories of Tulis’ academic construct through the eyes of Paul de Man and Jacques Derrida.
Reading the rhetorical presidency as an allegory for Derrida’s writings on democracy, she
equates the “layered text” Tulis’ reads into the living constitution as (Tulis 2017, 17) with the

différance Derrida sees present in democracy. But Rubenstein notes:

The Rhetorical Presidency is a work that scrupulously avoids post-structuralist jargon
and concepts derived from literary theory. Therefore, the book’s deviations from this
practice are noteworthy. The unique marker is the term text, which is used to
characterize two of Tulis’s central concerns: American political development as a
“layered text” (Tulis 1987, 17, 146); and the American constitutional order as a “text

polity” (ibid., 17). Tulis also uses “text” to designate attentiveness to performative over
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constantive language as in the proclamation form: “dramatic performance is as

important as tangible text” (ibid., 53). (Rubenstein 2007, 454)

Then let us make that leap, and engage with presidential rhetoric not as a political subject to be
researched as a collection of historical data points, but as the radically performative text it is
intended to be. If we analyze contemporary presidential utterances through the lens of the

rhetorical presidency, what do they reveal?
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The Covfefe Kerfuffle: A Case Study in Presidential Rhetoric

The single most striking characteristic of President Trump’s public communication is the great
resurgence of mass textual communication. People who want to keep a direct link to the
president’s words would do best to follow him on the popular social media network Twitter,
directly accessible from one’s very own smartphone. Now, Trump is not the first president to
use Twitter, or social media for that matter, but his media strategy has made it indispensable
for interested people to keep an eye on his Twitter account. Not the official presidential Twitter
account, @POTUS, which publishes only a portion of his tweets, but his personal account,
@realDonaldTrump. That said, the distinction is a fairly nebulous one either way. During his
presidency, Trump has tweeted and retweeted many thousands of messages, and in order to do
some qualitative textual analysis, we will have to pick an example. Ideally, it would have to be
a tweet or series of tweets that registered on the public radar: an example of effective
presidential rhetoric that resonated with the public and captured the imagination of the
American nation.

On May 31, 2017, six minutes after midnight, President Donald J. Trump tweeted what
is arguably the most singularly distinctive message of his entire presidency out to the world:

“Despite the constant negative press covfefe”.

Donald J. Trump &

@realDonaldTrump

Despite the constant negative press
covfefe

5/31/17, 12:06 AM

Figure 3: Despite the constant negative press covfefe (@realDonaldTrump 2017)

This is a challenging text to deconstruct. The preposition despite implies a premise followed by

a contradiction, and the adjectives and adverb are ready to stir up a vivid image. But instead of
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a noun we find a nonsense word—covfefe—and then silence. This is not a semantically
analyzable phrase. For one, there is no pay-off to the despite premise. The rest of the text hinges
on this covfefe word, which is of no use. In and of itself, this presidential message seems to
bear no coherent meaning. If anything, it aggressively defies any attempt at extracting meaning
from it. It is nonsense in the truest sense of the word, standing as a monument to presidential
rhetoric in the year 2017.

Is that melodramatic? Presidents have made communicative gaffes before. These should
be interpreted as ineffective rhetoric, if it even fits the definition of rhetoric, having achieved
nothing of value. Except that the nonsense word made quite the kerfuffle, demonstrably so. It
went viral. By the end of 2017, covfefe was the winner of the Telegraph’s Word of the Year
online poll (Shute 2017), with 27% of the votes. How did this seemingly unintelligible tweet
come to encapsulate the year 2017 for so many people? What does it tell us about presidential
rhetoric in the early Trump administration?

The interaction between the text itself on the one hand, and its reception on the other
hand, cannot be explained solely through the lens of the rhetorical presidency. What the covfefe
kerfuffle shows most clearly out of all of Trump’s tweets is that the mechanics underlying the
rhetorical relationship between president and public is far from straightforward, bordering on
the paradoxical. A simple historicist rhetorical reading of the covfefe kerfuffle might have to
conclude the effectiveness of absurdist presidential rhetoric at this time, and conclude that the
president needs to be less intelligible if he desires to be more attractive to the general audience.
There is a grain of truth in that, but the covfefe kerfuffle is such a layered text that we must
come to terms with each and every link if we wish to understand the full extent of this

paradoxical causal chain.

20



Corsten s4463463

Beyond the Rhetorical Presidency.: The Contested Field of Presidential Communication

Mel Laracey is far from the only scholar to see Tulis’ conception of presidential rhetoric as
needlessly constraining. Others do not even make the distinction: to them, presidential
leadership is communication and has always been communication (c.f. Medhurst 1996; Smith
and Smith 1994; Olson 2001; Zarefsky 2002). So let us extend the rhetorical presidency into
the sphere of Trump’s Twitter account. The covfefe kerfuffle appears to be the furthest thing
from politicized rhetoric and therefore an odd fit for the rhetoric presidency as concept, but I
would argue that presidential rhetoric is politicized by nature of it being presidential, this being
the logical conclusion of Wilson’s constitutional reinterpretation. Tulis says as much: “Under
the auspices of the Wilsonian constitution, the ‘new way’, everything a president says is
‘official’.” (Tulis 2017, 192). This is illustrated by another example of the ill-fated rhetoric of
President Carter, whose principled remarks about the Mariel boatlift inadvertently opened the
door for 130,000 illegal immigrants. (Kernell and Popkin 1986, 26-27, qtd. in Tulis 2017, 192).
By the same token, the covfefe kerfuffle demands to be understood through a Tulisian, if not
Neustadtian lens of rhetorical strategy.

But where Tulis took issue with the institutional partnership embedded in Neustadt’s
approach, it is perhaps necessary to note that he was unable to distance himself from it too far.
After all, while the object of The Rhetorical Presidency may be the constitution rather than the
president, the president is still its subject, and the rhetoric his instrument. In this sense, Tulis’
conception of rhetoric may indeed be a bit too much like literary criticism, focusing so much
on the text as means to an end that it completely forgoes the communicative aspect of
presidential communication. This is emblematic of an academic culture in which presidential
scholars and communication scholars continue to talk past one another (Stuckey and Antczak
1998; Stuckey 2010). As Robert Terrill has put it, it is “an understanding of communication
that renders it an inert conveyance rather than an architectonic and constitutive political force”
(Terrill 2008, 170). Subsequent scholars have started to shift away the agency from the text or
its author, and onto the audience. In the same collection, Susan Zaeske writes about the failure
of Martin Van Buren to “locate rhetorical strategies to exploit the growing power of the public,
a public that included women” (Zaeske 2008, 47), while Karlyn Kohrs Campbell notes that the
success of James K. Polk is at least in part thanks to his belief in the will of the people, opening
up the space for an American nation to develop (Campbell 2008). But again, even the
prerogative power does not always lie with the president, as Kirt H. Wilson stresses in his

assessment of Benjamin Harrison’s legacy: a progressive president whose efforts were overrun
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by increasingly nostalgic and race-exclusionary memories of the Civil War and Reconstruction
eras (K. H. Wilson 2008).

This last example brings us to the question of communicative agency. In setting out the
limits of rhetorical leadership and pointing to the policy failures of Woodrow Wilson, Lyndon
B. Johnson, and Jimmy Carter, Tulis is again looking ‘over the President’s shoulder’ and
treating rhetoric like an instrument that has an implicit effect on the public when used properly.
George Edwards, who previous accused the field of partaking in literary criticism, wrote an
entire book exploring the lack of response to presidential rhetoric entitled On Deaf Ears: The
Limit of the Bully Pulpit (Edwards 2003). In a similar vein, Lawrence R. Jacobs argues that the
effects of going public have been greatly exaggerated in academic literature due to the effects
of disciplinary overtilling, where a misunderstanding of a particular theory leads academics to
see it everywhere (Jacobs 2013). Edwards eventually arrived a deeper understanding of the
mechanics behind rhetorical power in Governing By Campaigning and The Strategic President:
Persuasion and Opportunity in Presidential Leadership (Edwards 2007; 2009), namely that the
presidential rhetoric comes down to persuading the public that current government policy is a
direct extension of what the people wanted in the first place. It is in effect the same principle
underlying Woodrow Wilson’s view of the president as the interpreter of the people’s will, and
elsewhere described by Richard E. Neustadt as bargaining power. Among the most clearly
visible effects of presidential rhetoric is so-called ‘priming’, the act of focusing the public
agenda and create momentum for a specific answer to a certain policy question (Cohen 1995;
Hill 1998; Wood and Peake 1998; Edwards and Wood 1999), which in turn may increase the
president’s own approval ratings. But the translation between popular opinion, individual
priorities in Washington D.C., and legislative implementation is by no means a straightforward
one (Druckman and Holmes 2004).

Beyond that, scholars remain very much divided on the exact effects of presidential

rhetoric (Quirk 2007, 430-435). Says Terri Bimes in her overview of the rhetorical presidency:

While political scientists tend to focus on identifying and testing causal explanations,
political communication scholars who study presidential rhetoric tend to be critical of
using the scientific method. Martin Medhurst (1996, xv-xvi), Professor of Rhetoric and
Communication at Baylor University and the former head of the Program in Presidential
Rhetoric at Texas A&M University, understands presidential rhetoric as art, not science.
He argues that “to reduce rhetoric to a linear, one-to-one, cause-effect relation between

the message (cause) and audience reaction (effect) is to fundamentally misunderstand
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the nature of the art.” It is not about “outcomes but rather judgment and power of
interpretation that the speaker displays in assessing the situation, the appropriate
language, arguments, timing, occasion and audience.” Although there are some scholars
who engage both fields (Roderick Hart, Kathleen Hall Jamieson, and Mary Stuckey to
name a few), scholars working on presidential rhetoric within the political science field
(Tulis 1987; Ellis and Kirk 1995; Wood 2007a) tend not to build on the work of political
communication scholars. In addition, political scientists, such as Edwards, who
approach the study of politics quantitatively are largely dismissive of political scientists
who study presidential rhetoric in an interpretative, qualitative way. (Bimes 2009, 208-

209).

Presidential communication is, in a very real sense, an interdisciplinary field of study, in that it
combines insights from both political science and communication studies. Both use these
combined insights in different ways: the political scientist will more likely test the perceived
effects of rhetoric by comparing data sets, the communications student is more likely to
construct a theoretical literary framework. This thesis will now further explore the literary-
communicative side of the equation. Quantitative research has given us some valuable insight
in the measurable impact of presidential rhetoric, but it cannot answer the question of why
presidential rhetoric works the way it does. It is good at analyzing confent, not context. In this
light, I would like to turn to the insights of one of the most prominent communicative scholars

in the field, Mary E. Stuckey.
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Semiotics: Operationalizing Presidential Rhetoric

Stuckey’s 2010 article “Rethinking the Rhetorical Presidency and Presidential Rhetoric” is an

effective article to bring presidential rhetoric into the 2010s.

I take as my starting point the idea that presidential rhetoric and the symbols associated
with the presidential office matter. Presidents potentially possess an enormously
important power over our national definitions (Zarefsky, 2004); they help constitute us
as a nation through the symbolic performance of their office (Murphy, 2003); their
rhetoric has instrumental effects on policy (Stuckey, 2008)” (Stuckey 2010, 41).

By setting up the new goal posts, Stuckey is able to approach presidential rhetoric from a
humanities perspective. Important here is the time of her writing, early in the Obama
presidency. Stuckey’s main goal is to draw attention to how institutional privilege plays a part
in how we think of the president as a symbol: a higher-class white male. Presidents have made
attempts to come off as down-to-earth or folksy, while in reality coming from a background of
great privilege, the kind of privilege needed to even have of a chance of getting close to the

nation’s highest office. But this is only a symbolic victory.

Make no mistake, in many ways, power has not changed. President Obama still signs
Executive Orders that free both the prisoners at Guantanamo and presidential
documents; he still gives the orders that send missiles to Pakistan. As president, he still
wields enormous political, social, rhetorical, and military power. Yet the ways in which
that power is circulated are changing, and those changes will have consequences for
how that power 1s enacted. They should also have consequences for how that power is

understood. (Stuckey 2010, 47-48)

Concerning Obama, Stuckey mainly focuses on his “post-racial” campaign, how he was able to
create a successful mainstream image without leaning on any racial stereotypes (Schorr 2008).
Indeed, some wondered whether he was ‘black enough’, which is very telling of the American
construction of blackness (Coates 2007). After all, Bill Clinton had been dubbed ‘the first black
president’ by the late Toni Morrison in the 1990s. It is not inconceivable that, once norms
change and minority politicians find success in leaning on their racial identity, a future blacker
president will be dubbed ‘the real first black president’ (if only to headline a ‘think piece’ by
some progressive news outlet).

In truth, the epithet “post-racial” is one only white people could have come up with. It

tells us more about its authors (Schorr, born 1916, was 91 years old in 2008, while Stuckey,
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born 1959, was 50 in 2010—Dboth white) than about it actually means. A more cynical reading
of the word “post-racial” would be to say “appears white”. A more substantive look at Obama’s
black identity reveals a careful construction of both black and white influences in a way to
appeal to both constituencies, a way to be “articulate while black” (Alim and Smitherman
2012). Obama was not beyond race in any meaningful sense of the word, he simply kept it
under the radar in order to normalize black culture into the upper echelons of American society,
to equate ‘being black’ with ‘being American’.

Naturally, some reactionary groups were having none of this. Special mention goes to
the 2010-2011 ‘birtherism’ movement, which maintained that Obama was secretly born in
Kenya and therefore ineligible to be president. (Initial confusion may have derived from the
fact that Barack Hussein Obama, Sr., also known as the president’s late father, had been born
in the Kenya, but this ambiguity was quickly weaponized as a way to undermine Obama’s
political legitimacy by using his race as a weakness. In this sense, the case is similar to that
made against Irish-American future president Chester A. Arthur, who was accused of having
been born in Ireland or Canada in 1880 (Curran 2009).) The press paid little attention to the
charade until minor celebrities began to pick it up in order to raise their political profile. The
most prominent of these was Donald J. Trump, a fervent online critic of Obama’s policies both
on Twitter and on YouTube (Johnston 2016). Trump had considered running for president
previously, in 1988 and in 2000, but it was his repeated calls for Obama’s long-form birth
certificate that brought him to the attention of the far right. Trump, who had previously been
registered with the Democratic Party and who had rarely spoken up about immigration before,
launched his presidential campaign in a similarly symbolic vein: by calling for a wall on the
Mexican-American border.

From this angle, Trump’s rhetorical choices in the period leading up to his election begin
to look less like a dark horse upset, and more like a targeted attempt to undermine Obama’s
rhetorical advances. Where Obama was ‘articulate while black’, Trump was ‘plain-spoken
while white’, a register that has long attracted voters. It was this rhetorical difference that
quickly made him stand out from the other candidates, and allowed him to be a harsher critic
of Obama than any of the other candidates—a tactic that quickly catapulted him to frontrunner
and secured him the Republican nomination.

This sequence of events brings us to the fourth and last issue discussed by Stuckey, one

that warrants a section of its own, and that is the issue of circulation.
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In Circulation: The Changing Face of the News Media

The success of Donald Trump as political candidate had been a shock to many, including
scholars. Given Trump’s meteoric rise in popularity and his proclivity for using politically
incorrect language, journalists and scholars alike began to ask how this had happened and what
the implications of this were. Academic books tend to be written with the status quo in mind,
so when Trump was elected president on a staunchly anti-Obama campaign, books on digital
politics felt immediately outdated (Karpf 2017). Many articles responding to the events carry
an element of indictment as well. Some accused Trump of being a populist or even a fascist
(Kellner 2016; Groshek and Koc-Michalska 2017; Goodheart 2018; Freedman 2018). Others
turned to the media for spreading Trump’s messages (Azari 2016; Lawrence and Boydstun
2017). Still others saw the debasing of presidential rhetoric and the rot of American culture
(Fisher 2016; Gabler 2016; Ott 2017; Tulis 2017, 237). None of these emotionally-charged
answers are appealing, and many read like a desperate attempt to justify earlier writing in the
wake of a seeming paradigm shift. The simple truth is that everybody was just doing their job.
Trump was trying his best to be an appealing candidate, the news media were reporting on his
outrageous claims, and late-night hosts and comedy sketch shows were making fun of current
events. No, Trump’s nomination was simply the current evolution of a few long-term media
trends.

As we have previously explored, one of the main catalysts for Tulis’ rhetorical
presidency was the revolution in publicity that propelled the Progressive era (Sheingate 2007).
The advent of journalism changed the public’s relationship with politics forever, but the media
did not stop evolving after Wilson left office in 1921. The advent of radio could broadcast the
president’s voice to the entire country simultaneously; newsreels allowed the public to see
major events play out before their eyes; television brought it into their homes and introduced
the presidential advert as well as the televised debate; cable news let them check in on the issues
of the day at any time they wanted; email created a direct link from the press office to the end-
user; and the interactivity of Web 2.0 gave way to massive social media platforms shared the
world over. Successive presidents, in turn, have had to adapt to the ever-changing media
landscape. Some were successful (F. D. Roosevelt, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Reagan, G. W.
Bush), others less so (Harding, Hoover, Truman, Johnson, Nixon, Carter). Much of this history
is laid out in Samuel Kernell’s Going Public. The exact ramifications going public has on
presidential rhetorical theory is still being debated. Mary Stuckey calls it out as the fourth and

last issue that political scientists need to catch up with.
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In Geneva Overholser and Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s handbook The Press, only one of
its twenty-five chapters delves into the economic forces that drive the news media. This lack of
focus on economics as a driving force is par for the course in media studies, which is surprising
given the massive role it plays. One chapter starts out affirming that “market forces have played
the most decisive role in transforming the delivery of news, the history of the American press
from the 1970s to the present is economic history” (Hamilton 2005, 351), but focuses purely
on the market itself. Another chapter recognizes the tensions between commercial and
democratic goals inherent in media companies, the role of competition and financial strength,

the changes in ownership, business models, and the media environment, and its content.

One of the major alterations in media content as contemporary changes have occurred
is the loss of localism. [...] Because the larger cities in the United States are also where
the primary entertainment and information content providers are located and where the
heaviest media competition occurs, content that is designed to appeal in those
environments is created and distributed nationwide.

The end result of such factors is that media pay less attention and give lower
credence to the interests, tastes, and values of local communities nationwide. Instead,
the interests, tastes, and values of residents in locations such as New York, Los Angeles,
Chicago, and Washington D.C., dominate media content. Entertainment, information,
and lifestyles that that reflect the largest communities and those with less-traditional
lifestyles become the norms reflected in media.

In the heavily commercialized environment of media, content increasingly
marginalizes information and discussion of community, national, and world issues in
the pursuit of entertainment and diversion that may attract audiences and advertisers
that can produce higher income. [...]

Commercialization of the media has also been problematic because even
financially strong media companies have come to fear the controversial. Entertainment,
news stories, and presentations that may offend even small portions of the audiences are
increasingly being dropped or ignored in favor of those that are generally acceptable.
When programs and stories that create audience or financial risks are rejected, the range
of perspectives on life and the continuum of ideas in society are diminished.

An increasing concern is that the loss of localism through the nationalization and
globalization of content, and the fragmentation of audiences across the wider array of

media outlets, is reducing opportunities for readers, viewers, and listeners to gather
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together and share similar experiences and develop similar values. This change has
enormous social implications, because it is the sharing of experience and commonality
of values that allows for development of community and a flourishing democracy.

(Picard 2005, 346-347)

The point of this chapter is not as a call to action, but to inform of the tensions that were and
are simmering underneath America’s glossy cosmopolitan exterior. He calls out policies
enabling media conglomeration, as well as the mindsets of journalists and viewers. The
problems Picard points out seem to prefigure many talking points shared by Trump supporters,
even if the terms ‘neoliberal consensus’, ‘coastal elites’, and ‘political correctness’ are not
explicitly mentioned.

Combining this narrative of increased consolidation with the earlier observations about
market forces, we can see two distinct forces that drive the changing face of the news media:
innovation and expansion. The news must continually grow and change in such a way as to be
ever more profitable to its stockholders, which fits surprisingly well with the need for crises
and emergencies in liberal democracy (Maggio 2007, 831). The effects of this can be seen most
directly in the introduction of cable TV, which sought to carve out a niche no longer catered to
by the increasingly homogenized national channels. Out of this came 24-hour cable news
channels, which broadcast regardless of whether there was something worth broadcasting. On
those channels, the rules of televisual news changed to resemble a soap opera: highly
sensationalist, formulaic, and low on content. The point was no longer summarize important
events, the point was now to make more news. With information giving way to entertainment,

talk shows and TV series have become exponentially politicized.
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“No puppet, no puppet, you're the puppet”: Economics of Provocation

Enter Trump. Many pundits were skeptical that a New York real estate mogul turned reality
show host would have any place as America’s president. But is that so surprising? Ronald
Reagan had first found popularity as a leading man in Hollywood. As Theodore J. Lowi laid
out in his 1986 book The Personal President, the office has become increasingly plebiscitary,
and the image of the president has become increasingly intimate. Reagan painted his humanity
through cracking jokes and talking sincerely in a voice that borders on a whisper, while Trump
spoke always in hyperbole, like Reagan harkening back to an imagined past and a return to
values (Stuckey 2017, 675). Laurie Ouellette makes the argument that Trump was more than
just a common celebrity, that his time hosting The Apprentice and Celebrity Apprentice was
what allowed Trump to develop a parasocial bond with the audience, portraying himself as “the
embodiment of an enterprising subjectivity and a ‘no nonsense’ approach to leadership that
draws legitimacy from the market” (Ouellette 2016, 649). As both Tulis and Stuckey have
underlined, the rhetorical president is himself a symbol, the ostensible embodiment of a
particular ethos. And indeed, research suggests that Trump’s success in the election “was
seriously influenced by his appearance on reality TV” (Gabriel et al. 2018, 306). The Apprentice
has been likened to an authoritarian dictatorship where everything is a game, the stakes are
always high, and Trump’s dead seriousness is the glue that holds the whole charade together

(Franko 2006, 253).
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Figure 4: The crowded presidential primary field, as lampooned by late-night show host Stephen Colbert (Colbert 2015, 2:17)
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Trump’s experience in the media landscape also gave him a strategic rhetorical
advantage that many of his opponents lacked. With a severely oversaturated playing field, what
Trump needed to do most of all was stand out (Houpert 2016). Trump cemented himself as the
great outsider, both in his rhetoric and in the people his campaign employed (Karpf 2017, 204).
He began his presidential campaign with the promise that he would build a border wall between
the United States and Mexico. It is precisely these kinds of provocative, almost comically blunt
statements that generated the controversy that allowed him to stand out in the Republican
primaries. This is called “performative irony”, and played a big part in radicalizing conservative
rhetoric during the campaign (Danskin 2019). Many people did not take Trump or his ideas at
face value, but supported him nonetheless (Stuckey 2017, 678). Serious accusations of racism
could be deflected by celebrating Latino culture (in Trump’s case, ordering Mexican fast food
on Cinco de Mayo 2016), muddying the populist waters (Danskin 2018a).

The success of this strategy lies in the economics of it. As a political outsider, Trump
would have more difficulty pulling in campaign donors, which would only buy his political ads
so much airtime. By relying on clickbait rhetoric, Trump turned himself into an advertiser’s
dream: somebody that needed to be talked about. All this free airtime was essentially unpaid,
or free media. Given that political campaigns are extremely expensive by nature, any free media
is welcome, but this is especially true for those who have yet to establish a political base. This
makes free media a great way to raise one’s political profile, something Trump had seemingly
already figured out in the 1980s. David Karpf notes the differences between Trump’s media
strategy and that of the other candidates, tracing it back to The Art of the Deal, the very book
that first turned Trump into a celebrity back in 1987: “While his opponents spent heavily on
television advertisements throughout the primaries, Trump instead used social media tools to
provoke media coverage, under the (apparently correct) assumption that free media coverage

would be worth a lot more than paid political advertising” (Karpf 2017, 206).

If I take a full-page ad in the New York Times to publicize a project, it might cost
$40,000, and in any case, people tend to be skeptical about advertising. But if the New
York Times writes even a moderately positive one-column story about one of my deals,
it doesn’t cost me anything, and it’s worth a lot more than $40,000. (Trump and
Schwartz 1987, 57)

So much for self-help. Or, as CBS chairman Leslie Moonves put it: “[ Trump] may not be good

for America, but it’s damn good for CBS” (Bond 2016).
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Studies have shown that more contrastive political adverts raise the most awareness
(Ridout and Smith 2013), which would suggest that more contrastive candidates do the same.
The unconventionality of Trump’s campaign allowed him to get the upper hand in terms of free
advertising, and more than likely played a role in his success (Francia 2018). That said, it is
also a reflection of the times: a reflection of a general discontent about the place of money in
politics and political campaigns (Nichols and McChesney 2013). Trump was not the only
candidate to amass a significant grassroots campaign fueled by ideologies opposed to
neoliberalism. In the Democratic Party, self-styled democratic socialist Bernie Sanders was
campaigning against Hillary Clinton, while in the Republican primaries of 2012, the libertarian
Ron Paul had enjoyed some notoriety. But Trump was, by far, the most successful. All in all, it
is estimated that he received 5 billion dollars in free advertising during his campaign: “more
than $800 million in free earned broadcast media, compared to $666 million for Clinton, and
$2.6 billion in free earned online news attention, compared to $1.6 billion for his rival. He edged
out her and other major political names in American and worldwide newspapers as well”
(Stewart 2016).

When it came to challenging Trump’s controversial statements, the media found
themselves fighting an uphill battle. Trump was openly hostile towards the mainstream media,
calling them ‘dishonest’, ‘biased’ and ‘fake’ the same way he called his political opponents
‘weak’, ‘lying’, ‘little’, and ‘crooked’. Previous presidential candidates had relied on the
cooperation of terrestrial media to broadcast their statements, but the advent of social media
had given a platform to anyone, including politicians. By delegitimizing the press and claiming
his Twitter account as the source for all things Trump, he had essentially turned the tables.
Many of Trump’s most controversial statements came from a rival media platform: Trump’s
personal Twitter account. True believers and political junkies alike tuned in to this new
platform, as this is where all the action was happening—whether they liked it or not. Trump

could say whatever he liked, and it would get talked about. He held the strings.
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“Bing bing, bong bong, bing bing bing”: The Social Media Campaign

The internet had long been something of a breeding ground for alternative ideas: one study
found that “income, media use, and political interest are positively associated with online
political participation, while race (where higher numbers indicate non-white) and media trust
are negative associated with such participation” (Bode and Dalrymple 2015, 321). Whether the
internet actively fosters reactionary politics or whether it merely amplifies existing social
trends, is unclear, but it has had clear effects on people’s perceptions of the political landscape
(Kramer 2017, 1305-1306). Twitter users, at least, seemed more interested in restating their
political opinions than engaging in discussion during the campaign (Yaqub et al. 2017, 625).
News on social media, presented through a mysterious and complicated web of algorithms, is
also met with a kind of ‘generalized skepticism’, but this is more based on gut feeling than
skepticism against mass media: “they frequently do not understand precisely how the
information they receive is filtered, but they do not accept it uncritically either” (Fletcher and
Nielsen 2018, 15). That said, the algorithms and the tech companies that control them are
incredibly powerful in setting the political agenda, and using this strategically to build an online
network as a content creator is only going to become more crucial as time goes on (Kreiss and
McGregor 2018). For Trump, his status as a political outsider made his Twitter feed look more
authentic than the overly professional, manicured Twitter account of Hillary Clinton (Enli 2017,
59). The idea that professionalism does not always translate to a more popular online presence
was, especially in light Barack Obama’s elections, a break from media studies orthodoxy (Karpf
2017, 203-205; Kreiss 2016).

The ennui felt by many politically-engaged social media users lent itself perfectly to a
political strategy of emotions, feelings, and ideological territorializing. Consequently, both
Clinton and Trump’s campaigns were more negatively oriented, and personal attacks seemed
to garner the most traction (Lee and Xu 2018). This in turn spread an atmosphere of populism
(Hameleers and Schmuck 2017). Algorithms allowed both parties to push the boundaries of
personalized and emotional campaigning. Armies of bots, computer programs written to behave
like human social media accounts, bolstered the online echo chamber and further distorted the
line between reality and fantasy in online politics (Michael 2017, 7; Howard at al. 2018). Social
media companies found a massively profitable outlet in propagating emotional narratives that
were partisan first (Cavari 2017), and factual second (Bakir and McStay 2018, 164-165; Braun
and Eklund 2019). Social media lives and dies by placing its users in behavioral micro-

categories. Social media platforms have the potential to connect uncounted many people, but
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the effect so far has mostly encouraged people to get stuck inside filter bubbles, or to seclude
and disconnect themselves from reality, leading to a crisis of intimacy (Ott 2017; Chambers
2017). Recently, there has been an effort from scholars to understand these groups, small,
fragile, and forever changeable, and how their socio emotional connections affect their behavior
(coined ‘affective publics’ by Zizi Papacharissi in 2014). Trump managed to strike a nerve with
a range of disaffected publics by channeling their feelings into public, political anger (Wahl-
Jorgensen 2018). For whatever reason, many found themselves emotional catharsis in Trump’s
brash, anti-establishment, nihilist message, his ‘vice signaling’. The system needed a good
kicking.

The Democratic opposition thought they saw all kinds of opportunities to bring Trump
down. His unwillingness to listen to reason, his unapologetically rude behavior: these were not
the markings of a head of state, surely everyone would agree? In fact, many did not, and secretly
identified themselves with Trump’s bullying, dominating persona (Danskin 2018b).
Responding to criticism, playing defense, would have made Republicans look rhetorically
weak, which was to be avoided at all costs (Danskin 2017b). Seeing how offense is the best
defense, Trump began to attack to the disunited, ostensibly elitist mass media in what coined
“fake news”. Within the concept of fake news, we find we find traces of the earlier critiques of
the press: its homogeneity, its basis in large metropolitan areas, its implicitly neoliberal way of
looking at the world. Reality became a game of divide and conquer along partisan lines.
Attempts at resistance were less than ineffective; they were downright counterproductive. A
study examining the effects of Trump parodies on Saturday Night Live (a 40-year old New
York-based television institution, lest we forget), concluded that they had only helped to raise
his profile further (Becker 2017).

The 2016 presidential election was fought dirty—by emotions, more than by arguments.
Trump, being able to play just a little dirtier than Clinton, managed to attract just the right
voters. He politicized the facts, he disavowed the news media, he redefined truth in his own
image (Danskin 2017a). And although the election ultimately proved to be a close call, the
Trump brand won the presidency and took the White House. A new age of presidential rhetoric

seemed imminent.
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The Wilsonian Conundrum: Demagoguery & Fake News

Indeed, the differences between Trump’s inaugural address and Obama’s were palpable.
Obama’s address flowed between a complex integration of cognitive and emotional tension
points. Trump’s ‘American carnage’ address, in contrast, oscillated between emotion and
abstraction, with a slightly more limited vocabulary and cognitive integration than Obama’s.
In this respect, Trump’s inaugural address shares more similarities with, surprisingly,
Woodrow Wilson’s inaugural address in 1913, which was famously analyzed by Sigmund
Freud (Lamparter and Mergenthaler 2018, 222). This connection between Trump and Wilson
is a very interesting one, given Wilson’s status in the history of the rhetorical presidency. Is
Trump’s rhetoric of fake news and alternative facts not exactly the kind of demagoguery
Wilson was trying to undermine? Certainly Tulis seems convinced of Trump’s demagoguery,

writing: “Before Donald Trump, America had never elected a demagogue” (Tulis 2018, 224).

If President Trump exercises the office in the same demagogic manner that he
campaigned, he might actualize the founder’s nightmare scenario: a corrosive leader
posing an existential threat to the constitutional order. Even Woodrow Wilson, who was
more confident than the founders that the American people would be unlikely to elect a
demagogue, agreed with the founders on the range of serious dangers that demagogues
pose for democratic sustenance—from a degradation of the political culture to

autocracy. (Tulis 2018, 224)

To understand if Trump really is a demagogue, in the New Way sense of the word, we first
need to acquaint ourselves with the Wilsonian conceptualization of demagoguery. It is

surprisingly flimsy.

Wilson relied upon two criteria to distinguish the demagogue from the leader, one based
upon the nature of the appeal, the other upon the character of the leader. The demagogue
appeals to “the momentary or whimsical popular mood, the transitory or popular
passion,” whereas the leader appeals to “true” and durable majority sentiment. The
demagogue is motivated by the desire to augment personal power, whereas the leader is

more interested in fostering the permanent interests of the community. (Tulis 2018, 130)

Tulis notices the gray area between ‘transient’ and ‘permanent’, but is more concerned with
the practical implication. Wilson suggests that a strong ethic in debates, pointing to the British
parliament as an example, is needed to keep American politics away from demagoguery.

Secondly, he suggests the ability of the public as a whole to recognize good character.
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Men may be clever and engaging speakers, such as are to be found, doubtless, at half
the bars of the country, without being equipped even tolerably for any of the high duties
of the statesman; but men can scarcely be orators without the force of character, that
readiness of resource, that clearness of vision, that readiness of intellect, that courage of
conviction, that earnestness of purpose and that instinct and capacity for leadership
which are the eight horses that draw the triumphal chariot of every leader and ruler of
free men. We could not object to being ruled by such men. (W. Wilson 1973, 144: qtd.
in Tulis 2018, 131)

Tulis rightly concludes that these assurances were inadequate, but that it was a price Wilson
was willing to pay. It also seems to be a price Tulis was willing to pay, as this is his last word
on the subject. There are some elements of it that correlate to Democratic criticism of Trump,
especially the personal attacks that liked to paint Trump’s character as being unsuited for the
presidency. All of these point towards an underlying question neither wants to answer: what is
a demagogue, and why are they bad?

According to Wilson, a demagogue is an orator with a bad conscience. They can be
distinguished from orators with good consciences by the fact that they are demagogues.
Therefore, an orator who is not obviously a demagogue must indeed have a good, strong, moral
character, one such as Woodrow Wilson’s perhaps... Unsurprisingly, demagoguery has fallen
out of style as a political concept since then, a subject tackled by James W. Ceaser in his take
on the rhetorical presidency:

[...] commentators have stopped short of invoking the “d”-word: demagoguery. As
children of the democratic ethos, they have been reluctant to attribute the difficulties
they describe to a popular source. Critics of modern campaigns prefer to emphasize the
dangers of “big money” and “special interests,” and they make ingenious arguments to
show that these despised practices would diminish if oligarchic influences were
curtailed.

Nor does the term demagoguery appear in studies of leadership in contemporary
political science. Instead, the dominant approaches rely on principal-agent theory and
the concept of political “entrepreneurship.” For scholars applying these advanced
models, qualitative terms such as demagoguery, along with its antithesis, statesmanship,
are considered too normative and too imprecise to allow for scientific analysis. One

man’s statesman, after all, is another man’s demagogue. (Ceaser 2007, 259)
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We see this in action when Theodore Roosevelt names some of the demagogues of his day,
“Mssrs [William Jennings] Bryan, [John Peter] Altgeld, [Benjamin] Tillman, [Eugene V.]
Debs, [Jacob S.] Coxey and the rest” (Roosevelt 1925, 394-95: qtd. in Tulis 2017, 112), do we
hear a mention of a single Republican? No, all these men were Democrats, Socialists,
Greenbackers, Populists (as in, campaigning for the short-lived People’s Party). This is moral
relativism, pure and simple. In this scenario, an argument could easily be made that Roosevelt
himself was a demagogue, a Type-II ‘hero’ demagogue in Ceaser’s model as opposed to the
Type-I ‘men of the people’ mentioned by Roosevelt. After all, Roosevelt was a war hero rising
through the political ranks to find himself president unelected, systematically curbing the power
of the economic-industrial elites, appropriating 230 million acres of land for the national
government, instigating an independence war in Colombia and setting up a protectorate in
Panama in order to secure a massive infrastructure project, running for an unprecedented third
term and splitting off from the Republican Party to a build a rival political movement around
himself after a political feud with his self-appointed successor, losing the 1912 presidential
election to the Democrats in the process. As for Wilson, there certainly are scholars who read
his rise from political historian to president as a reactionary power grab, hurting American
public discourse through the promotion Lost Cause revisionism, enacting the Sedition Act of
1918, and failing to curb the excesses of the 1919 Red Scare (Hall-Patton 2016; 2017; 2018).

These are just examples to show how easy it is to spin a narrative around a politician.

“Caesarism” now serves as a label for absolutist rule established by popular means, and
it applies to modern figures like Napoleon. These leaders may appear initially easy-
going or enlightened, at least until they secure their position; afterwards, finding popular
opinion too unstable a source on which to base their authority, they subvert republican
government. Publius reminded Americans of this point when he observed that most of
“those men who have overturned the liberties of republics . . . [began] their career by
paying an obsequious court to the people, commencing demagogues and ending tyrants”

(The Federalist, No. 1). (Ceaser 2007, 270)

This line of thinking shares similarities with fears of the ‘Imperial Presidency’, which sees the
increasing growth of the executive office, as unchecked by the Constitution, as a threat to
government and democracy. Fear of the government, together with neoliberal late capitalism,
has given way to the idea that the government itself is the problem, another sentiment that

played a role in Trump’s tumultuous rise to power.
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The Populist Zeitgeist: Decline and Fall of the Republic

While Caesarism is a helpful tool for understanding how demagoguery is portrayed, it also
reveals a simplistic understanding of history, one that arrives at dangerously incorrect
conclusions. Rome did not fall in a day. It took well over a century of tumult, civil war, and
repeated breakings of legal protocol before one executive leader (or dictator) could gain
absolute power over the legislative and judiciary (the Senate), and then another popular leader
in Octavian/Augustus before superiority was firmly in the hands of the imperator and the
republic had turned into an empire (Kerr, 2017a; 2017b; 2018a; 2018b; 2018c). Other famous
examples of little Caesars, such as Napoleon or the fascists, also found their legitimacy after a
period of repeated failures of democratically-elected legislatures to function properly. There are
no anti-Great Men that have the power to threaten a democratic system, so long as that system
is healthy, vigorous, and responsive to the issues of the day. This is why it is so important to
explain fake news within a solid framework of American presidential rhetoric.

What is Trump is doing is what every politician does: presenting the world in a way that
is best for themselves. He is pushing it to the next level, calling anything that does not lie within
his narrative as being objectively wrong, but this is simply the logical conclusion of the hyper-
rhetorical presidency: if the president says it, that means that must be presidential (and therefore
within constitutional limits). The presidential candidate assembles a platform and a base, and
subsequently moves to translate their desires into policy, just as Wilson and Tulis predicted.
Whether the ideological beliefs of this base are backed up by professional or scientific
consensus, or whether they are based in reality, that that is entirely beyond the scope of their
enquiries, something that suggests a dangerous flaw in rhetorical presidential theory (Quirk
2007, 435-442). Wilson hoped for men of high character; he got increasingly down-to-earth
presidents. Tulis hoped for education; he got a rhetoric based increasingly on emotional
partisanship. Today, the president serves fast food and promotes conspiracies.

Thankfully, more useful definitions of demagoguery or populism have come to be
formulated. The current most popular defines it as “an ideology that considers society to be
ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus
‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté
générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde 2004, 562). Cas Mudde, the originator of this

definition, sketches a ‘populist zeitgeist’.

37



Corsten s4463463

Figure 5: President Trump, serving fast food to a visiting football team (photograph by Joyce N. Boghosian, in Rosner 2019)

It is not the first time that we find ourselves in a populist zeitgeist. Many parallels can
be drawn between today and the previous Progressive era, which may in turn help us to better
understand the current zeitgeist. Today as in the Progressive era, we see huge shifts in the way
information is distributed. An earlier chapter touched on the role of publicity and how the
development of modern journalism politicized a generation of Americans. But it took a while
for journalistic standards to solidify, a fact taken advantage of by the deeply competitive media
magnates Hearst and Pulitzer. Their yellow press stoked up an atmosphere of class war, and
one occasion even an actual war: when the USS Maine blew up in the middle of the Cuban
Revolution, Hearst newspapers used it as a pretense to go to war with Spain, and soon the
Spanish-American War of 1898 broke out. Today, the media industry is again an oligarchy run
by a few hyper-competitive corporations, and many outlets wear their ideological feathers on
their sleeve in order to attract an audience. Calls for war are no longer media prerogative, but
they can still be complicit in them. President Bush may have set the parameters for the War on
Terror after the attack on 9/11 (Zarefsky 2004; Maggio 2007), but the media did little to
challenge his government’s claim that Saddam Hussein had possession of WMDs, which was
the pretext for the Iraq War of 2003.

Some scholars claim that social media has a natural ‘elective affinity’ with populism

(Gerbaudo 2018; Postill 2018), but I would argue that any substantial media innovation has the
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potential to incite populism as long as it is unstable or unchecked. In “Truth is What Happens

to News”, Silvio Waisbord argues:

[...] that the phenomenon of “fake news” is indicative of the contested position of news
and the dynamics of belief formation in contemporary societies. It is symptomatic of
the collapse of the old news order and the chaos of contemporary public communication.
These developments attest to a new chapter in the old struggle over the definition of
truth—governments waging propaganda wars, elites and corporations vie to dominate
news coverage, and mainstream journalism’s continuous efforts to claim to provide

authoritative reportage of current events. (Waisbord 2018b, 1868).

Following the emergence of ‘fake news’ and the election of Trump, journalists and educators
shared a moment of desperate introspection, as though they had been careless with the truth
(Vos and Thomas 2018; Rubin 2018). Here we see another example of the media taking the
president at his word, that when he talks about what is true and what is fake, he means it. Hence
the belief among many that Trump is simply misinformed, that he does not understand. But
Trump has a vested interest in not wanting to understand: to delegitimize news sources that
paint him in a bad light. Objectivity is secondary to (re-)election, and in the age of the permanent
campaign, political rhetoric goes before all (Waisbord 2018a). Trump is playing a postmodern
game: he knows the truth is contested, and makes use of this by domineering over the press.
His emotional narrative stays strong, contradictions be damned (Holland and Fermor 2017).
That does not mean that it stays entirely uncontested. As soon Trump entered the White House,

the resistance took up arms.

Figure 6: The covfefe tweet, framed and deconstructed (photograph by Drew Angerer, in LaFrance 2019)
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Despite the Covfefe: Digital Politics after Trump

As stated before, the most interesting thing about the covfefe tweet is not the text itself, but its
reception. Given the context in which it was published, it is fairly easy to imagine what Trump
had wanted to post: “Despite the constant negative press cov[erage from fake CNN and the
biased media, my WINNING poll numbers show that REAL Americans are waking up from their
lies!]”, or something along those lines. There are countless Trump tweets with a similar
message. But for the millions of people forced to follow Trump’s Twitter account because he
refused to give regular press briefings (another example of Trump’s tight control of the
narrative), this nonsense tweet sent in a quiet weekend on the fifth month of his presidency was
the perfect encapsulation of the absurdity day-to-day politics seemed to have become. For a
brief moment, the internet wrested the power of definition, of defining social reality, from the

president, and filled in the blanks by themselves.

m Merriam-Webster &
@MerriamWebster

Jimmy Kimmel &
@jimmykimmel

Wakes up.

Checks Twitter. what makes me saddest is that |
know [I'll never write anything
funnier than #covfefe

.LJ h N Figure 8: Entertainment figures responded (@jimmykimmel 2017)

(@) Oxford Dictionaries

A~ Lookups fo...

Coinage of the Day
31/05/17

covfefe (?)

w?

Reg rets CheCklng Twitter. Answers on a postcard to:
Goes back to bed. Oxford University Press,
Great Clarendon St,
Figure 7: Corporate social media accounts weighed in Oxford
(@MerriamWebster 2017)

Figure 9: Social media culture spreads around the globe
(@OxfordWords 2017)
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Figure 10: Hillary Clinton hits back (@HillaryClinton 2017)
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Figure 11: Trump portrayed as a fascist, popular
under online left-wing opposition
(MercyOfTheWeak 2017)

Figure 12: The author in the process of writing this thesis (2019, colorized)

(RabbitGuySentMe 2017)

The president responded later that day by deleting the tweet and deflecting the kerfuffle
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into a joke, writing: “Who can figure out the true meaning of ‘covfefe’ ??? Enjoy!”, while press
secretary Sean Spicer responded that “I think the president and a small group of people knew
exactly what he meant” (LaFrance 2019). Two weeks later, representative Mike Quigley of
Illinois submitted a bill to the House of Representatives, called the Communications Over
Various Feeds Electronically for Engagement Act, or COVFEFE Act for short. The bill, despite
its funny name, has a serious intention: to add social media posts to the list of official
presidential records, which would allow Trump’s tweets to be preserved in the National

Archives (although whether this would concern only the tweets sent by the official executive


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sd2Q6Fagemg
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account, @POTUS, or Trump’s private account @realDonaldTrump as well, is unclear). The
president’s tweets are considered official documents by the White House (Landers 2017). As
such, his blocking of other users has been ruled a violation of the First Amendment (Schneider
and Polantz 2019).

The covfefe kerfuffle is of course a silly example, but oftentimes in internet culture,
silliness is used as an ironic veil over very real and very serious feelings. Memes such as Pepe
the Frog and Hide the Pain Harold represent the deeper frustrations of their creators in a
seemingly light-hearted way. Internet culture, like regular culture, has the power to affect
genuine social change. Humor is a great rhetorical tool against injustice and authority; there is
something fundamentally dissenting yet discursive at its core that is very difficult to refute. (It
certainly registers more pleasantly than yet another #NotMyPresident demonstration.) Either
way—in social media, performance is paramount (Papacharissi 2012). Scholarship on viral
political dissent is still very much in its infancy, momentum is still building, but one of the first
books to demonstrate the usage of memes as a creative socio-political tool is An Xiao Mina’s
Memes to Movements, in which she explores how silly memes can contain serious messages. It
is an exciting area into which little research has yet been done. Thomas Olesen has coined the
term ‘memetic protest’, and has noted the role of creativity and aesthetics in political discourse
in the age of social media (Olesen 2018).

Nowhere are these elements more present than in Natalie Wynn’s YouTube channel
ContraPoints. Wynn, a philosophy graduate, noticed a sudden shift towards right-wing rhetoric
on YouTube around 2014 (Mark 2019). Her favorite creators, so-called ‘rational skeptics’ in
the vein of Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins, used to deconstruct and oppose religion,
but started to move on to feminism and left-wing politics. After digging into the phenomenon
more deeply, she became disillusioned with the movement and in early 2016 launched the
channel in order to pick apart the various causes behind this shift (and why these were
theoretically flawed). But instead of ‘destroying’ her opponents in a show of masculine
superiority, Wynn showed compassion for the misguided followers of these YouTubers—after

all, she had been one of them.

Instead, Wynn uses a different tool to humorously undermine her most sanctimonious
right-wing targets: seduction. Her video about right-wing self-help guru Jordan Peterson
begins with her flirting with him (or a masked mannequin of him, at any rate) at some
length, sitting him down in her bathroom so he can watch her bathe while she critiques

him. She calls him “daddy.” (Cross 2018)
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This stands in contrast to the aesthetics of fascism or neoliberalism, which are more emotionally
distant and pseudo-close, respectively (Perucci 2017). Wynn is willing, more than willing, to
flirt. It is in 2017 that the ContraPoints saga begins to hit its stride, as Wynn starts to introduce
personas into her videos: characters representing a certain line of thought, something in the
form of a Socratic dialogue that ends inconclusively, and sometimes in more complex set-ups.
Production values rise steadily, with elaborate costuming, set design, and mood lighting being
used in increasingly artistic ways. What was once a simple YouTube channel increasingly starts
to challenge the limits and transcend the medium’s format. It is also during this year that
Wynn’s personal narrative becomes more and more closely intertwined with the medium, as
she comes out as transgender (having been identified as male up to this point). What started out
as a political commentary channel, grows into a postmodern, multi-layered diary of a trans
woman in the process of becoming, and how this process informs her political philosophy. Or,
as her persona Justine puts it in an argument in favor of gender performatism: “Politics is
aesthetics” (Wynn 2018b, 5:02).

This statement quickly became a controversial one among the trans community. Some
writers accused Wynn of giving in to male expectations of womanhood, contesting the position
that politics is simply a matter of optics (Williams 2018). The other side of Wynn’s mock-
debate, Tabby, was initially introduced as something of a piss take: a symbol of left-wing
political impotence as a result of excessive theoretical infighting, lack of vision, and an
aggressive stance towards those who disagree, personified as an antifa catgirl itching to “bash
the fash”. However, Tabby gained an underdog popularity among Wynn’s followers, and she
has since started to portray the character in a more positive light. Along with characters such as
Jackie Jackson (a centrist debate host easily swayed by right-wing scaremongering), Abigail
Cockbane (a trans-exclusionary radical feminist), and Freya (a white nationalist), Jackie and
Tabby represent the underlying tensions between contemporary American political movements.
What sets Wynn apart from so many others is her reluctance to be seen as a leading political
voice, in her case for trans women. Many of her videos end in an ideological stalemate and a
concession that what she wants most of all is to be validated for who she is (becoming), even if
her feelings and desires do not always match up with the devastating rationality of academic
theory. There are enough problems in the world already; a bit of reciprocal tolerance would be
nice.

Whatever be the magic formula, it has been very successful. Comment pages are filled

with people who turned away from more radical thought thanks to her videos, and a vlogging
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community known as LeftTube is slowly consolidating on a number of social media platforms.
The influence of ContraPoints on many of these channels— longer and more philosophical
videos, memes and other in-jokes, increasingly aesthetic production standards, bookcases that
display Infinite Jest—cannot be understated. Or, as Lindsay Ellis put it: “Everyone on YouTube
is Slowly Turning Into @ContraPoints: A Video Essay” (@thelindsayellis 2018). I would be
lying if I did not acknowledge its influences on the narrative of this text. If politics is not
aesthetics, then at least aesthetics can become politics. The form is the content. Welcome to the

age of post?-performative politics. God save the Lobster Queen (Wynn 2018a; 22:43).

2 seems appropriate, given Wynn’s contentious relationship with Butlerian performativity
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Beyond Post-Truth: Academic Responses

Reactions to Trump’s presidential rhetoric range from the pro-active to the apocalyptic. Shortly
after the election, a brief article called “7Trump Trauma” was published in a psychoanalysis
journal. Through a few snippets from patients, we get a look at the psychological toll the current
political climate takes (Corbett 2017). Politics may not be the cause of the growing mental
health problem, it can certainly be a contributing factor in an already overstimulating
environment. James Maggio, writing during the Bush administration, ponders the meaning of

War on Terror rhetoric:

Given the current state of affairs, some thinkers on the left have claimed that Bush’s
rhetoric regarding terror has placed us in a perpetual “state of emergency” (Hardt and
Negri 2004, 7; Neocleous 2006, 193; Panitch 2002, 42). These thinkers have gestured
toward Walter Benjamin’s (2003, 392) initial claims about the state of emergency
becoming permanent. Other thinkers have argued that the state of exception is simply
part of modern liberal democracy (Neocleous 2006; Scheuerman 1996; Zizek 2002).
The general argument here is that although “liberal legalism is hostile to dictatorship,
even liberals outfit state authorities with far-reaching powers during an emergency”
(Scheuerman 1996, 307) to a certain extent. As both Zizek and Neocleous argue,
liberalism needs the state of emergency to deal with situations that cannot be labeled by
standard liberal norms and the rule of law. Thus, the state of exception keeps liberalism

alive by being a “legal” way to produce “nonlegal” results. (Maggio 2007, 831)

I would not go so far as to put the blame solely on Bush, as Maggio’s article suggests, as it is
by far not the first emergency called by a president. The earliest known national emergency was
called, fittingly enough, by Woodrow Wilson in 1917 (Relyea 1976, 36). It has become more
common practice since the National Emergencies Act of 1976, with the oldest ongoing
emergency being the sanctions on Iran called by President Carter during the Iranian hostage
crisis (Roberts 2019, 2). That a state of emergency is a necessary part of liberal democracy, is
an unpleasant thought—especially with the example of the Roman Republic given earlier. It is
institutionalized opportunism, disguised as a necessity. But at least it is ascribed in law, so the
task befalls to Congress to check that the president does not abuse his powers. This inspires
little confidence, given the almost unwavering partisanship there. It is also the task of the media,
the fourth estate, but this inspires even less confidence. The media’s tendency to hyperfocus
and amplify its messages can quickly turn a state of emergency into an atmosphere of panic, as
we saw aftermath of 9/11. Social media, with its lack of professional or journalistic standards,
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is arguably even more sensitive to this. In one infamous case, the family of a recently deceased
22-year old was harassed with hundreds of threatening messages after Reddit user had
mistakenly identified him as the Boston marathon bomber (Shontell 2013). Brian L. Ott frankly
despaired over the use of social media platforms as news sources, and the resulting growth of
fake news: “Now, I’m not certain when “reporting” (yes, I mean that ironically) on Tweets
began to count as “journalism” (again, ironically), but it signals the complete de-evolution of
the news media” (Ott 2017, 65). Ott’s article must be read as postmodern satire, given how
closely his emotional and superficial report of Trump’s Twitter mirrors that of the reporting he
so decries, as well as his misuse of the word ‘ironically’. He does make one good point, about

how the use of social bots is deceiving. Other researchers chime in:

Social bots in the digital public sphere pose at least three challenges for political
communication research: theoretical challenges to established concepts of social
science, empirical challenges of detection and the measurement of impacts, and
methodological challenges to the general validity of popularity cues and social media
analysis. [...]

While the proponents of participatory-liberal and discursive understandings of
public spheres would not exculpate bots as non-authentic participants in political debate,
the low bot activity and their predominant distribution of nonpolitical content would
certainly be a consolation for them. From a constructionist perspective, the low bot
activity is a greater reason for concern. Seeing it as crucial to include previously silent,
marginalized voices in public discourse, the presence of software actors deliberately
designed to manipulate popularity cues or contributions totally undermines the notion
of a public sphere, whether during an election campaign or at any other time, whether
or not they are active. [...]

Methodologically, social bots challenge the validity of social media studies: if a
large part of likes, tweets, shares, and comments originates from bots, how can results
from quantitative studies measuring political actors’ interactivity and popularity on
social media be validated? The findings show that even the increase in followers needs
further differentiation: Are new followers really ““*

and Klinger 2019, 184-185)

new”? Are they even persons? (Keller

Of course, every social media network is different. Twitter is uniquely limited in its use of
characters, which makes it hardly a favorable climate for deep political discussion. Many

platforms have automated content oversight as well as a reporting system. That said, these
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companies need to walk a fine line between the freedom of speech and harassment. YouTube,
determined to keep their hands clean, has recently automated the demonetization of
controversial videos by scanning for keywords like Nazi’s and Holocaust, in order to counter
white nationalist channels, but this has had profound implications for channels that need to refer
to these topics in earnest: film reviewers, political philosophy channels, and most frustratingly,
YouTube’s burgeoning community of historians (Olsson 2019; Neidell 2019). On Reddit,
where each community is moderated by its own members, the problem tends to be that the
inmates are running the asylum. Not all political communities are toxic, but many of them have
an underlying preference, which can lead to an echo chamber effect. Each platform has its own
obstacles, and we must remember that they have only been around for fifteen years at most.
That is not a long time in politics: when social media played a role in the election of President
Obama back in 2008, that was mainly because he was the only candidate to embrace social
media (Corsten 2016, 9). In that respect, the future of social media in politics is still wide open.

Natalie Wynn had this to add:

The biggest thing it tells us is that the traditional gatekeeping that existed into politics
and into commentary is gone. Anyone who has enough confidence and charisma and a
camera can be the political commentators of the future, and many of them are already
the political commentators of the present. It will probably extend to politics. Donald
Trump is somebody with no background in politics whatsoever. Is it conceivable that
we might have a YouTube president? It is to me. It’s a scary thought.

But YouTube is already becoming serious competition for traditional news
media—especially when it comes to political commentary. Most of these people don’t
have degrees in journalism or editors holding them up to certain standards. There are no
fact-checkers. Information and media are becoming unhinged from the grounding it has
on older media.

In some ways that’s great because that gatekeeping was keeping a lot of people
out unfairly. For instance, it’s amazing to see transgender people, who have never had
much power in society and have been unable to speak for themselves. If they have
enough showmanship, they can get a big audience and speak their truth without
constraints. On the other hand, if you have a suspicion of immigrants and a webcam,
you can have millions and millions of viewers. That’s something that we’re all going to

have to deal with for the foreseeable future. (Wynn 2018c¢)
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Populism, in whatever form, is likely remain a feature of political life for the foreseeable future.
But Wynn’s success, as educator, as intellectual and aesthetic icon, as seductress, suggests that
there are ways to educate an internet community. One very successful example are the
vlogbrothers Hank and John Green, who started out with a nerdy vlogging channel back in
2007, and have since created two series of educational channels (Crash Course and SciShow),
the world’s largest annual vlogging conference VidCon, building a large network of content
creators. Education in the broadest sense of the word is in no short supply, for those willing to
seek it out.

In the meantime, how can we combat fake news? One solution would be to get rid of
fake news economics. Bakir and McStay suggest that “the role of digital advertisers in
proliferating fake news also needs scrutiny” (164). “After all, many of the fake news websites
of the 2016 US presidential election were ultimately created not for propaganda, but for
money.” They suggest that digital ad networks, which is where most websites get their revenue
from, should publish their sources, so that self-regulatory advertising bodies can sanction them
when necessary. This may lead fake news sites to find less mainstream ad networks, but this
would result in overall fewer fake ads. This does however not stop the growing trend of

emotional manipulation and automation.

Contemporary fake news already operates in the context of “feeling-into” online
collectives, filter bubbles, confirmation bias and echo chambers. The opportunity for
computer generated fake news, weaponised and optimised to resonate with social media
users, seems entirely feasible given the current state of sentiment analysis and
automated journalism, as well as the affective tenor of the Trump presidential campaign.
The process would be to: understand key trigger words and images among target groups;
create fake news, and measure its engagement (via click-throughs, shares, likes and
effectiveness of message elements); and then have machines learn in an evolutionary
capacity from this experience to create stories with more potency to increase
engagement and thereafter advertising revenue. The feedback process also has
implications for use of aggressive propaganda and information wars (at the time of
writing, US journalism and US senate intelligence inquiries were concerned about
Russia’s attempts to influence elections abroad, including the USA and Europe). We
suggest that the commercial and political phenomenon of empathically optimised

automated fake news is on the near-horizon. (Bakir and McStay 2017, 168).
If something seems too good to be true, it probably is.
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Perhaps this has been something of a wake-up call to journalists as well. Matt Carlson,
initially defines fake news as an informational moral panic, noting the anxieties of traditional
journalism since the rise of social media. Fears of replacement and of declining journalistic
standards abounded, not wholly without reason but mostly so. It was an attempt by journalists
to attack other, newer journalists with little merit. Journalism is not some ivory tower, it is a
profession that anyone can learn if they take the time for it. I, for one, have used more YouTube
channels than newspaper articles in this thesis, because I watch these channels regularly, I have
a parasocial bond with the people that make them and the standards they hold to themselves.
These videos that have shaped my thinking more than any think piece, and if you click on the
link and scroll down to the doobly-doo?, you will find the sources they used. Of course the
reality is that a YouTuber can slip up while doing research, that they accidentally misinform or
simplify the issue in such a way that the viewer will get the wrong impression. This is an
ongoing point of concern for many YouTubers (Dettmer 2019; Hall-Patton 2019; Scott 2019).
As these examples show, everyone makes mistakes, and sometimes the truth needs to be
simplified for the sake of narrative flow. This is true on YouTube as it is in any informative or
educational setting, including (hopefully) mainstream journalism. Besides, we should not forget
how the term ‘fake news’ came to be: it was popularized by Donald Trump to delegitimize
CNN and the “biased”, “lying” mainstream media. Carlson treats it as an epistemological
problem, when it really is more of a political one. In a follow-up article, he comes to this more
nuanced position, writing up a number of suggestions. These include continuing to provide
good journalism, being more open about one’s personal contribution, and standing ground
against criticism. These are some good starting points, but Carlson still struggles to articulate
meaningful ways in which traditional journalism could improve. Fake news is not the fault of
individual journalists and no amount of self-reflection is going to make it go away. Or, as Silvio

Waisbord writes in his conclusion to “Truth is What Happens to News” (here quoted in full):

Post-truth challenges the normative vision of journalism as a critical link in democratic
public life based on fact-grounded, reasoned arguments. The combination of large-scale
dissemination of false information and the wide access of communities of belief with
diametrically different epistemologies contradicts the aspirations of rationalist models.
Post-truth also raises fresh questions for the democratic vision of journalism as
community builder. Whereas journalism served as a social connector across difference

during the heyday of mass communication, digital news and information flows may

3 that is the name for the video description box on YouTube
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connect communities of belief more than publics with fundamentally different notions
of truth-telling. Truth as a common public effort is elusive when news organizations and
social media connect like-minded communities.

Given scattered epistemologies and divided belief communities, there is no easy
fix for fake news, misinformation, and post-truth. The toolkit of solutions proposed to
solve fake news, including news literacy, fact-checking, and cleaning up social media,
is insufficient to address the new challenges for public communication (Mihailidis and
Viotta 2017). To recommend sharpening news literacy skills to confront fake news is
like hoping to be protected from danger by bringing a flyswatter and sunblock to
Jurassic Park. Educational proposals to tackle this perfect storm of absurdity, deception
and propaganda sound reasonable. Recent studies show that providing critical skills
equips new users with valuable resources (Roozenbeek and van der Linden 2018). More
astute readers are able to discern reality from fantasy. As educators, we should continue
to believe in critical reasoning and news literacy. That’s what we do in the classrooms,
presentations and publications. Also, demanding digital giants to be responsible and
accountable is fundamental given their unprecedented power in public discourse. These
solutions are insufficient, however, to tackle the challenges brought by the collapse of
journalism-controlled news gatekeeping.

Here are three suggestions for further analysis about news and truth at a time
when journalism is shifting from being the gravitational point of public communication
to a fluid, undetermined position.

First, it is necessary to weave the study of journalism and truth with the rapidly,
constantly changing communication ecology. The study of journalistic norms and
practices, routines, and ethics needs to be situated in the shifting conditions for public
communication and truth-telling. If truth is what happens to news, then we need to
understand what is happening in different contexts of news engagement. Surging
interest in news engagement is auspicious for it takes the analysis of authority, trust, and
belief from a matter of journalistic practice to the practices of publics. News is a
collective, social enterprise rather than simply a question about journalism.

Second, it is important to revisit classic arguments which were developed at a
very different time for both journalism and public communication. The socio-political
and economic conditions as well as the communication order that served as the backdrop
for the foundations of contemporary journalism studies have changed. Central theories

and concepts formulated in the United States decades ago are grounded in the realities
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of the hegemony of technocratic liberalism in politics and the news. For example,
consider arguments about journalism as too close to dominant political elites with
fundamental agreements on public issues, too enamored with the power of technocracy,
experts, and scientific facts, and holding a quasi-monopolistic position on news. It
would be wrong to argue that political elites, at least in the United States, still share
identical views on a vast range of subjects. Partisanship has overridden centrist, middle-
of the road politicians and politics. Technocrats and experts are not equally respected
across publics. In fact, the situation in the United States and other countries in the West
is reminiscent of the conditions in much of the global South: divided societies and
politics, strong partisanship in public life, journalism ostensibly aligned with partisan
and corporate actors, and currents of opinion opposed to scientific epistemology.

As conditions have changed, old arguments need to be revisited. Journalism can
still be arguably seen as a “technology of truth” but old conclusions may not be quite
applicable as conditions are considerably different. Just like the past monopolies of
knowledge like the State and the Church that lost their once-dominant position with the
coming of technological innovations, journalism has similarly lost the privilege as the
main definer of news as truth. Journalism can hardly stand “above the fray” when
middle-of-the-road politics succumbs to right-wing extremists. Publics perceive
journalism differently despite the continuous efforts of mainstream journalism to
solidify its reputation as evenhanded, fair, and noble.

Journalism is too chaotic, broken up in myriad organizations with different
economic models, professional ideals, and news norms, to function as a unified
institution. It is also necessary to revisit the critique of modernist journalism for
normative reasons—it might easily devolve into anti-democratic positions, closer to
right-wing populism rather than to democratic views that foreground tolerance, facts,
listening, open-mindedness, and reason. Blowing up the technocratic structure of
knowledge may not produce more democracy but actually authoritarianism. Some
counter-epistemic alternatives to modernist, liberal journalism are platforms for
reactionary politics rather anything democratic, let alone progressive. A third suggestion
is to reassess standard recommendations for journalism. Given the state of affairs,
journalism scholars should not go on automatic pilot when translating normative
viewpoints into concrete actions. We should not talk to an institution that does not exist

any longer. Even if we assume that journalism listens to academics, we should
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remember that journalism is not what it used to be. No easy solutions would address
tackle deep-seated problems.

Also, we should cautiously approach any innovations with democratic
possibilities. Journalism studies have a spotted record identifying trends as potential
saviors of news and democracy. In recent times, the field has praised several
innovations—public journalism, citizen journalism, hyperlocal news, startups, and
digital news activism. All have made important contributions to news diversity and
quality, but the problem goes beyond specific experiences. Recent love letters to
journalistic innovations today read like declarations of world peace in 1938. Resisting
the temptation to find sure-fire redeemers of journalism is important. Learning from
past experiences of hope and disillusion may provide good insights to recalibrate
normative arguments. All good practical ideas stand on a precarious situation given the
instability of journalism in a new context.

One particularly difficult question is implementing the vision of journalism as
nurturing a sense of public commons at the time of privatized spheres, manipulated
opinion, hardened differences, and political tribalism and polarization. How is such
vision possible when certain belief communities seem pretty content upholding fictions,
refusing to engage with other epistemologies, and/or endorsing politics aimed at purging
difference? How can journalism foster empathy, tolerance, reasoning, and other central
values of democratic communication at a time of broken-up public life? (Waisbord

1874-1875)

This hits the nail on the head. If truth is what happens to news, then news should be constructed
in a way that best reflects the truth. To return to an earlier metaphor, the truth is not reflected
in a soap opera. The news outlets are geared towards sensationalism, emotion (particular anger),
audio-visuals, simplicity, and, well, newness (Houpert 2018, 1:40-7:55). These things may be
engaging, but they are structurally incompatible with the deeply complex, often long-term
problems that occupy us. Some of the most pressing problems are the least sensationalist,
because of how common they are. One example that drives this home was recently published
by Our World in Data, which compared the causes of death in the United States with the amount
of news coverage they received (Ritchie 2019). As seen in Table 2, while heart and kidney
failure are underrepresented by a factor of more than ten, homicide is overrepresented by a
factor 31 while terrorism is overrepresented by a factor of almost 4000. The latter made up less

than 1% of deaths in the United States in 2016 (with terrorism alone being <0.01%), yet together
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they made up 58.4% of New York Times coverage—more than /alf. This not to say that there
are thousands of interesting articles waiting to be written about the prevention of heart disease,
but needless to say this plays a massive role in the public agenda-setting of politicians.

Candidates are unlikely to get elected on the basis of a tough stance on road incidents.

Does the news reflect what we die from?

Comparison of the share of deaths from 13 different causes in the US to the share of media coverage these topics get in
the New York Times and The Guardian newspapers.
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Table 2: Over- and underrepresentation of the causes of death in the media, U.S., 2016 (Ritchie 2019)
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. Our World
Causes of death in the US
What Americans die from, what they search on Google, and what the media reports on
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Table 3: Causes of death (left) versus Google searches (center-left) and media coverage (right), 2016 (Ritchie 2019)

Never mind the large global questions we are grappling with: coverage on global warming has
led to one camp denying its very existence, and another that believes their very existence is
the cause of the impending apocalypse. What journalism needs to figure out is sustainability:
keeping up with long-running conflicts or developments, finding more sustainable sources of
income, and perhaps giving a more personal touch to an article. I have been fascinated by the
new approach launched by Dutch news website The Correspondent, where writers choose
their own field of interest and readers can follow their progress towards a final article. I think
this approach has a lot of potential, given the immense success of long-running media
narratives in recent years. If Marvel Studios can keep audiences invested in a single storyline
for ten years, could The New York Times not do the same? Online long reads have already
become more engaging in recent years by the creative use of interactive graphics, which
proves that there is still innovation to be made in journalism without having to resort to mood
lighting and set design.

Another avenue of exploration has been suggested by Linda Steiner, who promotes

feminist standpoint epistemology as a tool for journalists and scholars who increasingly find
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their authority undermined. It is not solely a response to Trump, but also related phenomena
like anti-vaccine mothers. It seems to be a more solid foundation than straight-up
postmodernism. FSE emphasizes “the importance of triangulated methods for articulating less
false accounts that we hold provisionally and modestly, judging against what we know, and
remaining suspicious of those with vested interests in false analyses™ (Steiner 2018, 1862). It
starts with the point of view of marginalized groups, and overlapping areas of shared experience
to create networks against privilege, urging constant re-evaluation. Steiner’s example is the
journalistic dissemination of the sexual assault scandals surrounding the MeToo-movement.
Given Trump’s less-than-stellar track record on women’s bodily autonomys, it is certainly worth
a shot. I must admit that the recent upswing in feminist empowerment around me has left me

feeling more than a little toothless on occasion, so in at least political terms it seems potent.

FSE argues that knowledge comes from someplace: a standpoint, which is partly
grounded in, inter alia, embodied experience. But a standpoint is not a foundational
ascription held unreflectively. It is communally wrestled out against the apparent
realities otherwise made to seem natural and obvious by dominant institutions and
groups who do not want the falsity or unjust consequences of their material and
conceptual practices revealed.

FSE demands, then, stronger standards for empirical reliability than does
conventional scientific enterprise. Transparency is necessary among such standards,
along with accountability, comprehensiveness, consistency, and other regulative
research ideals. Assessing evidence also involves “strong reflexivity”—systematic,
critical examination of knowledge-seekers’ beliefs. Conventional “objectivist” methods
bracket—put off limits— the interests and values that shape inquiry; objectivists do not
ask whose questions are counted as worth pursuing, or how these questions are
conceptualized and researched. In contrast, FSE prominently includes the context of
discovery and subjectivity. This communal approach, then, offers stronger standards for

analysis. (Steiner 2018, 1856)

Is this really such a feminist standpoint? I have tried to remain true to similar ideals while

writing this thesis.

That said, FSE also criticizes denying research participants any say in research about

them. (Steiner 2018, 1857)

I did. This was the response.
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THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON
February 18, 2019

Thank you for contacting the White House. We are carefully reviewing your
message.

President Donald J. Trump believes the strength of our country lies in the spirit of the
American people and their willingness to stay informed and get involved. President
Trump appreciates you taking the time to reach out.

Sincerely,

The Office of Presidential Correspondence
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Conclusion

In this thesis, I hope to have given a thorough understanding of the causes behind the ongoing
Trump mania. While Jeffrey Tulis’ rhetorical presidency shows a solid understanding of the
history of the executive office, it is notable to see that his main argument (that Woodrow Wilson
instigated a double interpretation of the constitution) is the part of his thesis that has been most
criticizes. Whatever the exact causes of were of the turn-of-the-century change, they matter
relatively little compared to the century of advancement that we have seen in the media
landscape. Today, we stand at a crossroads: traditional forms of news media seems less and less
able to translate today’s complex challenges to the public, while unchecked ad revenue streams
have exposed the weaknesses of the new media. This, as well as hardening of political
partisanship, has created a space for aggressive populists to take sway over the minds of nation
through a complex combination of rhetoric and technology by dominating the popular channels
of information. However, new media have proven adept at evolving into more professional
networks under pressure, a trend we can expect to see continue in the future. Social media being
the great equalizer has also made it easier for individuals to engage with and disprove false
claims, no matter how complex. And although social media makes it easier for anyone to
become a populist, the rise of Trump has caused a new wave of scholars and journalists to
fundamentally reassess whether their priorities and practices are the best way to educate
democratic publics, so that they are prepared to face the complex issues of the twenty-first

century.
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