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Preface

My Dad was a life-long Republican, my Mom a life-long Democrat. Each
stood comfortably within their respective political parties while standing
together through a sixty-year marriage. Perhaps not surprisingly, I knocked
on doors in support of my first presidential candidate at 18, three years before
I could legally vote. By the time I voted in my second presidential election, I
was well into my graduate studies and by the time I voted in my third, I had
begun my academic life in rhetorical theory and criticism. It has been sug-
gested that since certain moral tenets have long been constitutive elements of
the discipline, those imperatives become a rhetorical scholar’s responsibility
as well. Foremost among these is the pragmatic and necessary relationship
between rhetoric, civility, power, and politics. Accordingly, Democratic
Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020 emerges from the confluence of my
life as an engaged and curious participant in the longest democratic experi-
ment in the world, as well as a dedicated and curious academic studying one
of the world’s oldest disciplines, upon which the well-being of that experi-
ment depends.

Collaborative support has always been instrumental in my writing and
research, rather pen to paper or hand to keyboard. Such encouragement has
also been essential at all stages of this project, from momentary and occa-
sionally lengthy conversations to perception checking of ideas or constructs
or writing style to spontaneous moments of simple and appreciated words of
encouragement. In particular, I wish to acknowledge four individuals. First,
colleagues Rod Troester and Eric Corty have unconditionally supported this
project from its inception. Dr. Troester, who joined the communication fac-
ulty only a year after I did, has been steadfast in his friendship, exceptional
in his scholarship, and, to my point, championed my research then and now.
Dr. Corty has acted on my behalf as well, as an administrator, when possible,

ix
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in decidedly lean times and, more importantly, also as a friend. In addition,
former colleague and forever friend Miriam McMullen-Pastrick continues
to share empathy and enthusiasm, attributes which endeared her to students.
I consider myself most fortunate to be in Dr. Miriam’s orbit. Lastly, I wish
to acknowledge Michael J. Miller’s professional expertise and unwaver-
ing patience in reading first drafts and indexing of Democratic Division:
Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020. Again, Professor Miller’s enduring friendship
informed my writing throughout.

Finally, I wish to acknowledge my son John-Daniel Kelley, who even as
a small child rarely hesitated to ask, “How’s the book going Mom?” Even
now, as an adult embarking on his own career track, J-D still asks the same
question. In sum, I am indebted to friends and colleagues and family for col-
lectively sharing their time, expertise, and ethos of caring.
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Introduction

The intratribal hostility, which by 2020 was impacting both major American
political parties, albeit in different ways and with different outcomes, was
anticipated four years earlier. During the 2016 presidential campaign, Bernie
Sanders and Donald Trump each became the others’ rhetorical reflection,
albeit from opposite extremes of the American political continuum. Both
rhetorically mirrored an anti-establishment, populist ethos that drove a jug-
gernaut of voter anger toward an “elite” political mainstream (Madden 2015;
Le Miere 2017; Epstein and Karni 2020). Lepore (2016) configured both the
Trump and Sanders campaigns as populist intertribal assaults, unique at the
time, in that the attacks were against their own parties (see also Gutmann and
Thompson 2010; Tuttle 2017).

A central premise of Democratic Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020
is that while considerable attention has recently and rightly been paid to the
tribal bifurcation of the GOP, the Democratic Party is similarly divided. An
additional theme is that, because Americans live in a democratic republic
rather than a direct democracy, governing concerns are chiefly configured
through communicative action. In this view, “making a democracy work” is
contingent on “how it is lived,” a challenge best met by pragmatically decon-
structing the communication practices that inform an electorate’s understand-
ing and choosing the “messy business of a democracy’s rhetoric” (Hauser
2004, 3). These choices include those made between and within American
political parties. Accordingly, the final premise of Democratic Disunity is
that, without rhetorical mediation and intervention, toxic partisan tribalism
within the two major American political parties is likely to destabilize the
nation’s federalist system of government. While not an immediate threat,
systems similar to that of the United States have recently flipped from liberal
to illiberal democracies, in part due to the weight of hyper-partisan tribalism
(Pedersen 2012; see also Zakaria 1997).
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2 Introduction
METHOD

Symbolic Interaction

For the purpose of this study, reality is considered a construct of commu-
nication; what one knows and thinks and speaks is shaped and framed by
symbolic interaction (Pedersen 2012; Schutz 1970; and Watzlawik 1967).
Rhetoric is understood through Kenneth Burke’s perspective of language as a
symbolic means of “inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to
symbols” (1969, 43). A framework is suggested within which reality is repre-
sented through as well as constructed by symbolic interaction, the paradigm
example being discourse or language-in-action.

Burke emphasized that humans respond to the events of life through
language, with which they also coordinate and construct their own lives as
well as their interactions with others. Rhetorical discourse, then, creates and
sustains the common arguments and narratives with which societies organize
into cooperative action. An essential component of this framework is that
such cooperation (persuasion) occurs when one individual identifies with
another through “talking their language by speech, gesture, tonality, order,
image, attitude [and] idea” (1969, 5). Specifically, this standpoint configures
symbols as simultaneously reflecting and creating the realities of both source
and receiver (Cooper 1989).

The Rhetorical Situation

Bitzer (1968) suggests rhetoric is pragmatic and “comes into existence for the
sake of something beyond itself” ultimately to “produce action or change the
world.” Accordingly:

Rhetoric is a mode of altering reality, not by the direct application of energy
to objects, but by the creation of discourse which changes reality through the
mediation of thought and action. The rhetor alters reality by bringing into exis-
tence a discourse of such a character that the audience, in thought and action, is
so engaged that it becomes mediator of change. (3—4)

Rhetorical discourse, then, exists as a response to a situation, often a ques-
tion or problem. Bitzer contends there are three constituents of a rhetorical
situation that, together, provoke or call forth rhetorical discourse. The first is
an exigence, “an imperfection marked by urgency,” something that is “other
than it should be,” the management of which “requires discourse or can be
assisted by discourse.” The second required constituent of Bitzer’s rhetori-
cal situation is the audience, “persons who function as mediators of change”
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and “are capable of being influenced by discourse and of being mediators of
change” even when an individual engages “self or ‘ideal mind’” as audience.
“Constraints,” the final component, are situational elements that regulate the
actions needed to address the exigence, including beliefs, facts, traditions and
motives” (Bitzer 1968, 7-8).

Consequently, rhetorical exigences emerge naturally in a world in which
humans communicatively interact. Most are addressed, some more mindfully
than others. In brief, just as scientific inquiry is “called forth” by a physical
world that presents “objects to be known” and “complexities to be under-
stood” (Bitzer 1968, 13—14), within that same physical space and in similar
fashion, problems consistently emerge as rhetorical situations, the result of
humans interacting with other humans, the majority of which necessitate
interventions in the form of strategic discourse. Clearly, some of these situa-
tions are rhetorically addressed more efficaciously than others. This premise
informs the discussion of intraparty tribalism within the major American
political parties, specifically with regard to distinct rhetorical responses to
such discourse as it emerged in both.

RHETORIC AND DEMOCRACY

Contemporary democratic public discourse is differentiated from mes-
sages addressed to a general audience. As such, it is a meaningful symbolic
exchange that brackets its subject matter as a shared concern of a discrete
community, specifically a pluralistic representative democracy (Reid and
Klumpp 2005; see also Sillars and Gronbeck 2001; and Zompetti 2018).

Delivery System of Democracy

Democracy originated twenty-five centuries ago as system of self-governance
in which all who were recognized as citizens were equal and participated by
directly casting votes according to decisions based on well-constructed argu-
ments. Historically, the practice and study of rhetoric had “never known a
more friendly environment,” since a lack of unitary authority within Greek
city-states at the time mandated decision making through consensus, resulting
in the invention of democracy. Significantly, rhetoric flourished as essential
for enacting, validating, and administering this unprecedented system, vested
in citizens and performed by them directly or through freely elected repre-
sentatives (Bilansky 1999). In Hauser’s (2004) view, this original form of
democracy was, and to some extent still remains, a “utopian ideal” of a state
governed by deliberation in which an electorate is guided by reason and the
“better angels of the human spirit.” It follows that neither democracy nor the
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“delivery” system for that form of government, rhetoric, are “entirely ratio-
nal” nor do humans always follow the advice of their “better angels.” From
this perspective, twenty-first century rhetorical democracies, including that of
the United States, are as vulnerable to manipulation for personal gain “under
the guise of the common good” as any of their Athenian predecessors.

Democracy—then and now—is “at best, a reflection of the culture in which
it is situated, and still carries the price of permitting the wise and the foolish
their say” (Hauser 2004, 1). While acknowledging the “legitimating force” of
an electorate’s voice “expresses the fundamental principle of a democracy,”
it nonetheless also delineates what constitutes political power. It follows that
rhetorical analysis examines how symbols are combined to achieve identifi-
cation between a source and receiver. As the case in point, ideologies internal
to discrete American political parties become coherent worldviews through
which events are interpreted, power is justified, and actions managed.

Ideologies as Rhetorical Constructs

A particular ideology, itself a rhetorical creation, provides criteria for assess-
ing “good,” “bad,” “right,” and “wrong” for those sharing in and so persuaded
by its substance. Such an ideology also functions as a discursive defense to
shield and bolster the attitudes, beliefs, values, and mythologies internal-
ized by members of the rhetorical community or faction sharing its vision.
It follows that such rhetorical inventions, are pertinent to understanding the
different etiologies and enactments of democratic intraparty tribalism. Those
united by sharing in the substance of such ideologies will invariably and with
varying levels of commitment accept them as accurate representations of the
“way the world works,” as rhetorically configured by the source (Cooper
1989). More important for this study, those not identifying with the vision
will generally find fault with its substance and so also respond accordingly,
rhetorically taking issue and pushing back. The degree to which this occurs
depends on a community’s (or political party’s) degree of commitment to the
fundamental arguments and conclusions as discursively created by the source
(or leadership). Within a rhetorical democracy then, such symbolic behav-
ior could be anticipated and expected and, preferably if not idealistically,
responded to in kind: through civic, civil, and effective deliberative dialogue,
a signature rhetorical behavior.

Kenneth Burke centered rhetoric as the primary mechanism of organizing
citizens into cooperative action, including that of democratic party politics.
In addition, the study of rhetorical discourse was configured as foregrounding
humans’ language use an “equipment for living” as well as mechanism for
identification and its antithesis division (1969, 43; see also Reid and Klumpp
2005, 2-3). Such rhetorical behavior is an innate attribute and so the chief
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means of provoking and reinforcing as well as disintegrating tribal alliances,
albeit to different ends. This text situates American intraparty tribalism as
rhetorical in invention, content, delivery, and intervention.

SCOPE

Democratic Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020 initially positions
intraparty tribalism, in particular its variation as extreme polarization, as
an emerging and disruptive discourse within the contemporary Democratic
Party. The Republican Party’s “eradication by capitulation” response to their
own version of such dysfunctional tribalism is also discussed. The next seg-
ment of the text investigates language-in-use speech acts that inform tribal-
ism. Rhetorical constructs including identification and division as well as
feminist principles such as equality, immanent value, and self-determination
are also considered. Ideological fractures specific to the Democratic Party are
then reviewed. Identity politics and the United States as a distinctly politi-
cally tribalized nation are also considered. Specifically, disputes over the
nation’s global persona and, notably, over the meaning of being American
are spotlighted as paradigms of this polarization. The latter is considered as a
defining exigence for the United States.

Then, conflict between congressional members within the same party,
including “primarying” are considered as antecedents to tribalism. The rise
of the Tea Party Republicans in 2010 as well as the emergence of progressive
Democrats in 2016 are suggested as contributing factors to tribalistic divi-
sion as it has essentially embedded within American political culture. The
influence of mass media on foundational principles of democracy, includ-
ing trust, informed dialogue, and a shared sense of reality, is next assessed.
Technologically driven social media, because of attributes including time and
space compression and the monetizing of public attention, is examined as the
primary source of disinformation and so a significant contributing factor to
the rise of dysfunctional tribalism within American political parties.

Unique Democratic intraparty divisions that appeared or accelerated dur-
ing the 2020 election cycle are deconstructed within the next segment of the
text. In addition, entrenched tribalism within the Republican Party, which had
fully presented by the end of that election cycle, is suggested as an allegory
for the future of the Democratic Party. Then the initial division between
moderate and progressive Democrats is examined as a chasm which, by 2020,
had widened exponentially into a partisan tribal binary. The elevation of Joe
Biden and Kamala Harris to the top of the 2020 Democratic ticket is then
reviewed. Although both survived to win the presidency, by January 2021,
intraparty tribalism was organic within both the Republican and Democratic
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parties, mutating into a monolithic structure in the former and presenting as
divisively viral in the other.

In sum, Democratic Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020 recognizes
that intraparty tribalism poisons public life and consumes public space within
which electoral politics, including discussion, deliberation, and compromise,
should be thriving. Principally, toxic intratribal partisanship undermines if
not entirely eradicates the potential for such crucial communication events to
occur between American political parties. Without intervention, the rhetorical
elements organic to and essential for representative democratic governing to
exist, let alone function, wither to partisan and unproductive and quite pos-
sibly undemocratic governing systems. The book concludes speculatively,
suggesting the consideration of intraparty tribalism as a rhetorical form,
uniquely positioned within the twenty-first century. To that end, Democratic
Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020 details pragmatic language-in-use
strategies with which to rhetorically disrupt intraparty tribalism. In so doing,
a shared community agency may emerge that empowers American political
actors, electorate and elected, to redirect or, at a minimum, slant their public
discourse in the direction of democracy rather than intimidation-into-silence.
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Democratic Intraparty Tribalism

The emergence of strong populist insurgencies in 2016 in both the Democratic
and Republican Parties suggested that constituencies might be joined to cre-
ate a genuine cross-party populist alliance. Common attributes included that
Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump identified with Americans at the middle
and bottom of the economic ladder, rejected super PACS, and insisted politi-
cians “inside the Beltway” had “sold out” to corporate interests. At one point,
during an interview, when Donald Trump was asked to identify what candi-
date fit the description of a “populist outsider” who was “tapping into the
anger of voters” and drew “thousands of people at his rallies,” he responded,
“you’re describing Donald Trump.” The MSNBC reporter responded that the
comments were about Bernie Sanders (Goins-Phillips 2016).

TRANSFORMATIONAL POLITICAL PARTIES

The Consent of the Governed

The Constitution was initially configured as a national government system
within which parties could not easily develop. Embedded in this plan was
the possibility that polarized populist-driven factions within each cohort
could develop egregious breaches which became unmanageable for future
governments (Horger 2013). This was a major concern of James Madison,
articulated in Federalist #10, when he wrote:

Among the numerous advantages promised by a well-constructed Union, none
deserves to be more accurately developed than its tendency to break and control
the violence of faction. (cited in Hamilton et al. 1787, 2014, 41)

Madison and his eighteenth-century colleagues were anchored in the notion
that if a partisan majority ever controlled the federal government of the
United States, it could wield power to assume control of that government.

7
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In such circumstances, the consent of the governed would likely fragment
with a real likelihood that authoritarianism could replace the already com-
promised democracy. Madison referred to impetuous mobs as factions,
which he defined in Federalist #10 as a group “united and actuated by some
common impulse of passion, or of interest, adversed to the rights of other
citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community.” He
envisioned a government enacted by a select group of enlightened citizens,
so that the nation matured as a constitutionally driven representative republic
rather than a direct democracy. As a result, elected and select leaders would
be well versed in such concerns and so the essentials required for a healthy
democracy would necessarily prevail. Such a system was further encouraged
by a series of strategic stop-gap measures embedded within the Constitution,
both to inhibit the formulation of mob majority rule and, conversely, to ensure
that reasonable majorities would prevail in the emerging American system of
government (Hamilton et al. 1787; 2014, 41-47; Rosen 2018a).

Eighteenth century founders including George Washington and John
Adams as well as Madison were well aware of past failed republics that
collapsed into civil wars. As such, they were mindful that the new republic
as they imagined it must not follow such trajectories. In so doing, from this
standpoint, the combination of “a large diverse republic with a separation of
powers” as well as the hyper-partisanship that felled earlier republics would
likely be averted. Or not.

Modern Mass Democracy

Less than a century later, political parties had coalesced in response to
“modern mass democracy” to such an extent that the institutional constraints
in which Madison and others had faith collapsed what remained of the
republic’s diversity into “just two camps” (Drutman 2020). The Democratic
Party and the Republican Party have won every presidential election in
the United States since 1852 and have controlled Congress since at least
1856. Furthermore, since the mid-twentieth century, Democrats have moved
center-left as the “liberal party” while Republicans reciprocated by moving
center-right into the “conservative party,” both solidifying around central
ideological beliefs while jointly rejecting the idea of consensus.

To illustrate, by the 1960s, conservatives argued against expanded govern-
ment while liberals protested against what they viewed as “hegemonic liber-
alism.” Within the next decade, the “left” and “right” had begun to function
as rhetorical devices through which to express disagreement with others on
what previously might have seemed to be “their own side of things.” By the
2000s, a binary-dominant American political party system had crystallized
into polarized opposites, rigidly defined as “right” and “left,” united against
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each other through a perverse shared ideology that the “middle—the estab-
lishment, the powers that be”—was “messing things up and not doing a good
job” (Carlisle 2019). As a result, both parties ironically and jointly agreed to
reject “compromise” as a reasoning conduit to joint governing.

Since the 2010 “Tea Party midterms,” both Republican and Democratic
constituencies have overlapped enough to yet sustain the sort of “bargain-
ing and coalition building natural to multiparty democracy.” However, such
an outcome seems unlikely and, probably unsustainable as the nation’s
two-party system, while centuries old, is “breaking the system of government
the Founders put in place in the Constitution.” In brief, there are “just two
parties and that’s it” (Drutman 2020).

By the 2020 election cycle, both American political parties had essentially
gone to ground, tracking laws, norms, and customs not delineated in the
Constitution. Voter-centric, populist-driven campaigns have become discur-
sively prioritized so that “winning” is the raison d’état for running, often
at the expense of historical election protocols and precedents put in place
with the Constitution. It is this exigence to which tribalism has responded in
American politics, particularly its manifestation as virulent polarization or
illiberal partisanship, both between and within the dominant parties.

CROSS-PARTY AFFILIATION

Both Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump mastered tapping into an anti-elite
political mindset. Constituents in the bases of both shared anti-establishment
attitudes that in turn motivated them to fully embrace an “outside the
Beltway” ethos of their respective candidates. Intraparty division, com-
pounded by the animosity of emergent populist wings toward their respective
establishments, undermined the underlying premise of the presidential nomi-
nation process: that internal factions compete in caucuses and primaries until
a winner emerges, at which time losers, after a period of reflection, would
return to their parties.

There was speculation in 2016 about what might happen if either Sanders
or Trump failed to win their respective nominations and whether or not
their supporters would fall in line, stay home, or even vote for the opposi-
tion (Kelley 2018). Such levels of intraparty polarization had not been seen
since Barry Goldwater’s challenge to Nelson Rockefeller in 1964 or George
McGovern’s to Hubert Humphrey in 1972. Large defeats for both Goldwater
and McGovern resulted in profound changes in both party’s ideological
appeals and geographic bases of support. Republicans realigned to emerge
based in the South with dominant narratives targeting civil, women’s, gay,
and reproductive rights movements as adversaries. Conversely, Democrats
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moved to the left until mainstream Americans assimilated their rhetorically
compelling narratives (Edsall 2019b).

Parallel Rhetorical Styles of Political Rhetoric

Mason (2018) configures this shared discursive frame and the presidency
situated within in as so compelling that it became the catalyst for a contem-
porary and fully entrenched polarization shared between American politi-
cal parties dominated by voters mobilized at ideological poles against the
center (Teles and Saldin 2021). McClosky and Chong (1995) suggest that,
while the conventional view holds that the “radical left and the radical right”
belong at opposite ends of the American liberal-to-conservative continuum,
they resemble each other so closely that it is misleading to classify them at
opposite poles. While some argue that authoritarianism is characteristic only
of the right and not the left, there are parallels in each cohort’s style of politi-
cal engagement. As a case in point, while both adhere to different strategies
through which to persuade their constituents, both are “estranged from certain
features of American society” and “highly critical of what they perceive as
the spiritual and moral degeneration of American institutions” (329-30).

To that end, each faction configures American society as dominated
by “conspiratorial forces” that work to defeat their respective ideologies.
This mutual alienation is further intensified by the “zealous and unyield-
ing” manner in which each enact their respective beliefs. Both factions also
demonstrate inflexible psychological and political styles informed by a joint
vision of social political life as a distinct conflict between “us” and “them,”
a “struggle between good and evil “played out on a [shared] battleground
where compromise amounts to capitulation and the goal is total victory”
(McClosky and Chong 61; Thiessen 2019).

Each rely on parallel rhetorical strategies to achieve their political goals.
These include censoring opponents, dealing harshly with “enemies,” and sac-
rificing the well-being of “even the innocent in order to serve” their group’s
“higher purpose.” Both will also, on occasion, support or oppose civil lib-
erties in a “highly partisan and self-serving” manner “supporting freedom
for themselves and for the groups and causes they favor while seeking to
withhold it from enemies and advocates of causes they dislike” (McClosky
and Chon 1995, 361). The 2016 presidential campaign revealed two distinct
political tribes that found common ground by uniting against the center. The
campaign also foreshadowed the splitting of each political party into distinct,
mutually antagonistic factions. Within a “permanent campaign” environ-
ment, these divisions were rapidly internalized, their rhetoric of intraparty
discord normalized through partisan isolation. By 2020, suppression of dis-
sent rather than cooperation and compromise necessary to sustain American
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democracy had become default responses to disagreements between and
within American political parties (Mason 2018; Masket 2016). As a case in
point, the Republican Party ruptured so severely that one faction absorbed the
other into invisibility. The Democratic Party remains vulnerable to a similar
outcome at some point if conflict within their ranks remains configured as
something to oppress rather than about which to deliberate.

THE POST-2016 DEMOCRATIC PARTY

By 2019 about half of Democratic and Democratic-leaning registered vot-
ers (47 percent) described their own political views as liberal, including 15
percent who reported their views as very liberal, according to an average
of Pew Research Center political surveys. The share of Democratic voters
who describe their political views as liberal has changed little over the past
few years after increasing steadily between 2000 and 2016. While liber-
als outnumber moderates (38 percent) and conservatives (14 percent) as a
share of Democratic voters, when combined, conservatives and moderates
continue to make up about half of Democratic voters (51 percent) (Daniller
and Gilberstadt 2020). This contingent of Democrats who successfully con-
solidated as spoilers for their own party’s candidate in 2016 has rhetorically
and dramatically evolved into the post-2016 Democratic “progressive left.”

In doing so, they also strategically united in their division from other
Democrats, particularly those configured as “moderates” (see Scott 2019a;
Lerer 2019; Wagner 2019b). Essentially a closed culture, this cohort includes
a portion of Democrats, who in the Bill Clinton or Barack Obama eras,
might have endorsed a campaign platform of compromise or moderation as
integral to American political well-being. However, in its current incarna-
tion this political culture manifests a distinctly different message. Typical
headlines representing this political personality include “Stop Trying to
Be ‘Responsible’ on the Budget, Democrats” (Waldman 2018b) and “Yes,
Democrats Are the Party of Fiscal Responsibility, But That Will (and Should)
Change” (Schmitt 2018).

At its most extreme, the group is represented by the so-called “Bernie
Bros”—a term coined in 2016 to describe privileged white males with alle-
giance to Bernie Sanders. This faction, while not indicative of the Democratic
left in its entirety, obscures its complexities as a subculture that flourishes
primarily on social media. The group has organized around liberal-leaning
media outlets and engage in online attacks, often through crass jokes in pod-
cast episodes and on Twitter. Sanders’s political ally Elizabeth Warren has
expressed anger at this segment of Sanders’s base for tweeting snake emojis
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at Warren and online harassment of Warren’s female supporters during the
2020 presidential campaign (Beauchamp 2000; Bowles 2020).

Migration from “Mainstream” to “Moderate and Conservative”

By the beginning of the 2020 campaign cycle, a well-defined and oppositional
moderate Democratic identity began to cohere into its own culture in response
to the exigence posed by the liberal left party contingent. Such discourse sug-
gests an intraparty tension wherein the adversaries emerge from moderate
and liberal blocs within their own party rather than Republicans. As a result,
ideological silos, initially configured as symptomatic of post-partisanship
othering and division primarily between parties, have developed within them
(“Political Polarization” 2014; Davis 2019b; Ember et al. 2019; Olsen 2019;
Bump 2019; and Brick and van der Linden 2018). And the stage has been set
for the emergence of intraparty tribalism.

TRIBALISM

It has been suggested that Americans “live in a time of tribes,” an elemental
concept “not of ideologies, parties, groups, or beliefs” but “badges of identity,
not of thought” (Packer 2018; Stalder 2018; Anderson and Hoekstra 2019;
Buchanan 2020). Chua (2018) maintains all humans are tribal, driven by pri-
mal motives to belong to specific groups while excluding others from those
same groups. Furthermore, individuals’ discrete identities are simultaneously
dependent on and constitutive of the same groups. As such, tribalism reaches
beyond partisanship, the manifestation of an instinctual tendency of humans
to associate around shared norms, values, histories, customs, and traditions
(Mendenhall 2018; Fukuyama 2018; Davis 2019a).

Partisanship as the Antecedent to Tribalism

Hobfoll (2018) argues from an evolutionary biology perspective to attribute
instinctual tribalism as universal to all human brains, which are “biologically
built, emotionally primed and cognitively programmed.” The key mismatch
that creates this brain “flaw’ is the timing differential between societal prog-
ress and brain evolution. According to this perspective, society evolved very
rapidly, over “no more than perhaps 20,000 years,” while human grey matter
“had over 2 million years of time to develop.” As a result, “fight and flight”
have become reflexive responses, situated in primitive brain structures devel-
oped for survival. Responses to threats against the tribes to which they belong
alert the brain and body to concentrate, act without thought, and ignore
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reasoned arguments as well as complex rhetorical interventions of productive
(rather than destructive) discourses to address such exigences as they emerge
within American political parties as (Hobfoll 1-3; Mounk 2018a).
Traditionally, polarization between political parties, and likely within them
as well, was understood to primarily be the result of issue-based conflict. As
an example, such a situation would be when, without any other information,
one individual voices dislike of another because they support a universal
health care program, and the first individual does not. However, recently,
“affective polarization,” has been spotlighted as a distinct and pervasive type
of animosity between parties, with origins in the power of partisanship as a
social identity (Iyengar et al. 2019). In brief, regardless of party affiliation,
Americans frequently describe the other party’s members as hypocritical and
closed-minded. Republicans and Democrats both refuse to cross party lines
to socialize for inherently any cooperative activity. Significantly, consensus
building is rarely, if at all, “on the table” for discussion between members
of the different parties and, increasingly, within each political organization.
Mason (2018) considers the election of Donald Trump to be the culmination
of a process through which the American electorate became deeply involved
politically and socially along such heavily drawn polarized partisan lines that
the resulting breach between Republicans and Democrats generated a unique
conformation of identity politics. The resulting discursive forms have not
only broken along clearly demarcated lines to shatter political, public, and
electoral norms, but done so with few if any consequences. This in turn has
created a distrust of “the other” to such an extent that candidates who rhe-
torically embrace polarizing binaries such as “us versus them” and “winning
versus losing” retreat even further into such discursive safety zones when the
targets of their divisive talk respond in kind (Masket 2016; Davis 2019b).

Identity Tribalism: The “Other” as Enemy

When considering tribalism, a central focus is the pull of race, religion, or
ethnicity. Contemporary Americans on both the left and the right generally
view their political opponents not as fellow Americans with differing views,
but as enemies to be vanquished. They often imagine the Constitution not as
an aspirational statement of shared principles and a bulwark against tribalism,
but as a cudgel with which to attack those enemies. Such hyper-partisan polit-
ical loyalties can themselves become tribal. American post-2016 cross-party
public discourse is dominated by fundamental organic disagreements,
grounded in acute forms of identity politics, most of which constitute what it
means to be American as well as what the United States should stand for at
the global level.
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These narratives emerge to such extremes that “even neighborly conversa-
tions can quickly turn adversarial” and situated as tribalism (Shapiro 2019).
The resulting schism in political discourse has widened to the point that
political tribes modify essentially every political debate into a clash over
national identity, moral judgment, or partisan identity, including that which
occurs within the Democratic Party.

THE LIBERAL LEFT

In 2016, according to Adam Bozzi of the group End Citizens United, only
three of the 41 Democratic challengers in the nation’s most competitive
House races rejected money from corporate PACs. By 2018, 45 of the
73 most competitive challengers did. Most of the Democratic senators
who sought the presidency in 2020 also pledged to do the same (Beinart
2018). Notably, the American left has become increasingly influenced by
identity politics, a major factor in constructing progressives’ view of the
Constitution. For some, the document is irredeemably flawed because of its
eighteenth-century origins. Shortly after the 2016 election, the president of
the University of Virginia quoted Thomas Jefferson, the school’s founder, in
an email to students. In response, hundreds of students and faculty signed an
open letter declaring that they were “deeply offended” at the use of Jefferson
as a “moral compass.” Speaking to students at the University of Missouri in
2016, a Black Lives Matter co-founder went further, interpreting vows to
protect the Constitution as endorsements of “white supremacy and genocide”
(Chua and Rubenfeld 2018; Olsen 2019).

It's Not Just About Trump

By the 2020 election cycle, a dichotomy appeared to dominate the vision of
left-leaning Democrats (Rubin, 2019a). While Bernie Sanders’s supporters
generally expressed disapproval of Donald Trump, a portion nonetheless
suggested that they would not support the Democratic nominee unless it was
their candidate. Some appeared willing to coerce the party to push the party
to adopt his ideas. This progressive bloc of Democrats tended to configure
their politics in absolutes, as a binary tribal struggle between a wealthy ruling
class and ordinary workers who are being exploited. It also framed moderate
Democrats as part of the problem. Such members of the progressive-liberal
constituency were also unmoved by party loyalty arguments that mandated
voting for “any Democrat”—including centrists or moderates—over Trump
as counterproductive, maintaining that removing Donald Trump was not their
only goal (Kapur 2019; Harris and Tarchak 2019; Peoples and Fram 2020).
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The February 3 Iowa caucus race between Pete Buttigieg, a moderate
Democrat, and Sanders reflected party divisions that broke along ideological
polarities and foreshadowed tensions in the New Hampshire primary (Burns
and Goldmacher 2020). The extent to which Sanders’s base initially tribalized
is indicated by the decisions of all but Joe Biden to avoid making an issue of
Sanders’s switch on the issue of gun control during the February 2020 New
Hampshire debate. The other Democratic nominees believed the wiser path
to the nomination was to form a coalition of voters apart from Sanders’s con-
stituents, and so avoid angering his portion of the party’s base (Epstein and
Goldmacher 2020).

Leaning Toward the Radical Right

It has been argued that the end game of left-leaning Democrats is closer to
the Republican right that galvanized in 2016 than the moderates in their own
party in 2020. To illustrate, New York Times reporter Bret Stephens described
Elizabeth Warren as the “left-wing answer to Trump, minus the ethnic bigotry
and sophomoric narcissism: railing against a ‘rigged’ system and making
promises she can’t deliver” (Collins and Stephens 2019a). Washington Post
columnist Dana Milbank positioned Bernie Sanders as the “Donald Trump
of the Left,” suggesting that in the 2020 election cycle it was “not difficult
to picture a scenario in which Bernie captures the Democratic presidential
nomination with the same formula that worked for Trump with Republicans
in 2016 (2019a).

During the March 2020 primaries, the hashtag #DemExit began trend-
ing on Twitter across the United States as supporters of Bernie Sanders
threatened to leave the Democratic party entirely if Joe Biden secured the
nomination (Zhao 2020). Others suggested sitting out the general election or
voting for Donald Trump or a third-party candidate should Sanders lose in
2020 (Tavernese and Cohn 2019). After the results revealed that Sanders lost
Michigan, a state he had won in 2016, some moderate Democratic senators
suggested Sanders consider ending his campaign and help unify the party
(Martina and Whitesides 2020). However, they did so carefully, mindful
of repeating 2016, when a segment of Sanders’s base “revenge voted” for
Trump or skipped the general election entirely in protest against the party that
they believed had tipped the scales unfairly against their candidate (Reston
2020; Wilson 2020).
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THE MODERATES

A former centrist Democratic mayor worried that some Democratic candi-
dates, as evidenced in the July 2019 debates, were moving too far to the
left on key policy issues, damaging the party’s chances of defeating Trump
(Roarty 2019). This view was common among contemporary moderate or
centrist Democrats, many of whom reported deep concerns that such shifts
to the left on issues including border crossings or health insurance might
alienate swing voters in battleground states like Pennsylvania, Michigan, and
Wisconsin, with majority voters who wanted a more moderate party (Black
2019; Edsall 2019c¢, 2019b; Yglesias 2019).

Primaries traditionally encourage candidates to back policy proposals that
appeal more to the party’s ideologically passionate base than moderates.
In most cases, whoever emerges as the eventual nominee inevitably pivots
back toward the center for the general election. However, centrist Democrats
expressed concerns that Democratic candidates generally were fixated on
subjects that either didn’t interest or outright repelled voters in the middle of
the political spectrum (Roarty 2019).

Alienation of Moderate Democrats

Beinart (2018) suggests that who wins an election is often less important
than who sets the agenda. According to this view, the Democratic Party has
veered so sharply away from any consideration of moderation and com-
promise that even “establishment” Democrats frequently supported larger
expansions of government, and more vehemently scorned Big Business and
Big Finance, than more liberal Democrats (Burns and Martin 2019; Rendell
and Platt 2019).

Democratic moderates also expressed worry that the sweeping proposals
and “hardball tactics” of liberal Democrats could alienate centrist voters in
the 2020 election, even as they held out hope that Democratic primary vot-
ers, focused on defeating Donald Trump, would check the party’s move to
the left (Peters and Karni 2019; Scherer and DeBonis 2019). The former,
represented by many then new to national politics at the time including “The
Squad” (Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ilhan Omar, Rashida Tlaib, and Ayanna
Pressley), argued that the party has been too timid, caving to Republican pres-
sure and Democrats’ failing to inspire voters with calls for sweeping change
(Kampf-Lassin 2019).

Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi voiced her concern that infighting
among Democrats—specifically between the four new women and older,
more-centrist Democrats—could jeopardize the House majority and chance
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at winning the Senate as well as the White House in 2020 (Scott 2019a).
Embraced by the progressive cohort, “The Squad” joined Congress to merge
with the most diverse freshman class in American history, and “quickly
emerged as a proxy for the debate over the future of the Democratic Party,
exposing its ideological and generational divisions” (Alberta 2019). Guardian
reporter Arwa Mahdawi (2019) criticized Ocasio-Cortez in particular for not
supporting Pelosi and warned that the New York representative needed to
realize “her place” and not get ideas “above” her station.

Emerging Intraparty Divisions: Rhetorical Aggression

Some House liberals, including Ocasio-Cortez, were not pleased when the
Speaker negotiated with Republicans and Democratic moderates to pass a
bill to send more funding to the border, rather than demanding protections for
migrant children in border shelters. Such conciliatory strategies on the part
of Pelosi provoked Ocasio-Cortez to describe “The Mighty Moderates™ as
“the new Tea Party” and their behavior as “just horrifying.” The accusations
of another liberal, Representative Mark Pocan of Wisconsin, that moderate
colleagues were enabling child abuse, provoked moderate accusations that
Pocan was only “chasing followers on social media.” For her part, Pelosi
referred to the “Squad’s” opposition to the funding bill by observing:

All these people have their public whatever and their Twitter world, but they
didn’t have any following. . . . They’re four people and that’s how many votes
they got. (Dowd, 2019; Davis 2019b)

Ocasio-Cortez, commenting on tension between House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi’s responses to “offensive tweets” from liberal Democrats that Pelosi
was only “keeping the progressive flank at more arm’s distance in order to
protect more-moderate members,” insisted that Pelosi was “outright disre-
spectful” (Chua and Rubenfeld 2018). Other Democratic moderates sug-
gested the left needed to rethink its “scorched-earth” approach to American
history and ideals. In this view, while exposing injustice is important, “there’s
a world of difference” between insisting that the United States has failed to
live up to its constitutional principles and asserting that those principles are
“lies or smoke screens for oppression”:

Washington and Jefferson were slave owners. They were also political vision-
aries who helped give birth to what would become the most inclusive form of
governance in world history. (Chua and Rubenfeld 2018)
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Moderate Democrats warned that imposing ideological “purity tests” on
the party could provoke a Democratic version of the conservative revolt that
transformed the post-2010 Republican Party. The freshman Representatives
countered that the surge of new voters in the midterm elections reflected the
excitement and support generated by such proposals (Scott 2019a). However,
it may be telling that, while four years earlier such a Republican surge also
brought new energy as well as a presidency into their ranks, it also cost them
dearly in congressional races and legislative victories (Scherer and DeBonis
2019; Davis 2019a).

THE RIFT

Early indications of tension within the Democratic party during the 2020
campaign cycle “reads like a microcosm of a much larger rift.” Older estab-
lishment white liberals and younger people of color from activist backgrounds
struggled to find common ground from which to defeat the incumbents. Party
leaders had clearly indicated they could not win the presidency without the
support of the entire Democratic base, including that represented by “The
Squad,” people of color, women, and working-class voters. However, public
comments from the younger representatives—including Ayanna Pressley
who criticized Nancy Pelosi’s comments as “demoralizing”—emphasized
questions about these groups’ confidence in their party leaders’ interest in
advocating for people of color (Scott 2019a).

The Largest Cohort and a Former Governor

Beinart (2018) observes that the left has historically rarely wielded much
influence inside the Democratic Party. Only twice before has it secured
enough power to compel Democrats to co-opt their organization’s core ideas.
In both cases—in the mid-1930s and the mid-1960s—progressives gained
that power through mass movements that threatened public order. To maintain
that order, and forestall more radical alternatives, Democrats passed laws that
made America markedly more equal. But the very threat of radicalism and
chaos that empowered progressives eventually provoked a backlash enthusi-
asm that produced a historically large and diverse field of 2020 Democratic
presidential candidates.

While former Republican Governor William Weld, the only Republican
challenger to Donald Trump’s try for a second term, failed to add to the single
delegate he won in lowa, the March 3 “Super Tuesday” results—a “landslide
loss in all”—were still enough for him to justify continuing his crusade
against Donald Trump. If Bill Weld was generally alone at the beginning of
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the primaries, he was invisible at the end. It is likely the former governor
never had the slightest chance within the Republican Party. Three years ear-
lier, on January 20, 2017, the day of his presidential inauguration, Donald
Trump officially filed for re-election with the Federal Election Commission.
Accordingly, Weld’s challenge aside, Trump was firmly established as the
Republican nominee in all but name, and likely had been so for some time
(Rogers and Haberman 2018).

Tribal Unification for the Win

By contrast, the 2020 Democratic primary field was occupied by more than
twenty candidates at one point, making it the largest and most diverse in
modern history (Burns, Flegenheimer et al. 2020). After the “Super Tuesday”
primaries, the field narrowed to three Democrats: former Vice President Joe
Biden, Senator Bernie Sanders, and Representative Tulsi Gabbard. With
Representative Gabbard considered to have “virtually no chance” of winning
the nomination, having won only two delegates and consistently finishing
last in the polls, Sanders and Biden emerged as the Democratic front-runners
(Touchberry 2020).

Biden became not only Sanders’s main competition but also the standard
bearer for moderate Democrats, gathering multiple endorsements from fel-
low moderates Kamala Harris, Michael Bloomberg, Amy Klobuchar, Pete
Buttigieg, Beto O’Rourke, John Delaney, Deval Patrick, Cory Booker, Tim
Ryan, and Andrew Yang (Perrett 2020; Verhovek 2020). Finally, on April 13,
2020, the Democratic intratribal leaders compromised in order to be competi-
tive in the national election when Bernie Sanders contacted Joe Biden to say
he was “asking all Americans to come together in this campaign to support
your candidacy, which I endorse” (Swasey 2020).

Intertribal Divisions: Throwing Down the Gauntlet

By the time President Joe Biden signed his first bill into law in January 2021,
more than 40 percent of Americans were already thinking the “other side’s”
policies were a threat to the nation. In addition, both national political parties
described the other as “closed-minded, unpatriotic and immoral.” Levendusky
and Stecula (2021b) maintain that such extreme polarization “poisons”
American politics. Moreover, the toxic discourse undermines support for
core democratic principles to such an extent that violence against the “other
side” is justified. Political compromise is difficult and, increasingly, rarely
attainable in modern American democracy, although few doubt its necessity.
Such a resistance is integral to the democratic process itself, particularly as
enacted in the United States. While the classic end state ideal of decision by
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consensus may be the preferred form of participatory democracy, it is difficult
to realize. Crucially, consensus building requires time, commitment, citizen-
to-citizen contact, and, in particular, skilled deliberative discussion.

Taking those constraints into consideration, individuals who mindfully
attempt such “talk” tend to get better at it over time. Focused (if not enthu-
siastic) efforts to purposely engage others’ ideas through dialogic interac-
tion ameliorates rhetorical skills and empowers agency for the discussants
(Bilansky 1999; Pateman 1970; Searing et al. 2007). As an example, destruc-
tive conflict may convert into “creative argumentation,” driven by a gen-
eral agreement (consensus) that such dissension is to be mediated through
deliberative civil discourse, situated within a viable rhetorical culture. In
lieu of defaulting to coercion, intimidation, and other deleterious behaviors
counterintuitive to a constitutional representative democracy, this configu-
ration mandates citizens’ (voters, elected leaders, political party members)
mutual commitment to the means of resolving the disagreement, not the final
solution. In sum deliberative discussion (with the specific conflicts to be
determined), situated in and within a vigorous and resilient rhetorical culture,
becomes the default method of making political decisions.

Embedded and Emerging Intraparty Tribalism

For the third time in a century, the Democratic left mobilized, and the
Democratic center responded. And a Democratic president was inaugurated
in January of 2021. Conversely, the likelihood of a coalition forming again,
to address such the national exigence of winning a presidency within this
century, is not necessarily a given. There is another option, while likely not as
democracy-friendly, and not yet institutionally organized as such, for which
the groundwork is already in place. The Democratic Party could disunite
into discrete binaries of fully realized, adversarial and antagonistic, polarized
political tribes. There is a precedent of sorts, as the Republican Party appears
to have realized in the run-up to the 2020 election cycle and eradicated by
2021. How Democrats choose to respond to the nascent variation of intraparty
divisive tribalism that appears to be emerging within their ranks is signifi-
cant. Ultimately, their choice may itself be a binary: defaulting again to the
progressive/moderate alliance (Judkis 2020; Stein 2017; Robinson 2017) or
relying on a novel configuration of American party politics as populist parti-
sanship in the twenty-first century.
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Rhetorical Tribalism

It would appear that human beings are tribal. In her book Political Tribes,
Amy Chua argues that, historically and globally, loyalty to groups has often
and powerfully outweighed ideological considerations. In addition, this fun-
damentally innate “tribal instinct” predisposes humans not only to “belong”
but, more significantly, “to exclude” (2018b; see also Shermer 2012; and
Nesse 2001).

Midway through Donald Trump’s presidency, The New Yorker columnist
George Packer observed that contemporary American politics had become
entrenched in tribalism and, accelerated by the president, “winner-take-all”
elections and dehumanizing mass mediated commentaries as well as “the
people we choose to talk to and live among” (Hawkins et al. 2018). Tribalism
becomes, in this view, identifying oneself with a nation or cohort, placing
it beyond moral polarities, and prioritizing its interests. Significantly, tribal
competition is enacted over political, mediated, and rhetorically established
territories. This may intensify to such an extent, driven by public discourse,
that amoral tribalism embeds within political parties. It follows that when
politics becomes a perpetual tribal war, ends justify almost any means and
individuals are absolved from the constraints of normal decency (2018).

TRIBAL TYPOLOGIES

More in Common, a research organization based in Europe and the United
States, released a 2018 report called “Hidden Tribes: A Study of America’s
Polarized Landscape” (Hawkins et al. 2018). Grounded in the company’s
prior work in France, Germany, and Italy the study was part of their effort to
understand and counteract rising populism and fragmentation in the Western
democracies. Based on their beliefs and values, Americans were grouped into
seven “tribes”: Progressive Activists, Traditional Liberals, Passive Liberals,

21
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Politically Disengaged, Moderate, Traditional Conservatives, and Devoted
Conservatives.

Actively Progressive to Staunchly Conservative

Progressive Activists tended to be “younger, highly engaged, secular, cos-
mopolitan [and] angry” while the Politically Disengaged were “young, low
income, distrustful, detached, patriotic [and]conspiratorial.” Moderates were
“engaged, civic-minded, middle-of-the-road, pessimistic [and] Protestant”;
and Devoted Conservatives, “white, retired, highly engaged, uncompromis-
ing [and] patriotic” (Hawkins et al. 2018). The study revealed that “tribal
membership” predicted differences in Americans’ views on various politi-
cal issues with more reliability than demographic, ideological, and partisan
groupings. Further evidence of the relevance of core beliefs and their associ-
ated tribal identities revealed that tribal membership predicted differences in
Americans’ views on political issues better than demographic, ideological,
and partisan groupings.

The seven tribes were considered “hidden” because, while Americans
were used to “seeing” categories such as race, gender, region, and religion
align with political preferences in “numbingly predictable ways,” they were
generally unaware of the values in which those categories were embedded
(Hawkins et al. 2018, 5; and Packer 2018).

The most striking binary rupture occurred between Progressive Activists
and Devoted Conservatives, the latter demanding that Americans be raised
as “obedient, well behaved and hard-working.” Furthermore, this faction
took pride in and prioritized the Judeo-Christian faith to such an extent that
its traditional values were configured as redemptive options through which
flawed individuals could be transformed into people of “self-discipline, char-
acter and responsibility.” Conversely, Progressive Activists, skeptical of tra-
ditional authority and norms, configured such values as selfishly enforced by
socially dominant groups such as straight white men. As a result, Progressive
Activists sought to “correct” the historical marginalization of groups based on
their race, gender, sexuality, wealth, and other forms of privilege (Hawkins
et al. 2018, 10).

A large segment of the population in this study included individuals whose
voices were silenced by those of more strident tribes. These were individuals
who believed that Americans had more in common than that which divided
them. While they still differed on significant issues, they were exhausted by
the discordant factions within the nation. Moreover, these individuals consid-
ered compromise integral to politics and wished to see the country coalesce
to resolve its problems. Specifically, “Hidden Tribes” provided considerable
evidence of deep, discourse-driven fissures and evolving tribalism within
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the United States. Even so, the report also revealed that while tribalism was
organically situated in the nation’s political culture, 77 percent of Americans
believed their differences were “not so great” that they could not come
together (Hawkins et al. 2018, 7). In particular, the report indicated that,
among the seven tribes, the Exhausted Majority contained distinct groups
of people with multiple and varying degrees of political understanding and
activism. However, the members of this coalition all shared a sense of fatigue
with the “polarized national conversation,” as well as a “willingness to be
flexible in their political viewpoints, and a lack of voice in the national con-
versation” (2018, 11).

Finally, when considering “extremism” as a singular attribute of American
political inter- and intraparty tribalism, it is significant that members of the
Exhausted Majority were considerably more ideologically flexible than mem-
bers of other groups. In particular, members of both left and right leaning
groups, which generally “dominate the national conversation,” adhered to
rigidly consistent and decidedly polarizing views across essentially all politi-
cal issues while the Exhausted Majority tended to express more moderate and
equitable assessments from issue to issue (Hawkins et al. 2018, 12).

POLITICAL TRIBES

While conflicting core values have fundamentally existed side-by-side in
healthy societies, such differences in contemporary contexts are clearly
more difficult to mitigate, with regular and increasingly intense manifesta-
tions between and within American political tribes. Deconstructing what
rhetorically constitutes cohort differences could alleviate this polarization,
perhaps preventing its escalation into an out-of-control spiral. Contemporary
Americans suffer from deep injustices related to their ethnicity, race, sex,
religion, sexuality, and other facets of their identities. However, construc-
tive as well as productive rhetorical exchanges about these and other critical
issues have reached a stalemate in large part because of substantial breaches
between the major ideological and partisan perspectives (Hawkins et al.
2018, 15).

Specifically, partisan tribalism between Republicans and Democrats has
steadily increased over the past three decades. Congressional voting patterns
have accompanied this partisanship since the cessation of the Cold War. Kane
and Yoran (2021) speculate that lack of a common external threat may be a
contributing factor in such interparty conflict, with the 1990s characterized
as more divisive than the previous eras. While Americans consolidated for
a short period after 9/11, a backlash developed against the president and
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Republicans to the extent that “Bush lied, people died” became a rallying cry
for those who opposed the invasion of Iraq.

Accusations of criminality followed, intensifying the rupture between the
two dominant political parties (Toner and Ruenberg 2006; see also Oliphant
2018; and Taibbi 2019).

During his administration, Barack Obama also disappointed centrists hop-
ing for unity. To illustrate, some Republicans configured his approach to the
economy and health care as “zero-sum partisan battles,” without input from
or compromise with their party. Laws were passed along straight party-line
votes, despite “deep blue Massachusetts” electing a Republican senator
who campaigned against it to succeed Democrat Ted Kennedy (Parsons and
Mascaro 2017; Gao 2015). In addition, Obama’s administration was a major
player in culture wars that “ravaged” the nation in “new and aggressive ways
as white, working-class Americans were scorned” as “clinging to guns or
religion” (Kane and Yoran 2021; see also Gerson 2012).

Acceleration During the Trump Administration

Interparty tribalism accelerated during Donald Trump’s presidency as
Democrats refused to embrace major aspects of his platform (Wehner
2020; Packer 2018; and Seib 2017). Conversely, Trump enacted his leader-
ship through an adversarial “pugilistic, no-apology” discourse grounded in
instinctual ethos (see Gregory 2020; Theye and Melling 2018; and Batton,
2019). This rhetorical configuration exacerbated the animosity between
Democrats and Republicans to such an extent that members of Congress
as well as journalists openly abandoned any pretense of objective reporting
(Kane and Yoran 2021).

The discord between parties became pathological to such an extent
throughout 2020 that, by early 2021, the nation’s “national psyche” was in
crisis (Gregory 2020). Some Democratic governors blamed Donald Trump
for the COVID-19 pandemic even as, in the views of their Republican crit-
ics, their states suffered from “self-inflicted disasters and lockdowns.” In
addition, Republicans argued violent rioting during the summer of 2020 was
sanctioned by progressives and that “right-wing extremists adopted the same
confrontational violence in the guise of protest.” Consequently, while parti-
san political violence is rare, Americans’ tolerance of and support for it has
risen and continues to do so exponentially (Kane and Yaran 2021; see also
Diamond et al. 2020; and Peter Coleman 2020).
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RHETORICAL FRAMES

Gregory (2020) configures rhetoric as the “driving force fueling every per-
suasive, informative speech or message relayed by an individual or institu-
tion.” As a result, rhetorical communication has influenced, represented, and,
significantly, created world history as well as the “way that events of both
positive and detrimental value have unfolded within the timeline of human
existence.” Within this perspective, rhetorical behavior strategically manages
human symbolic interaction in all of its variations, setting particular agendas
for particular “audiences.” It is this “language-in-action” that ultimately
determines a rhetors’ success or failure. “Both positive and detrimental values
have unfolded within the timeline of human existence” through such rhetori-
cal invention (Gregory 2020; see also Barrett 1991).

Politics and Democracy: A Rhetorical Imperative

Rhetorical acts—specifically symbolic interaction—are integral to the func-
tion of politics. “Politics,” in this sense, are configured within a pluralist
theory of democracy as envisioned by political theorist Robert Dahl. In
this view, democracy may be understood as literally “rule by the people”
buttressed by specific mandates for democratic decision making (Dahl
1989, 108-14; see also Mayhew 2015; and Coglianese 1990). These include
participation and equal access to voting for all adults, who subsequently must
agree that the collective decisions made within their system are binding. It
is also imperative that citizens be afforded opportunities to develop civic
literacy in order to facilitate their own decision-making abilities. Dahl (1982)
argues that within this context, political outcomes are enacted through the
communicative interactions of competitive, if unequal, interest groups within
pluralist-democracies. In this view, such democratic rhetorical processes con-
stitute the democratic process itself, minimizing government coercion and so
enacting political liberty.

It is possible that political parties may offer such opportunities to directly
participate in robust and healthy democratic interactions within those orga-
nizational cultures. Yet, just as individuals within democracies, the indepen-
dence or autonomy of organizations also creates opportunities to “do harm.”
As a result, political parties may increase or perpetuate injustices rather than
reduce them and do so at the expense of the broader public good. Without
intentional language-in-action behaviors, and so rhetorical interventions,
the United States could backslide into illiberal democracy, severing the rule
of law (including free and fair elections) from constitutional liberalism.
Such governments produce centralized regimes, erosion of liberties, ethnic
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intolerance, and conflict (Zakaria 1997). Specifically, such an elected govern-
ment could threaten human rights or deconstruct the mechanisms of a consti-
tutional democratic government by silencing adversarial voices, essentially
shutting down rather than dialogically engaging competition. As a case in
point, Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan, at different points in his presidency,
fired judges who openly challenged his authoritarianism and supported the
criminalization of “insults” to himself, once describing democracy as a train
“you ride until you arrive at your destination, then you step off” (cited in
Somin 2016).

Rhetoric therefore becomes essential to pluralistic democracy as a liaison
between the “contingency” of politics as it is enacted and a desired outcome
as it is “happening” (see Ballacci 2018). From this standpoint, rhetoric simul-
taneously embodies language-in-action, configuring and advocating different
visions of tribal behaviors between and within American political parties.

Language in Thought and Action

Hayakawa and Hayakawa (1941; 1990) argue that widespread intraspecific
cooperation through the use of language is the fundamental mechanism
of human survival. A parallel assumption is that when the use of language
results, which is often, in the creation or aggravation of disagreements and
conflicts, there is something “linguistically wrong with the speaker, the lis-
tener, or both.” Survival, then, depends on humans’ ability to “talk, write,
listen, and read in ways that increase the chances for you and fellow members
of the species to survive together” (12):

Instead of remaining helpless because of the limitations of their own experi-
ence and knowledge, instead of having to rediscover what others have already
discovered, instead of exploring the false trails others have explored and
repeating their errors [human beings] can go on from where the others left off.
Language . . . makes progress possible. (16)

These formational rhetorical conventions and tactics of meaning and how
such speech-acts affect human behavior inform rhetorical tribalism, as do
practices that induce civility and cooperation rather than confrontation.
Hauser (2004) argues that, while the “partisan impulse” is present in delibera-
tive democracy and “not easily curbed” by criteria of rationality, “rhetorical
democracy” expands civic participation from “the negotiating table to the
myriad forms by which free people express their social, political, and per-
sonal aspirations and identities.” While such relationships are the “defining
characteristic” of a modern democracy, they also pose a “significant problem”
for it: the invention of discursive practices as well as designing dedicated
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public spaces within which to pursue such civil communicative behaviors
(Hauser 2004, 12; see also Smith 2003).

Rhetorical Mechanisms of Tribalism

When rhetoric functions in “real-life” language-in-use situations such as
political interaction, specific speech-acts may purposely obstruct cooperation
and facilitate division between and discord within groups. Three of these
constructs inform tribalism in particular. First, “slanting” is a rhetorical
strategy through which an individual deliberately creates a biased, subjective
account of a perceived “reality.” The described attributes are communicated
in a precise manner that convinces the audience that certain conclusions are
“inescapable.” Next, “stereotyping” configures certain beliefs or assertions
as “automatically projected onto a group of things or people” without con-
sidering unique attributes of individuals within a group. Finally, “two-valued
orientation” is a rhetorical tactic that provokes discord within and between
factions such as political parties. This discursive strategy involves general-
ized, misleading, and simplified language intentionally structured to symboli-
cally create a reality in limited, binary terms such as “yes” or “wrong” or
“right.” Using language in this manner is generally more easily believed than
complex or nuanced discourse. Rather than only being “heard” as merely two
different or opposite opinions, such a strategy manifests “a thought system
that leaves no alternative to a binary view of reality” (“S. I. Hayakawa” 2008).

Within the context of intraparty tribalism, a “two-valued orientation” could
account for both the “blue versus red” binary of Republican and Democratic
mutual hostility as well as its variation as intraparty tribalism. Notably, all
three of these discursive behaviors are counterintuitive to the deliberative
discourse necessary for healthy democratic systems.

Division and Identification

A historically significant and particularly salient rhetorical theory for an
investigation of intraparty tribalism is Kenneth Burke’s conceptualization of
identification and division (1969). “Identification” is fundamental to rhetoric
and an extension of the traditional term “persuasion.” It is a communicative
process fundamental to being a human and creating meaning as a human.
From this perspective, because they are biologically separate from one
another at birth and throughout their life cycle, humans are fundamentally and
organically driven to identify with others in order to assuage the singularity
of isolation. It follows that rhetorical techniques, both acquired and taught,
may be developed with which interests, attitudes, values, experiences, and
perceptions may be shared. In this way, people become “consubstantial” with
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one another; their “substances” or core aspects merge so that identification
traverses interpersonal differences.

Language, the exchange of symbols through which meaning is created,
becomes “symbolic action” that, in turn, creates the material from which dis-
cursive platforms are built and social cohesion is made possible. Accordingly,
it is through this creation and exchange of symbols (words are the paradigm
examples) that all humans—including those engaging in political symbolic
behavior within and between their respective parties or organizations—con-
nect with one another and build their realities about those connections. Within
this frame, “reality” becomes “what things will do to us and for us” with
“identification” and the concomitant term “substance” foregrounded as con-
stituent elements in that perception:

A is not identical with his colleague, B. But insofar as their interests are joined,
A is identified with B. Or he may identify himself with B even when their
interests are not joined, if he assumes that they are, or is persuaded to believe
so. (Burke 1969, 562)

The primary states of identification include: (1) naming something or some-
one according to specific properties, (2) the process of associating with and
disassociating from others, and (3) the ultimate outcome of identification:
being consubstantial with others. Identification, in all of its forms, occurs
through “speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, and idea.” In this
way, identification between a rhetor and an audience or group of listeners is
both a process and an end, as well as a necessary response to the reality of
shared perception that humans are distinct and divided from one another but
must nonetheless, “come together.” Ultimately, this action of “consubstan-
tiality,” or the sharing of “common attributes, values, needs and feelings”
is imperative if individuals and groups are to create, experience, and enact
together for their own survival (Burke 1969; 1984).

In so doing, A is “substantially one” with a person other than self. There
is an additional impetus for this process that develops, in that identification
essentially follows division. As Kenneth Burke suggests, an ambiguous
combination of identification and division, when individuals are not cer-
tain where one ends and the other begins, is the “characteristic invitation to
rhetoric” (1966, 7, see also 27-28; and Meadows 1957). Consequently, and
not surprisingly, identification is instrumental to mitigating disagreements or
public contention (division) between or within competing factions, including
political parties.
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Invitational Rhetoric

Foss and Griffin (1995) propose a rhetorical frame grounded in feminist
principles of equality, immanent value, and self-determination. Strategic dis-
course is configured as a means to facilitate understanding between people
while “its communicative modes are the offering of perspectives and the
creation of the external conditions of safety, value, and freedom” (1; see also
Tindale 2004, 51-55).

Invitational rhetoric does not advocate the correctness of one position
regarding a complex problem or issue, such as taxes or border walls or
election integrity. Rather, the outcome of this communication method is the
creation of a rhetorical environment within which dialogue and understand-
ing are prioritized instead of winning or victory over “the other.” In this
way, a metaphoric (or on occasion literal) safe space is rhetorically created
within which dialogue and discussion of such complex public issues may
be deconstructed. Also, flawed binaries, such as those often created within
polarized tribes that simplify into dichotomous and often untenable posi-
tions, are reconstituted into more democracy-friendly “words-in-action.”
The interaction, or relationship between those involved (“the rhetors”) in the
exchange, is grounded in reciprocity and respect. In certain hostile situations,
re-sourcement—a “response made by a rhetor according to a framework,
assumptions, or principles other than those suggested in the precipitating
message”’—could be a productive behavior for managing tribal discord:

In re-sourcement the rhetor deliberately draws energy from a new source, which
involves disengaging from the framework offered by another rhetor, and makes
a “swerve, a leap to the other side, which lets us . . . deploy another logic or
system.” (Foss and Griffin 1995, 9)

Invitational rhetoric is established through precepts including “principles
of equality, immanent value, and self-determination” rather than attempts
to control others through intimidation and coercion. Such communicative
behaviors are “at work in the world” through contemporary public delibera-
tions, promoting and establishing civility in a “variety of venues,” specifi-
cally situations demanding “ethical exchanges in difficult situations” (Bone
et al. 2008, 435). To that end, invitational rhetoric very likely also has a place,
if not a “job to do,” within the public spaces of American political discourse,
including rhetorical space unique to and situated within the Democratic Party.

printed on 2/10/2023 11:10 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

30 Chapter 2

UNITED THROUGH DIVISION: POLITICAL TRIBALISM

The contentious 2020 presidential campaign laid bare these deep divisions
in American society, exhibiting a tribal politics—when strict loyalty to a
foundational identity (such as race, religion, clan, or region) is the organiz-
ing principle of political life within a country that “sets off alarm bells when
seen abroad.” This occurred to such an extent that the campaign “looked
less like a contest of ideas and more like a battle between tribes, with voters
racing to their partisan corners based on identity, not concerns about policy”
(Brigety 11 2021).

Contemporary Political Cohorts

American post-2016 politics have foregrounded disputes within the nation’s
two major political parties to such an extent that significant alignments are
possible, if not likely. This dissent has been characterized by internal divi-
sions and power-brokering to determine the future trajectory of each. Such
conflict is not a modern phenomenon. As a case in point, parallels can be
drawn with the Whig party, which devolved from majority status to extinction
between 1848 and 1854 (see Wallach 2017; and Bibby 1996).

Although there have been other moments in US history when the coun-
try’s governance failed to arbitrate tribalism—most notably during the Civil
War—the current era ranks high among them. Contemporary Democratic and
Republican tribes are the country’s two major political parties, bolstered by
the demographic subgroups that compose their most loyal and predictable
constituencies. Over the past two decades, these groups have grown further
and further apart. Klein (2020) observes that in the last half century of poli-
tics, while Americans have become more consistent in the party they vote for,
it is not because they “like” their party more. On the contrary, most like their
own parties less yet still vote in support of them “because we came to dislike
the opposing party more” (10).

In the run-up to the 2020 presidential race, the nation’s political tribes were
afflicted by intraparty as well as interparty tribalism to such an extent that
there were ruptures within factions as well as between them. Furthermore,
despite internal discord within both, Republicans and Democrats remained
“at war” with the “other” as well. The Pew Research Center documented
fractures within both the Republican and Democratic Parties prior to the 2018
midterm elections (“Political Typology” 2017).
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Republican Intraparty Sectors

The political typology found two distinctly different groups on the right—
Core Conservatives and Country First Conservatives, who both over-
whelmingly approved of Trump, but disagreed on much else—including
immigration and whether it benefited the US to be active internationally.
Core Conservatives, the most traditional group of Republicans, demonstrated
an outsized influence on the GOP coalition; while they comprised 13 per-
cent of the public—and about a third (31 percent) of all Republicans and
Republican-leaning independents—they constituted a much larger share (43
percent) of politically engaged Republicans. This financially comfortable,
male-dominated group overwhelmingly supported smaller government and
lower corporate tax rates and believed in the fairness of the nation’s economic
system. A majority of this cohort (68 percent) supported American involve-
ment in the global economy because it afforded the nation new markets and
opportunities for growth.

Country First Conservatives, a considerably smaller segment of the GOP
base, were older and less educated than other Republican-leaning factions.
In addition, Country First Conservatives expressed unhappiness with the
nation’s course, were highly critical of immigrants, and wary of US global
involvement. Approximately two-thirds of Country First Conservatives (64
percent)—the largest typology contingent of either party—reported that “if
America is too open to people from all over the world, we risk losing our
identity as a nation.”

A third Republican group, Market Skeptic Republicans, diverged from the
party’s traditional support for business and lower taxes. Thirty-four percent
of Market Skeptic Republicans indicated banks and other financial institu-
tions had a generally positive effect on the country, the lowest percentage
among Republican-leaning typology sector. Significantly, Market Skeptic
Republicans embraced raising tax rates on corporations and large businesses.
A large majority (94 percent) indicated the economy unfairly favored power-
ful interests, a view much closer to Solid Liberals (99 percent mostly unfair)
than Core Conservatives (21 percent). Conversely, New Era Enterprisers
were optimistic about the future and were more likely than any other fac-
tions to believe future generations of Americans would fare better than
they had. Younger and somewhat less overwhelmingly white than the other
GOP-leaning groups, New Era Enterprisers were also young, majority white
and pro-business, and generally think that immigrants strengthen, rather than
burden, the country.
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Democratic Intraparty Sectors

The Pew Research Center also identified four distinct tribal factions within
the Democratic Party. While all cohorts supported a social safety net, they
diverged on government regulation of business, and government performance
in general. And like the Republicans, Democratic contingents disagreed on
US global involvement. In addition, the racial, ethnic, and income differ-
ences, historically intrinsic within the party, had accelerated. There were also
two majority-minority Democratic-leaning typology groups, along with two
more affluent, mostly white, groups.

“Solid Liberals” comprised the largest group within the Democratic
coalition, with close to half (48 percent) of politically engaged Democrats
and Democratic-leaning independents. In addition, the group was major-
ity white, financially secure, mostly with college or post-graduate degrees,
who expressed solid liberal attitudes on essentially all issues. In particular,
their level of post-Trump donations set them apart from all other groups,
Democratic or Republican. Close to half of Solid Liberals (49 percent)
reported recent contributions to political candidates or campaigns while 39
percent had protested against Donald Trump’s policy, again, the highest share
of all groups within both parties.

“Opportunity Democrats” tended to agree with Solid Liberals on most
significant issues. However, they were less affluent, less politically engaged,
and less liberal—in attitudes regarding self-description of political activity.
One area of difference between Opportunity Democrats and Solid Liberals
was on corporate profits: 40 percent of Opportunity Democrats indicated
most corporations made a “fair and reasonable amount of profit,” compared
with 16 percent of Solid Liberals. Opportunity Democrats also believed most
people could advance with hard work.

“Disaffected Democrats” expressed highly positive feelings toward their
party and its leaders while demonstrating cynicism about politics, govern-
ment, and the current state of the nation. The financially stressed group
supported activist government and a social safety net but believed the
government in general to be “wasteful and inefficient.” Also, a majority of
Disaffected Democrats admitted their “side” had been losing in politics and
less than half agreed that voting gave them a voice in government. Another
majority-minority Democratic group, ‘“Devout and Diverse” experienced
more financial hardship than Disaffected Democrats. They were also the most
politically mixed typology group with about a quarter leaning Republican
and the largest segment of the “least politically engaged.” Like Disaffected
Democrats, Devout and Diverse voters were critical of government regula-
tion of business and the most religiously observant Democratic-leaning
cohort. Finally, they were the only Democratic group in which a majority (64
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percent) believed it was necessary to believe in God to be moral and have
good values.

In addition to the eight main groups in the political typology reported by the
Pew Research Center in 2017, a ninth group—the “Bystanders”—appeared
to be “missing in action politically.” Essentially no one in this young, largely
minority group was registered to vote, and most gave little or no attention to
politics and government. Significantly, the study concluded by noting that,
while both parties had intraparty schisms, a rhetorical binary of partisan-
driven interparty hostility remained a defining characteristic of Republicans
and Democrats toward the “other” party (“Political Typology” 2017).

A Temporary Truce Rather Than a Reconciliation

Joe Biden took the 2020 presidential nomination and, indeed the presidency,
as a moderate Democrat with decades worth of experience and a political
ethos constructed through a history of bipartisanship (see Hook 2019; and
Emanuel 2021). Maurice Mitchell, the national director of the Working
Families Party, conceded that the former vice president was “not a progres-
sive.” However, he also asserted that “even though progressives did not
prevail in the presidency, our issues and our movement surely have.” Colin
Strother, a strategist for moderate Texas Democrat Henry Cuellar who nar-
rowly defeated a Sanders-endorsed Democratic primary challenger, dis-
agreed. Shortly after Joe Biden became the party’s nominee, Strother argued
that while the liberal segment of his party would still “get a seat at the table,”
they also “want a revolution” and “that’s not how Washington works” (quoted
in Weissert 2020b). Editor-at-large and co-founder of Jox Ezra Klein believes
that in the last half century Americans have become more consistent in sup-
porting their respective parties. However, confirming previous research, this
support was not because constituents like their own party more, but because
they dislike the opposing party more. Klein paraphrases this tendency: “Even
as hope and change sputter, fear and loathing proceed” (2020, 11).

Ultimately, progressive and centrist Democrats did unite as a party behind
their candidate in August 2020 and again the following November. However,
it is doubtful that the consolidation was a sign of tribal reconciliation. Rather,
the apparent liaison between the two Democratic coalitions was more likely
a truce, albeit temporary, to unite in order to be sure that Donald Trump’s
Republican “tribe within the tribe” did not win.
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American Rhetorical Tribes

That tribalized political alliances have the potential to damage the United
States, perhaps irreparably, has been a part of the nation’s public conscience
since its inception. Shortly after the American Revolution, John Adams
observed that there was “nothing I dread so much” as a:

Division of the Republic into two great Parties, each arranged under its
Leader, and concerting Measures in opposition to each other. This, in my
humble Apprehension is to be dreaded as the greatest political Evil, under our
Constitution. (“From John Adams” 1780, 2021)

ORIGIN IN OTHERING

Yet, despite this fear, for over two centuries, American leaders have done
little to discourage the rise of political parties. Chua and Rubenfeld (2018)
suggest that while it would be “hard to imagine” representative democracy
without interparty competition, Adams was “right to be apprehensive,”
particularly when the nation’s political institutions and organizations are
breaking down under the strain of partisan divisions.

The causes of America’s resurgent tribalism are many. They include seis-
mic demographic change, which has led to predictions that whites will lose
their majority status within a few decades, declining social mobility and a
growing class divide, and media that reward expressions of outrage. All of
this has contributed to a climate in which groups in America—people of color
and whites, conservatives and liberals, the working class and elites—feel
under attack, pitted against others not just for jobs and spoils, but for the right
to define the nation’s identity. In these conditions, democracy devolves into a
win-or-lose competition, one in which parties succeed by stoking voters’ fears

35
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and defaulting to their ugliest us-versus-them binaries (Rosen 2018; Stalder
2018; Shermer 2012).

Americans on both the ideological left and the right tend to view their
political opponents not as fellow Americans with differing views, but as
enemies to be vanquished. And they have come to view the Constitution not
as an aspirational statement of shared principles and a bulwark against tribal-
ism, but as a cudgel with which to attack those enemies. As early as 2016,
concerns were voiced over what would become of the Republican Party if
Donald Trump won the nomination, let alone the presidency. Pete Wehner, a
veteran of the George W. Bush White House, worried that a victory by Trump
would be “catastrophic” to the party and a “terrible danger” to the United
States. Bruce Haynes, a GOP operative in Washington, indicated that many
in the party did not know “what to do” and were calling him “in tears,” dis-
traught because they could not support Trump because he was a “liar, a cheat
and a racist” yet “everything” they had “ever cared for in politics” was “on
the line and could be lost if I don’t vote for him” (quoted in Stokols 2016;
see also Marsh 2016).

THE FOUR PARTIES

By 2017, the emergence of what would eventually be called “Trumpism” was
becoming apparent (Thompson 2020; Henninger 2021). An American “four-
party system” had already been imagined, configured through warnings that
Democrats were in danger of mirroring the tribalistic fracture already appar-
ent in the Republican Party less than a year into Donald Trump’s presidency
(Costa et al. 2017).

“Resist Trump” Democrats, playing a “zero-sum game,” maintained any
win for the president was a loss for their party. To this end, under the ban-
ner of running against Donald Trump, Congressional Democratic candidates
were breaking fundraising records, united through a campaign to unseat
the president. In addition, a second coalition of Democrats speculated that
Trump’s election might be an opportunity to “lock in a compromise” with a
president who seemed “happy to defy conventions.” These included senators
seeking re-election in conservative-leaning states such as Claire McCaskill in
Missouri and Heidi Heitkamp in North Dakota, who realized that failing to
support the president’s tax cuts could be “political suicide.”

Antholis (2017) maintained that pragmatic centrists could seek com-
promises with Trump Republicans, having “mastered the art of the deal.”
However, resisters could argue for the exact kind of Republican defeat pro-
gressives had predicted and for which they hoped. There has been speculation
about how such a “four-party system” might fail:
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How will this four-party system develop? The scenarios are endless. One could
easily imagine Republicans failing to get any legislative accomplishments,
leading to a massive GOP failing in next year’s midterm elections. But a new
four-party system could also make Trump formidable. With a solid 35 percent
of support, he could lead the strongest remaining faction in American politics.
(Antholis 2017; see also Rubin 2020b)

Identity and Value Clashes Between Parties

Research conducted by the Pew Research Center revealed that Americans had
rarely been as polarized as they were prior to the 2020 presidential election.
Hostility between Democrats and Republicans reflected the degree to which
each party was at odds with the other on issues including the economy, racial
justice, climate change, law enforcement, and international engagement.
The research reported that champions of both Joe Biden and Donald Trump
argued the differences between their candidates expanded beyond politics
and policies. As an example, shortly before the election, close to 80 percent
of registered voters in both parties said their differences with the other group
were about core American values, and roughly 90 percent in both reported
concerns that a victory by the other would lead to “lasting harm” to the United
States (Dimonk and Wike 2020).

The United States was not alone in experiencing such breaches. The United
Kingdom had polarized over Brexit; emerging populist parties disrupted
European government systems while cultural conflict and economic anxieties
“intensified old cleavages and created new ones in many advanced democra-
cies.” Even so, the 2020 pandemic revealed the pervasiveness of the divide
in American politics with regard to other nations. In the summer of 2020, 76
percent of Republicans (including independents who leaned toward the party)
reported the United States had done a good job dealing with the coronavirus
outbreak, compared with just 29 percent of those who did not identify with
the Republican Party. This gap was the largest breach found between those
who supported the governing party and those who did not across fourteen
nations surveyed. In addition, 77 percent of Americans indicated their country
was now more divided than before the outbreak, as compared with a median
of 47 percent in the other nations surveyed (Dimonk and Wike 2020; see also
deFrance 2019; Schumacher 2019; and Stafford 2018).

American Exceptionalism

The Pew study also revealed that such American exceptionalism preceded
the coronavirus pandemic. Americans were more ideologically divided than
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any of the nineteen other national publics surveyed when asked how much
trust they had in scientists and whether scientists made decisions solely
based on facts. Furthermore, such breaches had occurred in virtually every
aspect of the public and policy response to the global epidemic. In particular,
Democrats and Republicans disagreed over mask wearing, contact tracing,
how well public health officials were dealing with the crisis, whether to get a
vaccine once one became available, and whether life would remain changed
in any significant way afterwards. Joe Biden’s supporters considered the
coronavirus to be a central issue in the election with 82 percent indicating it
was very important to their vote. Conversely, supporters of Donald Trump
ranked the pandemic as the least significant concern among six issues with
only 24 percent indicating it was very important. Just 24 percent said it was
very important.

While partisan media, social media, as well as cultural, historical, and
regional divides were not confined to the United States, the nation’s binary
electoral system was still unique. The two-party system essentially merged
legitimate social and political points of disagreement into a single argument,
which exaggerated differences to such an extent that:

When the balance of support for these political parties [was] close enough for
either to gain near-term electoral advantage—as it has in the US for more than
a quarter century—the competition becomes cutthroat and politics begins to
feel zero-sum, where one side’s gain is inherently the other’s loss. (Dimonk and
Wike 2020)

Such discord can reconfigure legitimate issues, many in need of democratic
debate, into dialogic war zones to such an extent that genuinely nonpartisan
concerns split again into opposing binaries and increasingly hostile camps. A
particularly salient consequence of such interparty discord is that race, reli-
gion, and ideology merge into these deeply partisan tribes, often in unprece-
dented and discordant ways (see Saad 2021; Klein 2020; and Mitchem 2019).

IDEOLOGICAL FRACTURES WITHIN
THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY

Edsall (2019¢) suggests contemporary Democratic voters initially split into
two distinct groups. The “progressive wing” was supportive of “conten-
tious policies” on issues including immigration and health care and also
“disproportionately white.” A second group consisted of “somewhat liberal”
voters. Issues of particular interest for these more moderate voters were
“bread-and-butter concerns” including jobs, taxes, and health care reform.
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Their majority was nonwhite, with almost half of its support coming from
African American and Hispanic voters.

A third group was also configured. The first two contingents consisted
of individuals who thought themselves to be “very liberal” and others who
indicated they were “somewhat liberal.” Both factions were two-thirds white
and had substantial—but for the Democratic Party below average—minority
representation. They were roughly a quarter African American and Hispanic.
Alternately, those in the third group were Democratic primary voters who
described themselves as moderate to conservative. This segment had the
largest number of minorities; it was 26 percent Black, 19 percent Hispanic,
7 percent other nonwhites, and had the smallest percentage of whites, at 48
percent. Each of the three ideological groups also favored different sets of
policies. On the left, the very liberal voters emphasized “the environment,
protecting immigrants, abortion, and race/gender,” while the moderate to
conservative Democrats were “more concerned with job creation and lower-
ing taxes” (Edsall 2019c).

The “Woke” Tribe

Goldberg (2018) describes a major change in American political behavior,
driven primarily by “wokeness,” a “digital era style of moral politics.” The
term euphemizes a narrow but “rapidly changing political ideology” of white
liberals “remaking American politics”—or hoping to do so—in a more pro-
gressive or liberal trajectory. The baseline attitudes expressed by members
of this group regarding racial and social justice issues “have radicalized to
the extent that white liberals are currently the only demographic group in
the United States to display a pro-outgroup bias.” This group emerged as the
only segment of the Democratic Party that expressed a preference for other
racial and ethnic communities above their own. It is also significant that, as
“woke ideology” has accelerated, this faction is generally comprised of white
liberals who have pulled away from the opinions held by the rest of the coali-
tion of Democratic voters—including minority groups, moderates, and other
liberals within the party. In addition, the “revolution” in moral sentiment
among this single segment of voters has led to multiple consequences rang-
ing from changes in the norms and attitudes reflected in media and popular
culture, to the adoption of novel political rhetoric and electoral strategies of
the Democratic Party (see Martin and Ember 2019; and Beinart 2018).

“Woke” Democrats as Socialists

Nor has the development and emergence of “woke” Democrats occurred in a
vacuum. The initiatives discursively set in motion by this tribal faction have,
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in turn, provoked pushback and countermeasures from conservatives and
the Republican Party in general (Goldberg, 2018). In particular, this group
has evoked retaliatory responses grounded in accusations of “socialism”
from Republicans in search of a rhetorical weapon with which to attack their
“enemy,” the “other” mainstream political tribe. As an instance, it has been
argued that the “woke” alliance within the party was generally responsible
for the failure of the “blue wave” in November 2020. While Biden won the
presidency with a sizable lead in both the electoral and popular votes, the
party barely kept its majority in Congress, seeing multiple seats flip to the
GOP, putting Democrats in danger of losing both the House and Senate in the
next midterm election.

Griffin (2020) argues such a “politically correct” (PC) or “woke” culture
created their “own monster” of “Trumpism” that survived outside of the pres-
idency. For members of the “woke tribe,” such charges might be considered
progress and even provoke “stinging” responses back to anyone who might
“stand in their way” of their “wokeness” (see Spaeth 2019). However, such
rhetorical retaliation might be heard as offensive by other liberals, moder-
ates, or any others within the Democratic Party “who are not blue enough”
(Goldberg, 2018; see also Brooks 2019c¢; and Rennenkampff 2020). As a case
in point, shortly after the 2020 election, Democratic Representative Abigail
Spanberger warned that races were lost that “we shouldn’t have lost.” She
also demanded Democrats never “say socialism ever again,” warning they
“need to get back to basics” and “if we run this [type of] race again we will
get f***ng torn apart again in 2022.” Missouri senator Claire McCaskill
concurred, declaring that “as we circled the issues, we left voters behind and
Republicans dug in” and that, perhaps arguing “‘democratic’ socialism is the
good kind doesn’t quite do it for the folks in Des Moines” (quoted in Harsany
2020; see also Bouie 2019).

Perhaps ironically, members of this party faction were often in problematic
situations because their policy preferences appeared to exclude marginalized
communities—with whom they were supposed to be allies. As an example,
Black and Asian Democrats were significantly more supportive of restrictive
immigration policies and less positive toward racial/ethnic diversity than their
white liberal counterparts. In addition, Black and Hispanic Democrats were
more sympathetic toward Israel than not and also more likely to be uncom-
fortable with contemporary social and gender-identity issues (Kuhn 2020; see
also Goldberg 2018).
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IDENTITY POLITICS AND POLITICAL LOYALTIES

The Democratic left also appears to be more influenced by identity politics
than other cohorts within the Democratic Party. This has, in turn, influenced
their view of the Constitution. A number of progressives, particularly those
who are younger, appear to have turned against what were once ‘““sacrosanct
American principles.” These include configuring free speech as an instrument
of oppression—religious liberty as a conduit of discrimination and property
rights as a shield for structural injustice. American Millennials are far more
likely than older generations to say the government should be able to prevent
people from saying offensive statements about minority groups, according to
a Pew Research Center survey regarding global perceptions of free speech
and media (Poushter 2015).

There are considerations based on this data for members of all political
tribes. To illustrate, conservatives might consider that “making good” on the
promises embedded in the Constitution requires “more than flag-waving”:

If millions of people believe that, because of their skin color or religion, they are
not treated equally, how can they be expected to see the Constitution’s resound-
ing principles as anything but hollow?

In addition, liberals could revisit their “scorched-earth approach” to the
nation’s past. There is a “world of difference” between insisting the United
States has failed to live up to its constitutional principles and saying that those
principles are lies or smoke screens for oppression:

Washington and Jefferson were slave owners. They were also political vision-
aries who helped give birth to what would become the most inclusive form of
governance in world history. (Chua and Rubenfeld 2018)

Generational Tribalism

The “generational tribalism” evidenced through recent demographic research
suggests that political polarization is often influenced by “age identity.”
Furthermore, such divisions are not necessarily driven by ideology. Younger
Americans have grown up with crises including the invasion of Iraq, the
response to Hurricane Katrina, and the 2008 financial crisis and so may
believe they have legitimate reasons to feel animosity toward members of
the “gerontocracy,” many of whom belong to moderate and centrist cohorts
within the Democratic Party.
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A Pew Research Center study concluded the differences in partisan
identification across generations was most apparent in the shares of lib-
eral Democrats and conservative Republicans. Conservative and moderate
Democrats and moderate and liberal Republicans tended to skew generation-
ally closer across both parties (Manium and Smith 2017).

The generation gap in American politics has divided younger age groups,
Millennials and Generation X (“Post-Millennials™), from the two older
groups, Baby Boomers and the Silent Generation. In 2016, Millennials and
Gen-Xers were the most Democratic generations. In addition, both had
relatively large—and growing—shares of liberal Democrats: 27 percent of
Millennials and 21 percent of Gen-Xers identified as liberal Democrats or
Democratic-leaning independents. Millennials were the largest generation
in the nation and the most diverse in the American history. They entered
the job market during the worst recession since the 1930s. People under
twenty-five faced unemployment rates more than double those of other age
groups. By 2012, a record number of adults between eighteen and thirty-one
were living with their parents. In the 2010s, as Trumpism was coalescing
on the right, a rival political ideology was growing on the left, driven by
young people. Millennials remained the most liberal and Democratic of the
adult generations. They continued to be the most likely to identify with the
Democratic Party or lean Democratic to such an extent that, by the 2018 mid-
terms, substantially more Millennials than those in older generational cohorts
favored the Democratic candidates in midterm congressional elections (“The
Generation Gap” 2018).

Many in these factions were vested in Barack Obama as their hope for
moving the nation center-left and more. Between 2013 and 2017, the median
age of members of the Democratic Socialists of America dropped from
sixty-eight to thirty-three. Others expressed a desire for a socialism that was
closer to the New Deal. In 2019, Greta Thunberg, the Swedish teenager who
inspired a global climate strike, told the United Nations “change is coming,
whether you like it or not” (quoted in Behl 2019; see also “Greta” 2019).
The median American age is thirty-eight. By 2020, the average age for a
United States senator was sixty-five. Congress was among the oldest in his-
tory. Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell was seventy-eight and House
Speaker Nancy Pelosi eighty. Such generational differences also produce
distinct if not conflicting rhetorical worldviews as well as distinct and polar-
ized factions within the two major parties. In the words of Patrick Fisher,
a Seton Hall professor who specializes in the political dynamics of age,
“Demographically, politically, economically, socially and technologically, the
generations are more different from each other now than at any time in living
memory” (quoted in Osnos 2020b, 15-16; see also Rosentiel 2009).
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JOE BIDEN AS A COMPROMISE(R)

In 2016, Joe Biden and Barack Obama shared a basic belief that Americans
sought unity in politics. Running for president, Obama referenced an
“empathy deficit” and called attention to the inability of many Americans to
“recognize ourselves in one another, to understand that we are our brother’s
keeper and our sister’s keeper” (quoted in Osnos 2020a, 137). Four years
later Maria Urbina, the national political director of the liberal grassroots
group Indivisible, complimented presidential candidate Joe Biden on forging
a “continuum of support that is deep and wide” through engagement with
and consolidating the support of progressives including Jay Inslee, Bernie
Sanders, and Elizabeth Warren (quoted in Smith 2020). The two dominant
Democratic tribes within the Democratic party, centrists and progressives,
appeared to willingly unite against the “existential threat of Trump,” at least
long enough to attempt a defeat of the incumbent president.

However, progressives anticipated the possibility a discourse-driven
“paradigm” shift within their party should Biden be successful in his bid for
the White House. Neil Sroka, a spokesperson for Democracy for America, a
political action committee that endorsed Sanders in the Democratic primary,
insisted the “realigning of the left and center” had “already happened” and
that if Biden won, he would assume office with the “most progressive agenda
a Democrat has ever been elected on in the history of the country” (quoted
in Smith 2020; see also Beauchamp 2020). As an example, when Joe Biden
released economic recommendations in August of 2020, they included ideas
that worried some in in the banking industry. These included allowing bank-
ing at the post office and having the Federal Reserve guarantee all Americans
a bank account.

Maintaining a Center-Left Profile

Still, in private calls with Wall Street leaders, the Biden campaign made it
clear those proposals would not be central to his agenda. “They basically said,
‘Listen, this is just an exercise to keep the Warren people happy, and don’t
read too much into it,”” one investment banker stated, referring to liberal sup-
porters of Senator Elizabeth Warren (quoted in Linskey 2020b).

A reluctance to be pinned down on policy details was central to Joe Biden’s
campaign, grounded in a pledge to “restore the soul of the nation™ rather
than any particular “legislative holy grail” based in an “all-things-to-all-
people approach.” While sometimes making strong declarations in public,
the former vice president also relied on aides to “soothe critics behind the
scenes” (Sullivan 2020). That strategy, reflecting a decades-long career in
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which Biden presented himself more as mediator than ideologue, helped
him unify his party’s liberal and moderate wings behind the shared goal of
defeating Donald Trump, albeit perhaps temporarily (Accetti 2020; Osnos
2020b; Haltiwanger 2020). However, this ethos could also become a point
of contention in a Biden presidency, on topics from race to climate to trade
(Hook 2019). As a case in point, some Black Lives Matter activists pressed
for more concrete commitments from Joe Biden, worried they would “prove
elusive” once he became president (see Voght 2020 and Lizza et al. 2020).
It was also clear that Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders was speaking for his
progressive tribe when he referenced Biden’s endorsement of three months
of paid family and medical leave and an expansion of child care should the
Democrats take both Congress and the White House. Sanders warned the
Democratic nominee that party liberals would “be damn sure” that Joe Biden
would “follow through on the proposals that he is supporting right now”
(quoted in Linskey 2020b).

A President for Republicans (Too) in a Politically Tribalized Nation

In the spring of 2020, Biden began describing himself as a “transition candi-
date,” explaining:

We have not given a bench to younger people in the party, the opportunity to
have the focus and be in focus for the rest of the country. There’s an incredible
group of talented, newer, younger people. (quoted in Osnos 2020a)

Ben Rhodes, an adviser to Obama in the White House, said of the former vice
president’s unwillingness to take sides within his own party:

It’s actually a really powerful idea. It says, “I’'m a seventy-seven-year-old white
man, who was a senator for thirty years, and I understand both those limitations
and the nature of this country.” Because, no matter what he does, he cannot com-
pletely understand the frustration of people in the streets. That’s not a criticism.
It’s just a reality. (quoted in Osnos 2020a)

Regardless, his general approach to campaigning continued to frustrate,
if not baffle, many in the Democratic party, despite tribal affiliations. For
instance, as he moved through the election cycle, Joe Biden continued to
reference himself as a “transition candidate,” who would be able to over-
come generational and ideological rifts. Specifically, he chose to modify
the narrative regarding the animosity between these political tribal factions,
doing so through a bipartisan discourse. Perhaps not surprisingly, this was a
disconcerting and itself a rhetorical position, too centrist for many Democrats
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and not enough so for others. Both contingencies were concerned that Biden
was not “coming around” to their perspective of what the American presi-
dency should do to further “their cohort’s” agenda. Ironically, some of this
tribe-centric partisan talk, critical of Joe Biden, was successfully co-opted by
Republicans and turned into effective talking points with which to campaign
against Democratic candidates (see Balz 2019; Graham 2020).

During an August 2020 interview with New Yorker columnist Evan Osnos,
Biden spoke as a candidate whose job was to defeat Donald Trump rather
than cater to completing blocs within his own party, which might weaken or
thwart this goal. To that end, he configured weaponizing the term “socialism”
as a rhetorical device with which Trump smoke-screened his own failures of
leadership, particularly in the pandemic:

Everybody knows, even people supporting him: this is all about his self-interest.
It’s all about him. . . . It has had profound impacts on people’s ability to live their
life. . . . They think that they will be materially better off if he’s President. . . .
He has gotten through, I think, to some degree—to about forty per cent [of
Republicans]—saying, “The Democrats are socialists. They’re here to take
away everything you have.” (quoted in Osnos 2020a)

This is not to dismiss that the Democratic nominee was averse to positioning
himself, albeit by increments, in different directions within his own party’s
ideological spectrum and divided body. As an example, in 2012, while Barak
Obama was weighing an endorsement of same-sex marriage, Joe Biden “beat
him to it,” saying at the time that he was “absolutely comfortable” with the
concept. By his own account, Biden entered the Democratic primaries in 2019
with a narrow goal: to end the Trump presidency by uniting his party through
a rhetoric of inclusion. Most Americans, he argued, did not want a revolution.
At an early New York fundraiser, he promised not to “demonize” the rich and
said that “nothing would fundamentally change.” But, by March 2020, having
effectively clinched the nomination, he appeared to frame his candidacy as
one of change, akin to Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal. According to a senior
aide to Bernie Sanders, Joe Biden told Sanders, in a phone call about a pos-
sible endorsement, “I want to be the most progressive President since F.D.R.”
(quoted in Osnos 2020a).

When queried about occasions when Joe Biden appeared, even within
his own party, to swerve left,” Barack Obama suggested that “from a
forty-thousand-foot level” moderate and progressive Democrats were “not
that different.” Joe Biden and Bernie Sanders both wanted health care for
all Americans, jobs that provided living wages, and universal education for
children. Ultimately, in Obama’s view, the perceived “movement left” was
likely due to changed circumstances rather than a self-ascribed moderate
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or centrist ethos. A senior Obama administration official observed that Joe
Biden’s refusal to stake out tribal territory—beyond identity as “a Democrat”
also contained a subtler message: “This country needs to just chill the £**k
out and have a boring President” (cited in Osnos 2020a).

POLITICAL TRIBES

Republican

Beginning in 2018, multiple anti-Trump Republican groups began to coalesce
including Reclaim Our Party, a super PAC targeting right-leaning indepen-
dents and ambivalent Republicans with a message that it was alright to not
support the president. By 2020, the two largest anti-Trump Republican groups
were the Lincoln Project and Republican Voters Against Trump, both mul-
timillion-dollar operations (see Parker and Costa 2020; Allan Smith 2020).
They were joined by former Illinois Republican congressman Joe Walsh’s
Bravery Project and Stand Up Republic and its spin-off, Christians Against
Trumpism and Political Extremism. Other push back organizations included
the Republican Political Alliance for Integrity and Reform, known as Repair
and helmed by former Trump administration officials and 43 Alumni for
Joe Biden, organized by former staffers from President George W. Bush’s
administration (see Karni 2020). The sole raison d’etre of these party-less
Republicans was to keep the current Republican president from securing a
second term of office. They essentially co-existed in a loose and leaderless
coalition without a tribal affiliation and so without a “figurehead” to whom
they could show allegiance.

The result was the coagulation of the Republican Party during the 2020
presidential cycle into a rank-and-file endorsed super-tribe, “The Donald
Base” (shortly to become “Tribe Trump”). The remains of what had been an
already seriously incapacitated second party cohort was a neutralized, impo-
tent, and shrinking “orphaned” faction of traditional Republican conservative
voters with little organization, no leadership, and little if any power. As a
case in point, suggestions about forming a third party or a new center-right
faction were resisted even by some of Trump’s “toughest Republican crit-
ics.” This was because attempting to do so required “years if not decades” to
access enough funds to have an impact, considering the Republican Party’s
“massive” Trump-centric “political infrastructure” (Reid et al. 2021; see also
Matthews 2020).

It is likely that the aftershocks of Donald Trump’s one-of-a-kind presi-
dency will take years to place into full historical context. Some of the most
pressing questions, particularly in the aftermath of the January 2021 attack
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on the Capitol and Trump’s subsequent bipartisan impeachment, concern
the future of the Republican Party (see Feuer 2021; Newman 2021). Some
Republicans moved away from Trump, but many continued to fight on his
behalf, including by voting to reject the electoral votes of two states won by
Biden. In one sense, the “Tea Party” movement, which rhetorically coalesced
during the 2009 “summer of rage” as a primarily Republican populist alli-
ance, informed throughout by a “tear-down-the-house” mentality, is extinct.

The alliance, which at the height of its influence in 2011 was bringing in
$20 million a year in contributions, buttressed by a 60-member strong caucus,
went inactive in 2012. Its alleged demise could be attributed to the reality
that a “mass uprising based” on think-tank inspired “small-government liber-
tarianism” was simply “not so popular with most Americans” (Peters 2019).
Even so, the Tea Party legacy—in practice, if not in theory—now threatens
the stability of contemporary political parties in the United States.

Kabaservice (2020) maintains that “if the best guide to conservatism
was once Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s ‘The Cycles of American History,”” in
the current political culture, “it might be Leon Trotsky’s ‘The Permanent
Revolution.”” The evidence for this conclusion is that “conservatism’s
familiar pattern of advance, consolidation, retrenchment and renewal has
vanished” replaced by “something that looks like #MAGA Forever” (see also
Williamson et al. 2011). It appears, then, that rather than imploding, the Tea
Party has only been ghosting Republicans.

Democrat

Osnos (2020a) argues the tensions afflicting the Democratic Party reflect
a clash between liberal meliorism, the “long view” of Biden and Obama
politics, as well as “the impatient movement that Bernie Sanders labels a
‘revolution.””

The dominant Democratic discursively populated tribes, in this view, essen-
tially claim competing virtues: one emphasizes realism, coalition-building,
and practical politics, and the other the inescapable evidence that “reform”
has failed to confront pervasive inequalities, the cruelties of American health
care and incarceration, and ecological catastrophe. Barack Obama suggests
tribalism within his party originates in “the traditional Democratic idea”:

You have a big-tent party. And that means that you tolerate, listen to, and
embrace folks who are different than you, and try to get them in the fold. And
so you work with not just liberal Democrats, but you work with conservative
Democrats—and you are willing to compromise on issues. (quoted in Osnos
2020a; see also Dionne, Jr. 2020b)
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The epicenter, then, of at least a substantial part of the tribal dissention within
the party is that moderates can work with liberals because they share the same
foundational beliefs, albeit with different timelines. Progressives, on the other
hand, because their “it’s now or never” timeline naturally excludes any plans
that occur outside of their own discrete chronology, are less inclined to form
intraparty coalitions. Obama countered the perception by some Democrats
that compromise or tolerance, at least with or for those in their party with
whom they did not agree, was a sign of weakness or, worse, an ideological
failure (Osnos 2020a).

Shortly before the general election in 2020, there was speculation regard-
ing the estimated 2 to 4 percent of the electorate who were still undecided two
weeks before the general election and so might still be receptive to a unifica-
tion narrative. One consultant in Portland, Oregon attributed the indecision
to stubbornness, particularly among Bernie Sanders supporters, who, even at
that late date, were refusing to endorse Joe Biden by “acting as though they’re
deliberative rather than idiots” (Judkis 2020). Ultimately, then, it appears that
in order to be of consequence, any serious rhetorical management of the tribal
ruptures within the Democratic Party tribe must address this troublesome
contingency. Embedded in the worldview of at least one Democratic tribe is
a default attitude to devalue, if not exclude, the norms of the other.

THE TRUMP EFFECT

Prior to the beginning of his presidency in 2016, Donald Trump split
Republicans and Democrats more deeply than any president in thirty years.
In 1994, when the Pew Research Center began asking Americans a series
of ten “values questions” on subjects including the role of government,
environmental protection, and national security, the average gap between
Republicans and Democrats was 15 percentage points (“The People” 1994).
Differences exacerbated considerably after Trump became president. By the
first year of his presidency, the average partisan gap on those same questions
had more than doubled to 36 points, the result of a steady, decades-long
increase in polarization. Turnout in the 2018 midterm election, the first after
Trump took office, also set a modern record. Even as he repeatedly cast doubt
on the democratic process, Donald Trump as president proved to be an enor-
mously galvanizing figure at the polls (Dimonk and Gramlich 2021).

Insurrection and Impeachment

Nearly 160 million Americans voted in 2020, the highest estimated turnout
rate among eligible voters in 120 years, despite widespread changes in voting
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procedures brought on by the coronavirus pandemic. Joe Biden received
more than 81 million votes and Trump received more than 74 million, the
highest and second-highest totals in US history. By the end of his tenure
in January 2021, fully 86 percent of Republicans still approved of Trump’s
enactment of the presidency while only six percent of Democrats gave their
endorsement—the widest partisan gap in approval for any president in the
modern era of polling (see also Porterfield 2021; Keeter 2021).

On January 6, 2021, during a “rally” outside the White House, Donald
Trump continued falsely claiming the election had been “stolen” (Breuninger
2021). With Congress meeting the same day to certify Joe Biden’s win of
the presidency, Trump supporters attacked the Capitol in an assault that
left five people dead and forced lawmakers to be evacuated until order
could be restored and the certification could be completed. The House of
Representatives impeached Trump a week later on a charge of inciting the
violence, with ten Republicans joining 222 Democrats in support of the
decision (Harper 2021; Leatherby et al. 2021). At the time, most Americans
placed at least some blame on Trump for the riot at the Capitol, including 52
percent who said he bore a lot of responsibility for it. Once again, however,
partisans’ views differed widely: 81 percent of Democrats said Trump bore a
lot of responsibility, compared with just 18 percent of Republicans (Dimonk
and Gramlich 2021).

Acquittal and Acrimony

A 57-43 majority of the Senate voted to convict Trump, including seven
Republicans who joined the fifty Democrats. Still, the final count fell short
of the two-thirds majority necessary to convict the former president for
“incitement of insurrection” (Weigel et al. 2021). At the time, Republican
Senator Ben Sasse of Nebraska, who voted to convict, observed that while
“tribalism is a hell of a drug” senators must nonetheless prioritize “our oath
to the Constitution,” which “means we’re constrained to the facts.” Lara
Brown, director of the Graduate School of Political Management at George
Washington University, maintained the vote to impeach Donald Trump would
further “rend the Republican Party” and that Republicans talk about a “big
tent” would likely “not be possible because no meaningful grey area” existed
between Trump’s contingent and other Republicans cohorts:

It seems that the party is headed for many more months of in-fighting that will
only be resolved by the 2022 elections, primary and general elections. And by
resolved, I mean that one faction will likely prevail over the other, but which
will win is hard to say. (quoted in Jackson 2021; see also Cillizza 2020)
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The GOP’s direction could depend to a considerable degree on what Donald
Trump does “next.” Nearly two-thirds of Americans (68 percent) said in
January 2021 that they would not like to see Trump continue to be a major
political figure in the years to come, but Republicans were divided by ideol-
ogy. More than half of self-described moderate and liberal Republicans (56
percent) said they preferred for him to exit the political stage, while fully 68
percent of conservatives said they wanted him to remain a national political
figure for many years to come (Dimonk and Gramlich, 2021). For all intents
and purposes, by 2021 the Republican Party had effectively morphed into the
Tribe of Trump.

An Exigence of Polarized Political Tribalism

DiSalvo (2012) argues that intraparty factions are sub-units capable of shap-
ing ideological agendas within political parties, which then “try to move their
party along the Left-Right spectrum” (7). Given the public’s limited political
knowledge, such party brands influence policy in a direction that is, regard-
less of affiliation, oppositional to positions held by centrist voters.

Clearly, one of the most pragmatic and consequential effects of entrenched
American political tribalism is tumultuous, incessant, and increasingly angry
public argument, enacted through contested elections, incivility, and acts of
violence, some of which explode into domestic terrorism. This discord is
driven by acrimonious disagreement over the nation’s global persona and,
significantly, over the meaning of being American (Shapiro and Fogel 2019).
In light of the historical symbiosis between healthy democracies and healthy
discourse, the resolution of such discord as well as rediscovering a national
identity for the United States, including that of the nation’s political tribes,
may be a defining rhetorical exigence of the twenty-first century.
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Congressional Tribalism

Prior to the 1830s, congressional parties, rather than the electorate, chose
American presidential candidates. During this period, the nation operated
more like a parliamentary system in that congressional caucuses would single
out candidates who were deemed electable. The first genuinely populist revolt
in the United States was initiated by Andrew Jackson as an attack against
the Democratic-Republican Party (as “Eastern elites”) after it declined
to select him in 1824. In 1832, a group of delegates supporting President
Andrew Jackson met in Baltimore to conduct the first official convention
of the Democratic Party, setting trends that lasted more than a century (“On
This Day . . .” 2020; see also Miller 2021). Some have suggested, with little
enthusiasm, that a return to privileging congressional parties’ role in choos-
ing candidates might counter the ascension of populists to the presidency
(Cummings 2020; Clark 2020; Beinart 2016; Anderson 2013).

As recently as 2018 political parties appeared, at least on occasion, to
be rhetorically holding the line against extremist factors, left or right. In a
study of the 2018 primaries, Kamarck and Podkul (2018b) observed that
congressional candidates described themselves in terms of the most com-
mon intraparty groups. Republicans generally self-reported belonging to
one of four categories: Business/Establishment, Conservative, Tea Party, or
Libertarian. Democrats overall sorted themselves into one of three categories:
Progressive, Establishment, or Moderate. Additional results were revealing.
Incumbents were excluded since, regardless of party affiliation, such can-
didates typically won their races. That said, on the Democratic side there
were slightly more Establishment candidates than Progressive candidates,
and Establishment candidates won more often. On the Republican side, the
Establishment candidates did even better, winning their primaries 40 percent
of the time compared to 24.8 percent of the time for Conservative candidates.

51
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THE MIDTERMS

However, there were precedents for factional division within the two
American “big tent” political parties, notably from a conservative right and a
liberal left. Significantly, during the midterm elections of 2010, the Tea Party
challenge to Republican Party incumbents produced a contingent of House
Republican Conference insurgents with essentially uncompromising positions
that stalled government, drove a Speaker of the House from office, and accel-
erated Congressional dysfunction. A similar rupture developed after Bernie
Sanders’s strong showing for progressives in the 2016 Democratic primaries
(Brownstein 2020b; Kelley 2018). Both factions within the separate major
parties exemplify rhetorical perspectives that continue to modify, shape, and
influence the contemporary political landscape in the United States.

2018 Midterms

In the run-up to the 2018 midterm elections, what had initially been the
“paralyzing” partisanship characterized by accelerating tension between
Democrats and Republicans finally ruptured. Party divides were rhe-
torically cleaved into “schisms within the parties” and, in some instances,
“schisms within schisms” (Seib 2017). As an example, Democrats splintered
over whether to reconfigure Senate rules to prevent the ascension of Neil
Gorsuch to the Supreme Court (Godfrey 2017; Tau 2017) as Republicans
battled over the fundamental fairness of the US economic system (“Political
Typology . . .” 2017). While such polarization accelerated during the first
two years of the Trump presidency, Republican Representative Tom Cole of
Oklahoma suggested, “He didn’t create them. He walked into it.” Dissension
within the parties evidenced ideological battles within each. In addition, at the
time, Republicans discursively battled over the trajectory of their support for
a health care bill. A Pew Research study revealed that that even in a politi-
cal landscape substantially scarred by partisanship, the divisions within the
Republican and Democratic coalitions were as important a factor in American
politics as the divisions between them (“Political Typology . ..” 2017).

In some cases, these fissures were not new—evident in a half dozen pre-
vious Pew Research Center typology studies conducted over three decades.
Yet, especially within the GOP, many of the divisions centered on the issues
that had been front-and-center for Donald Trump since he first launched
his presidential campaign (“Political Typology . . .” 2017). Several dis-
tinct factions had taken shape at this point (Seib 2017). These included the
“President’s Tribe,” frequently populated by a base with minimal government
experience and little allegiance to the Republican Party. Instead, voters who
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were primarily outside of the Beltway as well as anyone who best served
his personal interests were afforded most of Trump’s attention. Essentially
an independent force, since his office had been secured with limited support
from Republican Party leaders, he continued to surround himself largely by
constituents with limited interest in government, which in turn provoked
more loyalty to Donald Trump than to a Republican Congress.

A second tribe, the Governing Republicans, included party members who
celebrated the potential to control American government and believed it was
imperative to demonstrate success at governing, even if that meant accepting
compromises with Democrats. The Freedom Caucus formed a third group,
composed by the House of Representatives’ most conservative Republicans.
For example, this sector of the party blocked a bill to repeal and replace
Obamacare because it failed to meet their principles.

On the other side of the aisle, tribal cohorts within the Democratic Party
included the Never-Trump Democrats, often given voice by Senator Bernie
Sanders. This bloc generally refused to cooperate with any of the tribes within
the Republican Party. Party Chair Tom Perez also spoke for this tribe when he
rallied Democratic protestors by insisting that Donald Trump had not legiti-
mately won the 2016 election. The Maybe-Sometimes-Trump Democrats
were moderate to conservative Democrats, many from states the president
won, who occasionally expressed a willingness to work with the Trump
administration on selected issues. Senators Heidi Heitkamp of North Dakota,
Joe Manchin of West Virginia, and Joe Donnelly of Indiana were members of
this tribe as evidenced by their willingness to break with the majority of their
party to support Trump’s choice of Judge Gorsuch for the Supreme Court
(“Senate Democrats . . .” 2018). While largely united in opposition against
the president, Trump’s election provoked a wave of political activism within
the left-leaning liberal Democratic faction, with an enthusiasm not replicated
among other segments in the Democratic base. In addition, Democrats were
also internally divided over US global involvement, as well as some religious
and social issues (“Political Typology . . .” 2017).

Of the five tribal segments in play at the time, Seib (2017) maintained
that a congressional combination of centrist governing Republicans and
Democrats willing to cross alliance boundaries to work together was the
“likeliest path to legislative achievement amid factionalized Washington.” To
that end, Democratic Senators Heitkamp, Manchin, Mark Warner, and Claire
McCaskill, and Republicans Bob Corker, John McCain, Rob Portman, and
Lamar Alexander suggested a possibility existed for developing a bipartisan
rhetoric through which congenital interparty and intraparty discord might be
addressed.
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TRIBALISM AS A “BLAMING GAME”

Both Republican and Democratic Parties have had relatively little public vet-
ting of intraparty conflicts until recently. Republicans in particular have not
attempted to manage tensions between those with significantly different ideas
or geographic bases than those of their leadership, despite the “noise” made
by the “Tea Party” and, a decade later, the Freedom Caucus, albeit regarding
tactics rather than ideology (Teles and Saldin 2021). They have not done so
in great part because the dominant “Team Trump” cohort—and its leadership
in particular—generally manages intratribal conflict through intimidation and
oppression rather than deliberative discussion.

Conversely, Democrats are engaged in an increasingly contentious
intraparty battle between a polarized liberal-to-progressive faction and a
moderate-to-center “mainstream ‘Biden Wing™” faction. Both have well-
organized memberships, clearly structured and occasionally charismatic
leadership, delineated participation corridors, user-friendly social media net-
works, and impressive sources of funding. And, as of the 2020 election cycle,
moderates have become an “embattled majority,” having been “put on notice
that they are in the crosshairs of the party’s left wing,” as evidenced by con-
gressional losses, some of which took establishment leadership by surprise
(Teles and Saldin 2021).

Beginning with the 2018 primaries, Democratic Party leaders cautioned
that embracing progressive-backed programs such as Medicare for all and
the Green New Deal would produce losses. This resulted in narrowing their
focus to centrist issues such as saving the Affordable Care Act and defeating
Donald Trump. While Joe Biden won the presidency, crucial down-ticket
losses in the House and Senate resulted in a “knives are out for the left”
reaction from party leaders and moderates. As a case in point, Majority Whip
James E. Clyburn of South Carolina spoke against running on defunding the
police, while Florida Representative Donna Shalala argued she lost her bid
for re-election because of the rise of “The Squad.” This, in turn, drew media
attention, which “reinforced” arguments that the Democratic Party was domi-
nated by socialism (Jacobs 2020). Virginia Representative Abigail Spanberger
argued that Democrats, should never again use the word “socialism” because
doing so caused the loss of “good [party] members” (Dowd 2019).

Primarying

During the primaries, New York Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez,
when queried about Joe Biden as the possible nominee for her party, insisted
“I don’t want to go back. I want to go forward.” The Green New Deal
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advocate referenced Biden’s approach to global warming by asserting she
would “be damned if the same politicians who refused to act then are going
to try to come back today and say we need to find a middle-of-the-road
approach to save our lives.” Waleed Shahid, speaking for the left-leaning
Justice Democrats, concurred and worried that “so-called ‘centrist’ Joe Biden
would turn Democrats into the party of ‘No, we can’t,” and predicted ‘there
is going to be a war within the party’ which ‘we [progressives] are going to
lean into’” (quoted in Murdock 2019).

Democratic freshman Representative Ilhan Omar, a member of the
progressive Democratic “Squad” (Izadi and Epstein 2019; “AOC, Omar,
Pressley, Tlaib” 2019), who had been challenged by Antone Melton-Meaux
as too divisive and “overly focused” on building a national profile, ultimately
retained her seat in the August 2020 Minnesota primary. Ocasio-Cortez and
Rashida Tlaib of Michigan, also members of the “Squad,” faced similar
opposition and also won their primary races earlier in the year. The victory for
Omar afforded the freshmen group a more secure foothold in the caucus and
more power as they pushed back against the party’s centrists (Fandos 2020a).

Additional primary wins by other Democratic liberals included Jamaal
Bowman in New York, Cori Bush in Missouri, and Marie Newman in Illinois,
all of whom unseated moderate incumbents. Newman defeated Representative
Dan Lipinski, a conservative Democrat who opposed abortion rights and the
Affordable Care Act. Bush’s campaign explicitly benefited from the momen-
tum claimed by progressives in 2020 and since 2018 (Foran 2020). A docu-
mentary about her 2018 campaign and that of challengers like Ocasio-Cortez,
“Knock Down the House,” also contributed to their national profile (Dargis
2019). All won their national races in November (“U.S. Election” 2021). Like
Ocasio-Cortez, each challenger had the backing of Justice Democrats, whose
executive director Alexandra Rojas insisted “the Squad is here to stay, and it’s
growing” (Fandos 2020a).

Progressive Democrats were not hesitant to take on their centrist colleagues
who threatened left-leaning (or those re-purposed as liberals in a “primary-
ing” battle) incumbents during the 2020 state primaries. Notably, incumbent
Senator Ed Markey easily won Massachusetts’s Democratic Senate primary,
defeating a member of one of the most preeminent families in Democratic
politics through a show of force for the party’s left wing, not a uniformly
popular outcome within the party. Graham (2020) argues that while the
“AOC progressives” were in sync with fellow Americans regarding “hating
Trump” and so considered him a divisive president, “The Squad” and their
advocates within the party were “completely out of step on policy.” From
this perspective, most Americans did not want to replace their private insur-
ance with Medicare for all, had little interest in paying higher energy costs
to “bring about the Green New Deal windmill utopia,” and were not in favor

printed on 2/10/2023 11:10 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

56 Chapter 4

of “defunding cops or funding reparations.” Regardless, the “social justice
warriors” of the Sunrise Movement, Justice Democrats, and Democracy for
America made these issues mandatory to such an extent that any Democrat
hoping to win their endorsements in a primary who rejected them did so “at
your peril.”

Case in Point: Joe Kennedy III

Representative Joe Kennedy III became the first in his family, an American
political dynasty, to lose a congressional campaign in their home state (Hook
2020). Overall, Kennedy claimed that he would be a better senator, who could
both deliver for his state and build the party across the country. He also criti-
cized Senator Ed Markey, who had been endorsed by “The Squad,” for spend-
ing less time at home in Massachusetts than any other member of the state’s
congressional delegation, even when Senator Elizabeth Warren was running
for president (Anthony Brooks 2020). A Boston Globe and Suffolk University
poll a year earlier had Kennedy leading Markey by 14 points in a hypothetical
matchup. In addition, Kennedy led among voters in every sub-group, includ-
ing younger and older voters (Pindell and Graham 2019). Polls showed
him with a double-digit lead while public perceptions of Markey included
that he was “more likely to be seen at a Starbucks in suburban Washington
than a Dunkin’ Donuts near his home in Malden.” Former Congressional
Representative Michael Capuano described Joe Kennedy’s candidacy as
“designed around the idea that a vote for Kennedy was an investment in his
seemingly limitless political future, while Markey was already on his way out
the door.” Yet by the last month of the campaign, as mail-in voting began,
polls showed Markey had taken the lead (Pindell and Graham 2019).

There were signs that Kennedy was frustrated by this downturn when he
told CNN in August 2020 that the coronavirus pandemic “without question
hinders a challenger” since it limited his ability to connect in person with
people, which he viewed as one of his advantages in the race. Nonetheless
a masked Kennedy extensively canvassed Massachusetts and picked up the
endorsement of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, a “surprise move” during what
had become a contentious race by September 2020. One rhetorical device
employed by Pelosi was the spotlighting of Kennedy’s effort to help win back
the House in 2018 by campaigning and fundraising for Democrats in tight
races across the country, which helped deliver Democrats the House majority.

In advocating for Kennedy, Pelosi asserted that “the times” demand “we
elect courageous leaders.” She also tacitly appealed to liberals in the party
by insisting that Kennedy “knows that to achieve progressive change, you
must be on the front lines leading movements of people” (quoted in Caygle
and Ferris 2020). Even so, Markey won voters and shattered the Kennedy
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political mystique in the deeply Democratic state of Massachusetts by suc-
cessfully persuading the liberal faction of the party. This included building
an “implausible connection” with young insurgents through Ocasio-Cortez,
as well as endorsements from Elizabeth Warren and other progressive and
center-left congressional candidates such as Missouri’s Cori Bush who had
ousted incumbents elsewhere (Hook 2020).

Ocasio-Cortez, who advocated the Green New Deal with Ed Markey
at one point, accused Joe Kennedy of being “a progressive in name only”
(LeBlanc 2020). Pelosi’s endorsement “infuriated many progressives,” who
had faced mounting resistance from the Democratic establishment as they
launched their own primary challenges against sitting members. For instance,
Ocasio-Cortez, who had actively and vocally endorsed left-leaning chal-
lenges to moderate Democrats since her own 2018 “insurgent campaign,”
called out Pelosi with “no one gets to complain about primary challenges
again.” Furthermore, the House Speaker’s support of Kennedy over Markey
countered the party’s default policy against backing challengers, which
Ocasio-Cortez condemned as “like less a policy and more a cherry-picking
activity” (Caygle and Ferris 2020).

Kennedy also struggled to articulate his message while Markey essentially
rebranded himself as a progressive warrior on climate change while advocat-
ing for other “revolutionary priorities” of the Democratic Party’s more liberal
cohort. In so doing, the incumbent harnessed support from liberal leaders
to overcome a challenge from his younger rival, a grandson of Robert F.
Kennedy by a margin of nearly 11 points (LeBlanc 2020). Ultimately, Senator
Markey did a “masterful” (and more effective job) of campaigning, rebrand-
ing himself so that voters believed the incumbent was “someone he is not”
(Murray 2020b).

Ed Markey had successfully embellished and even occasionally exagger-
ated ideological differences between himself and Kennedy who, in truth,
held essentially the same view as Markey on most major issues. As an
example, both supported the Green New Deal and Medicare for all. Markey’s
“come-from-behind” victory has been attributed to an aggressive campaign
of support from liberals, led by progressive politicians and organizations.
This coalition went “all in” to defend him in part to demonstrate to other
Democrats who might “venture into progressive waters” that they would have
political cover. The high-profile paradigm campaign also functioned to warn
other moderates who might challenge other “Squad-backed” candidates that
they would be similarly targeted (Robillard 2020).

Markey stepped into the political vacuum created by the departures of
progressive icons Elizabeth Warren and Bernie Sanders from the presidential
primary. In short, Democrats within the “left-leaning” tribe of their party
were “devastated” by the collapse of those two campaigns, resulting in a
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disappointed and agitated faction of newly unemployed former progressive
staffers and volunteers—many of them Millennials and Gen-Xers—young
high school and college activists with time and energy in excess. Ed Markey
received their undivided attention as evidenced by a tweet from one of
Warren’s former staffers (which later became a viral source of campaign
funding for Markey):

Here is my #1 hot take as a newly-free Warren staffer: THE F**KING
CO-AUTHOR OF THE GODDAMN GREEN NEW DEAL MIGHT LOSE
HIS SEAT IN THE SENATE TO A MODERATE AND YOU’RE ALL JUST
SLEEPING ON IT. (Murray, 2020)

The Markey campaign also spent almost half a million dollars airing an ad that
only featured Ocasio-Cortez (and not Markey) leading up to the race against
Kennedy. Evan Weber, co-founder of the Sunrise Movement, observed that
the incumbent was “very eager” to “fight that fight with us” and “did a lot of
work to rile up young people and the youths and progressives.” Specifically,
Markey ran a “policy-centered campaign” that foregrounded the Green New
Deal and climate issues and remained laser focused in order to “rile up young
people and the youths and progressives” (Murray 2020b).

The support of Chuck Schumer and moderate Joe Manchin for Markey,
along with the incumbent’s friendship with Ocasio-Cortez, demonstrated
that any Senate race would pivot on generational rather than subjective
policy differences with a “youthful Kennedy” and his unprecedented “family
brand” facing off against Markey’s four decades of service and lengthy record
(Rogers 2020; Everett and Caygle 2019). Also, many Democrats considered
Markey and Kennedy so “aligned ideologically” as center-left moderates,
that it was unclear why Kennedy was challenging the incumbent in the first
place. Markey supporter and conservative West Virginia Democratic Senator
Joe Manchin even queried “what’s the fight?” Others, however, were more
than willing to discursively stretch depictions of the two as representatives
of ideologically opposed tribal blocs: one (very) liberal and the other moder-
ate at best.

Specifically, Senator Markey deflected Joe Kennedy’s “shine” by “pro-
jecting the power of some of the party’s brightest stars,” the foremost being
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, whose presence alone was instrumental in creat-
ing the narrative of Kennedy as “not liberal enough” (Rogers 2020). In a
video posted on the Markey campaign’s YouTube account, she imagined a
future party with Ed Markey as “a proud and strong progressive champion”
for working families not just in Massachusetts, but across the country:
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Ed Markey . . . is one of the strongest progressives that we have in the United
States Senate. And in a time right now, when we have to have conversations not
just about holding this administration accountable but changing the Democratic
Party for the future, Ed Markey has a very critical role in making sure that cli-
mate change, as well as a bevy of other issues—health care and beyond—are
critical core issues in how we fight for working people and working families in
the United States.” (Graham 2020)

Markey responded in kind, stating he was “proud to partner” with
Ocasio-Cortez and “honored” that she chose to endorse his candidacy over
Kennedy. More than that, Markey was “fortunate” to call the New York con-
gresswoman his “friend and colleague” and, again, reminded his constituents
how “I am proud to have her support” (Graham 2020).

The coveted endorsement from the New York congresswoman undercut
one of the biggest premises of a Kennedy challenge to Markey: the call for
a generational change from the incumbent, then 73, to Kennedy, then 38. At
29, in 2018 Ocasio-Cortez became the youngest woman ever to be elected
to Congress (Hess 2018). Often photographed in “retro-hip Nikes,” Markey
discursively aligned himself with New York’s Ocasio-Cortez, “the party phe-
nom,” as well as the Sunrise Movement, a primarily youthful group focused
on combating climate change, “to show he was of the times.” This point was
spelled out in an Ocasio-Cortez ad in which she exclaimed “when it comes to
progressive leadership” that it was “not your age that counts” but rather “the
age of your ideas” followed with the assertion that “Ed Markey is the leader
we need” (Murray 2020a).

When initially considering whether or not to challenge Senator Markey,
Joe Kennedy was warned that, in addition to the incumbent, he would also
have to take on and defeat Chuck Schumer, Elizabeth Warren, the Senate
Democrats’ campaign arm, and “maybe Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.” The
congressman and grandson of Robert F. Kennedy was told he would likely
“confront a buzz saw of Washington Democrats” if he challenged the
Massachusetts senator, a move that would be “a massive distraction” for the
party in a safe Democratic state when party focus needed to be on the battle
against Republicans for both the White House and the Senate majority.

At the same time, moderate New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen
insisted that the kind of “intraparty” fighting that could result from such a
challenge was “not good in the long term.” Such a campaign would most
likely be detrimental to Joe Kennedy, in that as a “survivor of the [Ted]
Kennedy-[Jimmy]Carter fight” during the 1976 presidential campaign,
Senator Shaheen recognized “how long those [negative] sentiments last”
(Everett and Caygle 2019; Davies 2019). Kennedy certainly encountered the
“buzz saw” effect up-front and personally as he campaigned to unseat Ed
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Markey. Time will show to what extent his political career was damaged by
the “brush up” with the self-identified Liberal tribe of his party in general and
the “The Squad” in particular.

A uniquely salient—and surprising to the Kennedy campaign—discur-
sive device employed by Markey and his team was the weaponization of
Joe Kennedy’s name. Drew O’Brien, a former adviser to John Kerry and
Boston Mayor Thomas Menino, indicated that liberals not only succeeded,
during the Massachusetts campaign, in redefining the Kennedy name for
the electorate but rhetorically created an “astounding” transformation of Ed
Markey into the “darling of the young Sunrise Movement and the progressive
Movement” (Murray 2020). Initially reluctant to capitalize on the Kennedy
legacy, it became an issue after the incumbent strategically cast voters’ choice
as between supporting a “son of the working class” or an “entitled scion”
(Graham 2020).

Markey also inverted former President John F. Kennedy’s famous call
to action declaring “it’s time to start asking what your country can do for
you.” Joe Kennedy’s campaign countered by explicitly identifying their
candidate as the heir to the legacy of his grandfather Robert F. Kennedy and
great-uncles John F. Kennedy and Ted Kennedy. Building on this legacy, the
narrator of one television ad argued that Joe Kennedy’s fight for health care
for all, jobs and opportunity, and racial justice were “in his blood” (Rogers
2020). Although the Democratic challenger finally “embraced” his family
name, it “came too late.” The progressive factions of his party had metaphori-
cally positioned Ed Markey as one of themselves. The transformation was a
success and the Senator won as the “most all-out AOC candidate in the race”
(Graham 2020).

In sum, the 2020 Massachusetts primary resolved in Markey’s favor, in
great part because of his successful discursive appeal to and rhetorical enact-
ment of a tribalistic “liberal versus moderate” intraparty binary. Furthermore,
this point was not missed by Donald Trump who, after Markey’s clearly pro-
gressively backed victory, presidentially tweeted “see, even a Kennedy isn’t
safe in the new Radical Left Democrat Party” followed by “Pelosi strongly
backed the loser!” (LeBlanc 2020). Ultimately, Joseph Kennedy III lost in
every precinct in East Boston, home territory. He had been successfully
primaried.

Moderates Push Back

Centrist Democratic tribal leaders accelerated efforts in the 2020 election
cycle to protect incumbents from what they considered legitimately perceived
threats from the progressive tribal faction. Notably, they hoped to reassure
anxious moderates who witnessed firsthand Ocasio-Cortez topple moderate
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incumbent Joe Crowley in 2018 and then lead successful assaults against
many other “not liberal enough” congressional candidates. New York’s
Crowley, once seen as a possible successor to Nancy Pelosi as Democratic
leader of the House, experienced a “shocking” primary defeat to the “politi-
cal newcomer,” an organizer for Bernie Sanders’s 2016 presidential cam-
paign, who ran on a platform of generation, racial, and ideological change.
Crowley’s defeat by Ocasio-Cortez, albeit in a low turnout district, was con-
sidered the “most significant loss for a Democratic incumbent in more than
a decade” and one that would “reverberate across the party and the country”
(Goldmacher 2018; Martin 2020b).

Graham (2020) believed the impacts of the “trophies being collected by
Team AOC” with candidates including Ayanna Pressley in Boston, Jamaal
Bowman in New York City, and Cori Bush in St. Louis during congres-
sional elections would be felt immediately among Democrats already in
office. The “Democrats these progressives took down were not Blue Dog
moderates like Joe Manchin in West Virginia” but “solid liberals” such as
Massachusetts’s Mike Capuano (see “Mike . . .” 2021). While the progres-
sive tribe celebrated turning “purple seats blue,” some in the party, albeit
tongue-in-check, observed:

Nobody is happier to see hardcore liberals being defeated by far-left crazies
more than the GOP. You see Trump’s tweet Wednesday morning? He couldn’t
contain his glee. [It read] “See, even a Kennedy isn’t safe in the new Radical
Left Democrat Party,” Taxes up big, no 2A. Biden has completely lost control.
Pelosi strongly backed the loser!” (Graham 2020)

Delaware Senator Christopher A. Coons fended off a similar challenge in
September 2020, defeating activist Jessica Scarane to win the Democratic
nomination for a second full term. Elected in 2010 to the seat once held by
former vice president Joe Biden, Coons had established a moderate profile
while Scarane, a member of Democratic Socialists of America, ran on a plat-
form that included Medicare for all and a Green New Deal. Despite antici-
pating that a Democrat leaning and “suburb-heavy state” would welcome a
more liberal representative in Washington, Scarane’s progressive message
“hit a wall” with Delaware’s Democrats. Coons secured the endorsement
of his party as well as an endorsement from Biden. He also indicated he
would not side with Republicans who would block a potential Biden agenda
if Democrats won control of the Senate in November. In addition, he prom-
ised that “if Minority Leader McConnell . . . uses the filibuster to block
progress. . . . I’'m not going to stand by and watch” (Weigel 2020b). Coon’s
victory signaled the end of primary campaigning run by progressives that
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unseated three House Democrats and won a string of victories down the bal-
lot (Weigel 2020Db).

CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE

In the run-up to the partisan fight over President Trump’s push to install Judge
Amy Coney Barrett on the court, California Senator Dianne Feinstein, the
ranking Democrat and the oldest member of the Senate, kept a low profile,
rarely engaging directly with the press. Fandos (2020b) reports that progres-
sive Democratic activists, many of whom argued that she mishandled the
confirmation process for Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh as well as the 2017
hearing on Barrett’s confirmation to an appeals court, considered pushing for
Feinstein’s removal.

Brian Fallon, a leader of a liberal advocacy group that lobbies Democrats
to prioritize federal courts, referred to the concerns about Feinstein’s compe-
tency as “further evidence” of how Democrats “ought” to frame committee
leadership. The Senator’s default negotiating strategy of seeking compromise
with Republicans could hurt Democrats if they won back the Senate and Joe
Biden was elected president:

Dianne Feinstein is not somebody who inspires any confidence whatsoever
that there will be sufficient attention on an issue that should be a priority of a
President Biden . . . she will probably be an enabler and an accomplice to the
obstruction efforts that created all of these vacancies for Trump to fill in the first
place. (Fandos 2020b)

Meagan Hatcher-Mays, the director of policy for a progressive Democratic
grass-roots group, also criticized Senator Feinstein’s apparent lack of control
over the Kavanaugh hearing, suggesting that her “genteel”” demeanor was from
another time and anachronistic in a twenty-first century Senate. Feinstein’s
signature politeness was configured as an artifact from a long-gone era: “She
handled him with kid gloves . . . thanking him for being there. You don’t
have to do that!” (Fandos 2020b). Conversely, Feinstein’s moderate defenders
insisted their Democratic colleagues confused Feinstein’s “patrician gentil-
ity for senility.” For instance, Rhode Island’s Senator Sheldon Whitehouse
observed that while it was not in Senator Feinstein’s “nature” to be “tangling
with an obstreperous Lindsey Graham,” the Republican Chair of the Judiciary
Committee, “she brings a perspective, a dignity, a long history of bipartisan-
ship, good will and an exemplary record on issues involving women, which
are particularly germane” (Fandos 2020b).
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This resulting controversy over Dianne Feinstein’s role further evidenced
tension between the centrist and liberal Democrats within their party.
Furthermore, Republicans looked to, if not encouraged, the continuing intra-
party conflicts regarding Feinstein’s role in the Senate Judiciary Committee
as a vulnerability within the opposition party which they were “eager” to
exploit (Fandos 2020b).

TRIBAL STRATEGIZING FOR THE FUTURE

During an interview shortly before the November 3 presidential election,
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, “the” voice for young “disciplined” and “prag-
matic” progressive Democrats, prioritized winning the White House for
Joe Biden before advocating her liberal left-centric agenda. When asked if
Bernie Sanders should be offered a cabinet position in a Biden White House,
Ocasio-Cortez argued that progressive Democrats must “make sure that we
win this White House” so that afterwards they could effectively lobby to push
the more conservative (but still Democratic) Biden administration to “appoint
progressive leaders” (Coleman 2020; Cole 2020).

Down ballot, the polarized left contingent took a number of primary wins
over establishment Democrats. As a case in point, Missouri Black Lives
Matter activist Cori Bush unseated 10-term Representative William Lacy
Clay, and Jamaal Bowman, a New York former middle school principal,
“took down” 16-term Representative Eliot L. Engel, the chairman of the
House Foreign Affairs Committee. Both won their races in November, albeit
in strongly Democratic districts (Nilsen 2020). Justice Democrats, the group
that launched Ocasio-Cortez’s 2018 candidacy, won five of the nine pri-
maries it participated in during the 2020 cycle. Notably, during the Trump
presidency, “far-left” candidates “managed to unseat five establishment
Democrats, portending future intraparty conflict (Bade 2020).

Safe Seats

Polarization in American congressional politics has been exacerbated by
weak parties, subject to control by unrepresentative voters on their fringes
and those who fund them (Anderton 2020). This power derives from changes
in the basic role of primaries at the presidential level as well as their interac-
tion with “safe seats” in Congress. Such elections are generally characterized
by low turnout and disproportionately high participation by polarized or
“orphaned” voters. The same is true of caucuses. In particular, Donald Trump
was selected as the Republican presidential candidate in 2016 by less than 5
percent of the US electorate. A similar dynamic manifested in both parties’
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congressional elections. The Tea Party’s insurrection within the Republican
Party after 2009 was driven by candidates who generally won races with
only a 12 percent to 15 percent participation rate. And in 2016, Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez, the “leading voice” of her party’s left-leaning sector, won a
primary against the incumbent Joe Crowley, a centrist Democrat, with only an
11 percent turnout in New York’s 14th congressional district, meaning more
than 80 percent of voters stayed home (Cummings 2020).

A mitigating factor in such low turnout districts is the steady increase in
“safe seats” for both parties in the House and Senate (Mutnick 2020; DeSilver
2013; Rosentiel 2006). As a result, if a seat is safe for the party, the only elec-
tion of consequence is the primary. Polarization follows as primary voters pull
candidates toward the fringes, with losing the election as the ultimate penalty
for a candidate who ignores such voters. This, in turn, creates incentives to
“demonize opponents and embrace extreme policies” to such an extent that
both Democratic and Republican politicians, instead of responding to their
actual constituencies, tailor their issues and positions for voters, albeit from
the outer margins of their parties. A potentially toxic alchemy results whereby
primaries and caucuses pull the candidates to the extremes, but those same
candidates need their entire party to win in the general election:

They know that if they move to the center, they’re going to get attacked in
the next primary. So instead, they try to move more moderate voters toward
the extremes, so that there will be less pressure on them from party leaders
to moderate their views once elected. [So] the polarization of Congress [does
not] follow the polarization of the population, it preceded it . . . candidates get
pulled to the extremes by primary voters and then attempt to mainstream those
extremist views to make it easier for their party to win the general election.
(Cummings 2020)

Congressional Dissonance

The dissonance evidenced by the ascension of the Tea Party in 2010 as well
as the presidential campaign of Bernie Sanders in 2016 foreshadowed and
informed intratribal discord between and within the political parties. For
Republicans, tribes have coalesced into an essentially permanent state of ten-
sion between an increasingly silent and virtually invisible rank-and-file fac-
tion and the increasingly polarized right contingent of outspoken Republicans
who constituted first the Tea Party Caucus and then the Freedom Caucus. On
the Democratic side, the polarized left activism inspired by the Sanders cam-
paign has the potential to turn any future Democratic majorities into mirror
images of the problems that have plagued the Republican majority. As a case
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in point, a large number of progressive/liberal/left members of Congress could
fairly easily prevent leadership from entering into cross-party compromises
on big issues like budget and entitlements (Kamarck and Podkul 2018b).

On the last morning of the February 2021 impeachment trial of Donald
Trump, Senate Republicans successfully countered Democrats’ demands
to call witnesses. This after Washington Republican Representative Jaime
Herrera Beutler—who had supported impeachment—revealed GOP leader
Kevin McCarthy acknowledged Trump dismissed pleas for help dur-
ing the violent insurrection by his supporters at the Capitol on January 6
(Cathey 2021).

The tense exchanges that began immediately after the acquittal under-
scored an intra-party tribalism endemic among Republicans, between cohorts
who were devoted to the former president and those who argued the party
needed to move beyond a disgraced ex-president in order to be politically
relevant in the future. To illustrate, although the call for witnesses to bolster
the House argument failed, a major rupture within the party immediately
revealed itself through rhetorical attacks on Jaime Herrera Beutler by the
former president’s acolytes. Specifically, Trump advocate Representative
Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia threatened-by-tweet of “the gift that keeps
on giving” and warned Herrera Beutler that “the Trump loyal 75 million are
watching “ (Jackson 2021; Egan 2021).

As evidenced by the ascension of Tea Party Republicans in 2010 and
progressive Democrats in 2016, intraparty tribalism is endemic to American
political culture. This sectionalism has provoked Republicans into an organic
tension between moderates or centrists within their party and those con-
servatives who first populated the Tea Party and then the Freedom Caucus
(DeSilver 2013). The progressive discourse initially inspired by Sanders’s
2016 challenges to moderate Democrats has generated similar discord with
centrists. This has occurred to such an extent that, without intraparty rhetorical
arbitration, future Democratic majorities may replicate the disturbing images
and mimic the anti-democratic actions that have so recently convulsed the
modern Republican Party (Karmarck and Podkul 2018a; Kabaservice 2020).
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Mediated Tribalism

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY MASS
MEDIATED POLITICS

In 1787, James Madison observed that easy access to communication avail-
able to small republics was precisely what had allowed mob majorities to
engage in the “violence of faction” and so quickly overcome minority voices.
He argued that a greater variety of American parties and interests could deter
this tendency of emergent mobs to subvert representative democracy as it
struggles to take hold early in its evolution cycle. In addition, he believed
the geographical expanse of the new country would prevent such mobiliza-
tion (Madison 1787; Hamilton et al. 1787, 2014). That said, at the time of
the nation’s founding, “new media technologies,” including what James
Madison described at the time as “a circulation of newspapers through the
entire body of the people,” united citizens throughout the former colonies.
Furthermore, much of the mass media of the time was partisan. As a case
in point, the National Gazette, published by James Madison, also carried
his personal attacks against adversaries, the Federalists (Rutland and Mason
1983; Pasley 2000).

However, unlike the social mediated political coverage that dominated two
centuries later, the medium of choice for political information, newspapers of
the time, generally functioned as platforms for reasoned arguments by elite
political actors. Madison maintained that newspaper journalists would chan-
nel their information into information corridors through which to facilitate a
“commerce of ideas.” While no doubt a naive take on the suasory impact of
mass mediated information delivery systems situated within the twenty-first
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century, Madison, perhaps with good reason, believed that his contemporaries
would take the time to read complicated arguments (including the essays that
became The Federalist Papers), allowing “levelheaded reason” to spread
slowly across the republic of the United States (Rosen 2018a; Berkowitz
2019; Lorenz 2018).

Contemporary Mass Media Politics

The twenty-first century dominant mass media conduits of political informa-
tion including Twitter, Facebook, and other social media delivery systems
would likely have been severely criticized by James Madison and the other
inventors of American democracy as toxic to their conceptualization of a rep-
resentative constitutional system (Rosen 2018b). To illustrate, the twenty-first
century warp speed delivery of public discourse, which, in turn, makes time,
space, and even place increasingly irrelevant, enables virtual versions of
mob democracy to emerge and dominate as quickly as the messages can be
tweeted, Instagrammed, or constituted within a multitude of digital mass
media delivery systems. In particular, intentionally incendiary, inflamma-
tory, deceptive, or simply false messages tend to “travel farther and faster
than arguments based on reason” and so undermine critical thinking, which
foundations the process, itself an essential component in a healthy democratic
system (Rosen 2018a).

Mass media influences the rhetorical enactment of foundational principles
of democracy, specifically trust, informed dialogue, a shared sense of real-
ity, mutual consent, and participation. Technologically driven time and space
compression, combined with the monetizing of public attention, has acceler-
ated this influence, particularly with respect to digital delivery platforms.
In short, “social media” is massive both in reach and influence, as well as
integral to American political life (Deb et al. 2017). Media theorist Marshall
McLuhan suggested that while “print technology created the public,” elec-
tronic technology “created the mass.” From this perspective, “the public”
consists of “separate individuals” with “separate, fixed points of view.” In
contrast, “the new technology demands we abandon the luxury” of “this frag-
mentary outlook” (McLuhan and Fiore 1996).

Klein (2020) suggests contemporary media offers an “explosion of
choices” that allow an individual access to the political media you really
want.” In this way, competing polarized media narratives of political identity,
conflict, and celebrity pose, and on occasion answer, voters’ questions about
“why your side should win and the other side should lose” (147).
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MEDIATED COMMUNITIES

Two decades ago, Brooke (1999) suggested that expecting digital platforms
to be “inherently democratic” was unrealistic. Instead, consideration should
be focused on the types of “communities”—or tribes—that might be facili-
tated online:

Too often, hopes and anxieties replace analysis in our descriptions of cyberspace
and we end up assuming that we can . . . wish all the nastiness of the world away
by entering cyberspace. It is . . . easier to take the path of least resistance, to
invest cyberspace with . . . dreams of democratic utopias or fears of cyberstalk-
ing. . . . Reality is somewhere in the middle. (24)

Extreme mass mediated partisanship predicts belief in political “fake news”
more strongly than even a conspiracy mentality as well as the perceived cred-
ibility of a source (independent journalism versus fraudulent messaging). As
such, polarized tribal messaging may more accurately predict propaganda or
unsubstantiated political news/opinions than a conspiracy mentality (Farago
et al. 2019).

“FAKE NEWS” VERSUS “THE FACTS”

Incompatible Trust Levels

One of the few concepts that Republicans and Democrats could agree on
during Donald Trump’s tenure as president was that they did not share the
same set of facts. A 2019 Pew Research Center survey revealed that close
to three-quarters of Americans (73 percent) said most Republican and
Democratic voters disagreed not just over political plans and policies but
over “basic facts.” Much of this disconnect evolved from and was facili-
tated by a news media that, if critical of Donald Trump, the then president
routinely disparaged as “fake” and the “enemy of the people.” Republicans
specifically expressed widespread and growing distrust of the press with dis-
trust expressed “in”” 20 of 30 specific news outlets. Conversely, Democrats
trusted a majority of the same sites. The two dominant political parties also
placed their trust in “two nearly inverse media environments.” Republicans
overwhelmingly preferred a single outlet—Fox News—even as Democrats
used and expressed trust in a multiple and wider range of sources.

Some of the media organizations Trump criticized most vocally saw
the biggest increases in GOP distrust over time. The share of Republicans
who said they distrusted CNN rose from 33 percent in a 2014 survey to 58
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percent by 2019. The proportion of Republicans who said they distrusted The
Washington Post and The New York Times rose 17 and 12 percentage points,
respectively, during that span. In addition to their criticisms of specific news
outlets, Republicans also questioned the broader motives of the media. In
surveys fielded over the course of 2018 and 2019, Republicans were far
less likely than Democrats to say that journalists act in the best interests of
the public, have high ethical standards, prevent political leaders from doing
things they should not, and deal fairly with all sides. Notably, Trump’s
staunchest GOP supporters often had the most negative view. Republicans
who strongly approved of Trump, for example, were much more likely than
those who only somewhat approved or disapproved of him to say journalists
have very low ethical standards (Dimonk and Gramlich 2021).

Political Misinformation and Media Dependence

Apart from the growing partisan polarization over the news media, the former
president’s time in office also saw the dominance of misinformation as a con-
cerning new reality for many Americans, regardless of party tribal affiliation.
Half of adults said that made-up news and information was a major problem
in the country, exceeding those who said the same thing about racism, illegal
immigration, terrorism, and sexism. Fully two-thirds believed made-up news
and information had a big impact on public confidence in the government (68
percent), while half or more said it had a major effect on Americans’ confi-
dence in each other (54 percent) and political leaders’ ability to get work done
(51 percent). A November 2020 survey revealed six in ten adults believed
made-up news and information had played a major role in the “just-concluded
election” (Dimonk and Gramlich 2021).

Conspiracy theories often became media content during Donald Trump’s
tenure, in many cases amplified by the president himself. Nearly half of
Americans (47 percent) said in September 2020 that they had heard or read
a lot or a little about the collection of conspiracy theories known as QAnon,
up from 23 percent earlier in the year. In addition, most of those aware of
QAnon said Trump seemed to support the theory’s promoters. In particular,
he frequently made disproven or questionable claims as president. News and
fact-checking organizations documented thousands of his false statements
over four years, on subjects ranging from the coronavirus to the economy.
Perhaps none were more consequential and persuasive than his repeated
assertion of widespread fraud in the 2020 election he lost to Democrat Joe
Biden. Even after courts around the country had rejected the claim and all 50
states had certified their results, Trump continued to say he had won a “land-
slide” victory. The false claim gained widespread currency among his voters:
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in a January 2021 survey, three-quarters of the former president’s supporters
incorrectly said he was definitely or probably the rightful winner of the elec-
tion. (Dimonk and Gramlich 2021; Megerian 2021).

MASS MEDIATED INFLUENCE

Senator Ed Markey won the 2020 Massachusetts Democratic Senate primary,
defeating a member of one of the most powerful families in Democratic
politics in a show of force for the party’s progressive wing. An endorsement
from the Boston Globe proved critical to reassuring moderates that they had
little reason to replace the incumbent with Joe Kennedy. Specifically, the
paper created ideological gaps between the two despite minimal differences
(Robillard 2020). On the “other side of the aisle,” Fox News’ Sean Hannity
and Donald Trump, Jr. complained American media had abandoned their
obligation to educate the public “on both sides” to instead serve as activists
for the “left wing mob.” This false equivalency argument was further perpetu-
ated when the younger Trump insisted that “as a result,” the “[liberal] media”
will do “whatever is necessary” to “protect Joe Biden,” including giving him
billions of dollars worth of “free cover-up” (Trump, Jr. 2020).

Media Bias as Persuasion

This theme was expanded and revised by Kathleen Parker, a self-described
conservative political columnist for the Washington Post, who observed that
when President George W. Bush won a second term in 2004, the “[main-
stream] media were aghast” and befuddled when attempting to figure how
or why anyone had “voted for him.” A similar reaction allegedly occurred
when these same reporters attempted to deconstruct Donald Trump’s
“near-reelection” in November 2020 as well as how they had misjudged what
became major Republican successes in House races:

It’s a valuable exercise, if it means anything. We know that Joe Biden’s elec-
tion made perfect sense to most in the Beltway media, as would have Hillary
Clinton’s, as did Barack Obama’s, as did Bill Clinton’s. That’s because most of
them supported the Democrats through undisguised, selective coverage. (2020)

In this view, a liberal pro-Democrat slant permeates “mainstream” journal-
ism (meaning a majority of traditional corporate analog and digital media
platforms, content generators, and corporations—except, certainly, Fox
News). Although Americans, including presidents, have had “trust issues”
with producers of mass mediated content “long before Trump turned it into
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an ‘enemy of the people,’” the former president developed a cottage industry
during his time in office, through which to generate and mass-deliver “fake
news” content. Ostensibly this was done “to protect” himself from “incom-
ing” information that he wished to ignore. Parker concludes that while such
mischief may have “worked to his advantage,” Trump’s appropriation of, for
example, Twitter (until he was excommunicated from his preferred social
media platform post-insurrection) had divided the nation “more than ever”
to the extent that:

[Americans are] more contemptuous and distrustful of the ‘other’ and doomed
if we don’t do something about it. Earnest efforts post-2016 to better understand
the American voter, with editors essentially embedding reporters outside their
comfort zone, were well-intentioned if not nearly enough. Biden has promised
that unifying the country will be a priority of his administration. I trust his
intentions, but he can only do so much without the media’s cooperation. I’'m not
suggesting that reporters should relax their watchdog role, but . . . none of us [is]
more important than the people we’re supposed to serve—the readers, television
viewers and online followers who expect us to trust them to judge unfiltered
facts that we present in good faith. (2020)

It should be noted that “media” bias is likely considerably more complex (or
simply different) than Kathleen Parker’s implied “liberal”’/anti-Republican
“Beltway” filter suggests. Moreover, her commitment to a “good faith” jour-
nalism of “unfiltered” facts (without vetting or critical assessment or checks)
is troublesome. Nevertheless, her basic point is valid.

Preferred Mass Media Platforms

In a late 2019 survey conducted as part of Pew Research Center’s Election
News Pathways project, Fox News and CNN were named by the largest seg-
ments of Americans as their preferred political news sources—16 percent and
12 percent, respectively. A half a dozen other news outlets—NPR, NBC News,
ABC News, MSNBC, CBS News, and The New York Times—were named by
at least 2 percent of adults.

About half (49 percent) of respondents identified one of these eight outlets
as their main source for political and election news. The long list of all other
individual outlets, named by fewer than 2 percent of respondents, included
larger sources like The Washington Post, the BBC, and Rush Limbaugh, as
well as more niche sources such as One America News, The Young Turks,
and individual local newspapers. Some of the remaining respondents named
social media sites (4 percent in total) or a medium without any specific outlet
specified (“radio,” “the Internet”).
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Interestingly, individuals who considered Fox News or MSNBC—signature
networks for the polarized right and left, respectively—as their main politi-
cal news content providers were equally partisan or biased in favor of that
source over others. Half of the eight sources named by at least 2 percent were
much more likely to be named by Democrats and independents who leaned
Democratic than by Republicans and GOP leaners: MSNBC, The New York
Times, NPR, and CNN. Again, and notably, Fox News was the only platform
in the top eight that was far more likely to be named by Republicans than by
Democrats. Those who named Fox News and MSNBC also displayed roughly
the same high levels of partisanship. About nine in ten of those whose main
source was Fox News (93 percent) identified as Republican, very close to
the 95 percent of those who named MSNBC and identified as Democrats.
Similarly, about nine in ten of those who named The New York Times (91
percent) and NPR (87 percent) as their main political news source identified
as Democrats, with CNN at about eight in ten (79 percent).

Finally, the three major broadcast news networks—ABC, CBS, and
NBC—had more of a mix of Democrats and Republicans among those who
named these outlets as their main sources for political news. For example,
the makeup of those who named NBC News as their main source was 57
percent Democratic versus 38 percent Republican (Grieco 2020). This sug-
gests that constituents who preferred the signature partisan network delivery
systems for news and information content over traditional broadcast content
were likely to be less bipartisan, more tribal, and possibly even more likely
to judge the “truth” value of that content from a biased rather than critical
standpoint.

The New York Times was a main source for a comparatively large share of
young adults.

People whose main political news source was The New York Times or NPR
were most likely to be under age 50. Looking across the eight most com-
monly named main sources for political and election news, NPR and The
New York Times had greater appeal to younger Americans. About six in ten of
those who identified NPR (64 percent) or The New York Times (63 percent) as
their primary political news source were under age 50. The New York Times
had the highest proportion of adults ages 18 to 29 who named it as their main
source, at 29 percent. Those aged 30 to 49 were most likely to name NPR (49
percent). Among those who named MSNBC, CBS News, or Fox News as their
main source for political news, about seven in ten were ages 50 and older.

Other demographic differences stood out among those who named each
of these eight outlets as their main source for political and election news.
Women were much more likely than men to favor network TV, as they made
up about six in ten or more of those who cited CBS (70 percent), ABC (60
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percent), or NBC (58 percent) as their main source for political news. Those
who named NPR and The New York Times as their primary source tended to
be more educated, with about seven in ten in each group having at least a
bachelor’s degree (68 percent and 72 percent, respectively). And while those
who named Fox News as their main news source were predominantly white
(87 percent), nearly half of those who relied on CNN were some other race
or ethnicity (47 percent).

Media Consumer Bias

Cognitive predispositions, particularly in the form of confirmation biases,
may influence decisions made by individuals when they interact within mass
media platforms and attribute meaning to the content generated therein. As a
case in point, individuals tend to discount information that undermines past
choices and judgments, a thinking bias that impacts domains of informa-
tion, understanding, and persuasion ranging from science and education to
politics. The mechanism underlying this “fundamental characteristic of belief
formation” pivots on failing to consider the strength of others’ disconfirming
opinions to alter confidence in judgments, “yet adequate for referencing when
opinions are confirmatory” (Kappes et al. 2012; Nickerson 1998).

It follows that cognitive processes beyond those set in motion through
interaction with “liberal” or “conservative” media (or specious rhetorical
devices such as content saturation) inform political persuasion. Specifically,
if Tweeted or Facebooked or streamed information tracks with beliefs already
held by its consumers, then it may indeed impact the intended receiver’s/
audience’s partisan behavior. This effect may account for why an argument,
even if it is well evidenced and critically sound, will still be dismissed by
a portion of the voting public as “fake news.” In such cases, the argument
is simply because the intended audience/receiver already disagrees with its
conclusions—before the reasoning is ever deconstructed (heard or read).
Conversely, other mass mediated messages, regardless of their brevity (as is
often the case with social media content), may successfully target intended
audiences despite minimal if any effort on the part of a source to account
for either soundness or ethicality of the content. Taibbi (2019) argues that in
this way mainstream media gaslights and intentionally divides Americans by
passing off a “twisted wing of the entertainment business” as “the news.” As
a result, digital media manipulates election coverage, frequently configured
as a tirade or a confessional, to create anger and in some cases even paranoia
and distrust.

The interdependence between rhetoric, democracy, and the channels
through which persuasive messages are mediated between speaker and
audience is well documented (Abbot et al. 2016; Hauser 2004; Golden et
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al. 2004; McChesney 1999). As society—local, national, and global—has
advanced, so have discoveries and use of digital technology. Accordingly, as
such advancements are assimilated, cultures have discovered novel ways to
integrate day-to-day activities and public life. This synthesis has produced
technology-driven “public spaces” within which digital content is produced
and launched. Political actors have exploited the rhetorical possibilities of
such digital spaces and discourse to successfully target particular constitu-
encies without constraints of time or space or, increasingly, critical assess-
ment. In particular, political figures rely on these digital media platforms to
launch persuasive messages most often when political upheaval or campaigns
grounded in extreme tribalized partisanship are in effect (Gregory 2020).

Trump’s Discourse of Unity and Division

Donald Trump’s most efficient and effective campaign rhetorical strategy
during the 2020 election cycle was to discursively frame Joe Biden, and so
all Democrats, as a left-leaning socialist whose tendencies would prove fatal
to Americans. The incentive for developing and defaulting to this rhetorical
device was simple. Without essentially changing “a word” (and being sure
“that word” was used “over and over and over”), the then president solidi-
fied his own base while distracting and dividing the “enemy,” in this case
the Democratic Party. Specifically, he appealed to extreme partisan tribalism
within his base (coalesced around “Trumpism” rather than “republicanism”)
while distracting and dividing Democrats—from each other—which in turn
bolstered his own tribal leader ethos.

During the summer of 2020 the Trump campaign unleashed a rhetori-
cal “fusillade” across various media platforms—including his “medium of
choice,” Twitter. During this “tweet assault,” which instantaneously shot to
88 million followers, the former president demanded unwavering allegiance
and executed relentless assaults against Biden specifically and any Democrat
by implication. At one point, Trump tweeted that “Bernie Sanders admits
he forced Joe Biden to move ‘a whole lot’ to the left on healthcare.” Also,
a campaign email noted how Biden had praised Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez,
arguing that because the democratic nominee was “too weak to stand up to
the radical left,” he had “completely surrendered to them.” A Fox News cable
television ad queried about the “radical left wing mob’s agenda” and warned
it might well “take over our cities, defund the police, pressure more towns
to follow” and that, damningly, “Joe Biden stands with them” (Smith 2020;
Denham 2021).

Donald Trump and his acolytes frequently relied on Twitter-mediated
rhetorical devices of victimization, resentment, and revenge, discursively
reframed into civic virtues. Kelly (2020) deconstructs this discursive
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technique as “ressentiment” (re-sentiment), a “condition in which a subject
is addled by rage and envy yet remains impotent, subjugated and unable to
act on or adequately express frustration.” A reliance on this mass mediated
strategy empowered the Trump campaign to deflect the “affective charge of
animus without forfeiting the moral high ground of victimhood” to his (and
his audience’s) “oppressors.”

The efficacy of the Twitter media platform derives from its simplicity as
well as privileging of “simple, impulsive and uncivil” discourse with which
targets may easily be assaulted, often without concern on the part of the user
for accountability. These three attributes were well evidenced in the former
president’s Twitter-chatter while in office. Ott (2016) suggests that Donald
Trump’s dominant rhetorical presidential persona was created from within
this Twitter-world, which, in turn, generated a “post-news” and “post-truth”
public arena. It is also within this rhetorical space that Donald Trump suc-
cessfully “othered” fundamentally anyone with whom he disagreed. Among
others, the former president rhetorically divided from the press, immigrants,
foreign adversaries, welfare recipients, those within his own party he did not
like, and, certainly, “the” other major political tribe, the Democratic Party
(Ott and Dickinson 2019).

MEDIATED DISINFORMATION

Joan Donovan, research director of the Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics
and Public Policy at the Harvard Kennedy School, maintains that while there
are multiple reasons for why people participate in deliberate disinformation
campaigns, certain individuals are more attracted than others, most often those
driven by extremist ideologies. In such cases, narratively targeted individu-
als are motivated by the “clout and influence” they receive from “very small
universe of like-minded individuals.” Others are “incentivized by money” to
such a degree that mediated deceptive information (intentional lying), includ-
ing the generation and dissemination of “fake news,” becomes a lucrative
business, “especially if you’re good at it” (Heim 2021; Li and DiFeliciantoni
2021; Buncombe 2018; Goldsmith 2017; “Revealed . ..” 2019 .. .).
Intentional disinformation substantially constituted the rhetorical vision
within which Donald Trump’s base participated during the January 6, 2021
insurrection against the United States Capitol. For many in his faction,
Trump’s incessant, massively mediated, and digitally platformed false narra-
tive that liberal Democrats had committed voter fraud and stolen “his” presi-
dency was an unquestioned truth. Indiscriminate obedience to this fabrication
so enthralled his followers that they chose to move from symbolic action into
an organized violent act, historically unprecedented in content, scope, and
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origin (Cronin 2021). This concerned Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg to
such an extent that he and others removed Trump’s content from their social
media platforms. It has been argued doing so was the right course of action
in that the former president co-opted social media platforms as rapid delivery
systems for an intentional disinformation narrative meant to inflame, incite,
and, ultimately, provoke violence (Heim 2021; Needleman and Wells 2021;
Conger et al. 2021).

The President Is Not “Anyone”

When queried about concerns that massive, mediated platforms such as
Twitter or Facebook could deny access to the President of the United States
and so “anyone,” Joan Donovan, research director of the Shorenstein Center,
replied that the former president was certainly “not anyone” in that he utilized
Twitter to politically oppress. Nor was he “a private citizen”; rather at the
time of the insurrection he was still a “sitting president™:

If this was happening in any other country, we might see other world leaders
call out for removal of this person’s account, knowing that they are mounting a
private takeover of government. (Heim 2021)

Donovan continued that she would prefer Zuckerberg’s Facebook and Jack
Dorsey’s Twitter, as well as other social media behemoths, did not dominate
the direction, flow, and content of socially mediated mass communication
(Heim 2021). However, since that was the case, it was imperative that the
“enormous responsibility” that comes with such “large-scale” broadcast tech-
nologies be regulated at the “level of the federal government” (Heim 2021;
Shieber 2021; Zitser 2021). While FCC “content and carriage” regulation of
major digital platforms is speculative at best, Twitter and Facebook have both
banned Donald Trump, the former permanently and the latter “at least” until
2023 (Yoo 2018; Colarossi 2021; Conger and Isaac 2021).

Digital Mass Media and Democracy

In Rich Media, Poor Democracy, communication theorist Robert McChesney
argued that America’s “hypercommercial” corporate media-system contra-
dicts the communication requirements of a healthy democracy. In addition,
he suggested that any literal reform of the media must be part of a broader
movement to democratize the core institutions of society including media
corporations because the more powerful they become the poorer the pros-
pects for participatory democracy” (1999, 2). Two decades later, Shorenstein
Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy research director Joan Donovan
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maintains that “disinformation” has really “worn out its purpose” and created
a space driven by public and political will such that regulation of content and
interventions to do so by social media companies is possible:

[Because of] this interaction effect between millions of people seeking informa-
tion and bad actors who will use that vulnerability to their advantage. . . .You
don’t get 100,000 domains related to [COVID]-19 without a big chunk of people
thinking they can monetize this pandemic . . . so it’s not just talking about
[regulating] speech. This is the economy now. (Heim 2021; Guttman 2020;
“Revealed . ..” 2019 ...)

A REPUBLICAN ALLEGORY FOR DEMOCRATS

The fate of a fractured Republican Party unable to consolidate its moderate
and radical factions into a confederation rather than antagonistic tribes and,
so finally, at war with itself could be an allegory for the Democratic Party
(Warren 2021; Goldmacher 2021; Balz 2017). The insurrection at the US
Capitol early in 2021 represented the extreme pathology that underscores not
only the extent to which American political parties are estranged from each
other but also an end state of unresolved acute tribalism within an American
political party. The media was a not-so-silent and willing accomplice
throughout the entire process (McEvoy 2021; Coyle 2021; Frenkel 2021).
As an instance, online radicalization, from Fox News to Facebook, consoli-
dated into a massive, profit-friendly, user-biased disinformation culture that
“fanned the flames of fury” into mediated alternative realities of perpetual
dissent and, ultimately, violence. Accordingly, such forums have distorted
into “antisocial websites” that “peddle hate and fear mongering” to such an
extent that certain segments of the electorate become “radicalized enough
to believe they have to storm the Capitol and attack police officers” (Seltzer
2021; McDonald et al. 2017; Neumann 2013).

CNN Global Affairs analyst Susan Glaser suggests the media is often
challenged because the “unthinkable becoming reality” is difficult to report
to such an extent that it becomes complicit in a “mass delusion event.” One
fundamental rhetorical technique for countering this tendency is a commit-
ment to “plain language” so that reporters focus primarily on deconstruct-
ing, clarifying, and describing rather than judging or embellishing. Jeffrey
Goldberg, editor-in-chief of The Atlantic, suggests American journalists
become “foreign correspondents,” noting that while it is “easy” to “describe
the Arab spring” or unrest in the Middle East, “we have to import some of that
language into describing what’s going on domestically because that is what’s
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happening domestically” (Stelter 2021; Aistrope 2016; “Applying Private
Sector . . .” 2016).

Thin and Strong Democracy

Barber (1984) configures contemporary American democracy as “thin,” a
system of representative governance with democratic values that are “provi-
sional, optional, and conditional.” Such a system generally fails to develop
an ethos from which citizenship, or democratic participation, can emerge.
Alternately, a “strong democracy” facilitates political equality and citizen
engagement, both signature attributes of a healthy system, through politi-
cal discourse. From this perspective, digital media simultaneously thrives
within and perpetuates “thin” rather than “strong” democracy. This process
is accomplished through seven axes: speed, simplicity, solitude, pictoriality,
lateralness, informationality, and segmentation, all of which have “ambigu-
ous implications for democracy” (Barber 2002).

Specifically, the speed of digital mass media discourages deliberation
while providing rapid access to that information, which would empower citi-
zens to be more “quickly appraised of world events” if they made the effort
to do so. As a result, immediacy is prioritized over patience or introspection
and personal gratification over social transformation. This in turn facilitates
simplistic thinking whereby citizens, with easier access to information, con-
struct a world based on “reductive and reactionary responses” than critical
assessment. In this view, digital technology tends to initially isolate because it
is constructed for a single user (e.g., one person at one terminal). The result is
that ideologically homogenous virtual echo chambers rather than deliberative
discursive communities become the norm (Cinelli et al. 2021).

Digital technology also impacts democracy through pictoriality or medi-
ated images, often constructed and delivered for visceral impact rather than
as a complement to substantive argument. While lateralness enables digital
technology to link users without mediators or gatekeepers, it also empowers
and encourages citizens to make decisions about substantive issues without
mediation of experts or input from others outside of the “echo chamber”
culture. There is also concern that mediated information is often “raw data”
presented and consumed without consideration of context, already compacted
and so often distorted because of its speed and immediacy. Lastly, digital
media platforms routinely target their messages to particular segments of
individuals as “consumers” rather than citizens.

This characteristic of digital media may particularly counter the develop-
ment of a strong democracy as it utilizes “specific rhetorics” within which
Americans are intentionally targeted to perceive themselves as singularly
unique entities and so possessing few shared interests with their “neighbors,

printed on 2/10/2023 11:10 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

80 Chapter 5

coworkers and others.” Consequently, rather than message content, social
media is primarily focused on what digital delivery platforms decide to do
with that content. To that end, instead of remaining neutral, “media capital-
ists” generally enact decisions based on which content to “amplify, elevate,
and suggest” and so ultimately promote to users/consumers. This default busi-
ness model, which “promotes scale above all,” favors messages of “extreme,
divisive content,” again generally contraindicated for a healthy democracy
(Eisenstat 2021; Wheeler et al. 2020). That many contemporary media com-
panies tend to act on behalf of corporate rather than democratic interests and
so configure Americans as consumers rather than citizens, accelerates tribal
divisions between and within American political cultures, including those of
the Democratic Party.

WEAPONIZED MEDIA PLATFORMS

Barber (2002) argues that media technology, manifest in digital delivery
systems and platforms, may be used for any outcome determined by who
controls it, including corporations and private owners of platforms. Given
this model, which promotes profit and divisive content regardless of its truth
value, regulators could begin to alleviate some concerns. As a case in point,
it would be useful to specify who should benefit from Section 230 of the
Communications Decency Act which states that “no provider or user of an
interactive computer service shall be treated as the publisher or speaker of
any information provided by another information content provider” (“Section
230 2021). It follows that identifying social media corporations—many of
which algorithmically select what speech to amplify in order to persuade
users to consume content that foregrounds hate groups and conspiracy theo-
rists—as “Internet intermediaries” who should receive immunity from con-
sequences is “absurd”:

[That] the few tech companies who steer how more than 2 billion people
communicate, find information, and consume media enjoy the same blanket
immunity as a truly neutral Internet company makes it clear that it is time for an
upgrade to the rules. They are not just a neutral intermediary. (Eisenstat 2021)

Because it has been argued that Section 230 has been over-interpreted to
provide blanket immunity to all Internet companies (“Internet intermediar-
ies”) for any third-party content they host, it would be beneficial to define
more accurately “Internet intermediary.” It would also be useful to clarify the
responsibilities of “digital curators” who decide what content to foreground
and amplify and how to manage voters’ (consumers’) content. Because digital
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media platforms generally self-regulate, policies will likely not change to
favor moderation until the “entire machine is designed and monetized.” Until
then it is possible that media platforms will continue to be weaponized into
“aiding and abetting those intent on harming our democracy,” regardless
of the political tribe or party cohort to which they belong (Eisenstat 2021;
Wheeler, et al. 2020).

Constraints and Possibilities

Communication theorist Robert McChesney observed in 1999 that expecta-
tions regarding an emerging Internet as the conduit of a “golden age of com-
petitive capitalism” had not been met (182). A New York Times op ed argued
at the time that the lesson of the Internet was that “the big get bigger and the
small fade away” (Hansell 1998). Although McChesney noted that in a less
“dubious” political culture, the “Internet” could be of “far greater democratic
use than it is or likely will be” in the future, he was not optimistic:

Those who think the technology can produce a viable democratic public sphere
by itself where policy has failed to do so are deluding themselves . . . dominant
forces in cyberspace are producing the exact type of depoliticized culture that
some Internet utopians claimed the technology would slay. (1999, 182)

Klein (2020) contends that a fundamental dilemma of mass mediated journal-
ism is to decide “what to cover to become the shaper of the news rather than a
mirror held up to the news,” concluding that ultimately American news media
“isn’t just an actor in politics,” it is also “arguably the most powerful actor
in politics” (164). To this point, there are certain outcomes, uniquely adapted
to pervasive digital and social media platforms, which facilitate public polar-
ization and its manifestation as political partisan tribalism, including that
which exists within and between American political parties. These include the
creation of echo chambers and filter bubbles which either mirror one’s ideas
back within seconds and, more egregiously, deflect ideas before one has a
chance to reflect on or deconstruct them.

The ease-of-access design of social media platforms, along with a general
partisan media slant in analog channels, has exacerbated these inter- and
intraparty political divisions and polarization. Additionally, social media
algorithms reinforce the divisions and create the echo chambers that per-
petuate increasingly extreme or biased views over time. Social media often
functions as an accelerant, strategically used to create and deliver viral posts
with intentionally false or poorly vetted information. Such content—roughly
understood by the public as “fake news”—may be re-created and dissemi-
nated by state and private actors, often intentionally. Both threaten American
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public life through a relentless onslaught of frequently distorted messaging,
most of which is inaccurate at best.

Regardless, such rhetoric shrinks and distorts the public sphere, a crucial
space within which to enact democracy. This does not bode well for a nation
that depends on public critical and ethical discussions of multiple and com-
peting perspectives in order to determine what knowledge constitutes truth.
There is also frequently an intentional “confusing” of popularity or celebrity
with legitimacy. This is an easy mash-up in the viral world of Facebook,
Twitter, and Instagram, where, for the most part, anyone for fundamentally
any reason may essentially say anything about anyone to anyone instantly,
contextualized by photos, graphics, and memes. Within such media cul-
tures, groundless assertions may be propagated, often embellished by trolls,
hackers, and bots. On occasion, populists—perhaps not surprisingly often
in “speech protected” liberal democracies—prefer “direct messaging” their
electorates, rather than vetting through deconstructing or expert gatekeepers.
In doing so, protocols are frequently ignored, dissent and marginalized voices
silenced. Ultimately, these digital behaviors may become soft power strate-
gies, enacted to distort support for a particular leader or ideology or to shade
what is likely a veiled manipulation of a public (Deb et al. 2017).

First Strike Capability

Those who occupy polarized ideological or affective spaces within their
respective political parties may be uniquely vulnerable to mediated “political
capture,” and so manipulated by expertly packaged propaganda grounded
in disinformation and covert influence. Developing content for such spe-
cious digital platforms becomes light lifting for well-financed, technically
sophisticated public actors and organizations. That unvetted and possibly
invented speech acts, as well as symbolic behavior of any kind, may be virtu-
ally produced and delivered 24/7 is troublesome for a political culture that
embraces, is constituted by, and is dependent on free and open exchanges of
information. Such messages may be instantaneously and widely consumed
by essentially any audience as first strike weapons delivering hate speech,
humiliation, and abuse to and between marginalized, vulnerable cohorts.
Virtually any “othered” populations, including many within the political cul-
ture of the United States, are potential casualties of such digitalized discursive
attacks. Nowhere was this more obvious than during the run-up to the 2020
American presidential election.
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Caucuses, Primaries,
and Convention

A PARTY DIVIDED

The intraparty divisions within the blocs or tribal sectors that constitute the
Democratic Party impacted the 2020 election cycle through distinct and
frequently conflicting priorities, ideologies, and rhetorical behaviors. Perry
Bacon, a senior writer for the political data and journalism blog Five Thirty
Eight, configures the “Democrats divided” Party during the 2019-2020 elec-
tion cycle as six discrete factions on a liberal-to-conservative continuum.
From this standpoint, the term “progressive” has lost its utility, “essentially
meaningless” when used alone because it describes so many different
types of Democrats. Accordingly, multiple descriptors reflect contempo-
rary Democratic politics through foregrounding “disagreements playing out
among party elites in the real world, which aren’t well captured by ‘liberal vs.
moderate’” or other “broad terms” (2019).

The Super Progressives

This cohort leans “very liberal” on economic and identity/cultural issues and
vocally anti-establishment. They attack both Republicans and Democrats,
the former by default and the latter when they see “defects.” Members of
this faction argue the party is too centrist and too cautious. The group advo-
cates exceedingly liberal policies on economics (for example, health care for
all Americans) as well as very liberal stands on issues around identity and
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race such as abolishing the Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency.
Moreover, its members aggressively push their vision even when other
Democrats balk. Super Progressives include Representatives Ayanna Pressley,
Mark Pocan, Rashida Tlaib, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and Ilhan Omar.

The Very Progressives

This contingent is “very liberal” on economic issues, “fairly” liberal on iden-
tity issues, and skeptical of the Democratic establishment. Members share
beliefs with the first group, regarding economics in particular. However, they
are a “little less aggressive and less focused” on issues of identity and “more
willing to play nice” with the party establishment. Members also support
economic liberalism along with Super Progressives and are “worried” that the
party is “too cozy” with corporate America. Very Progressives include Bill de
Blasio, Jeff Merkley, Bernie Sanders, and Elizabeth Warren.

The Progressive New Guard

This coalition is also liberal on both economic and identity issues but “elect-
ability” of candidates and the appeal of ideas to the political center are
important as well; they generally rose to prominence after Barack Obama was
elected president. Bacon (2019) suggests the majority of Democratic mem-
bers of Congress and Democratic governors are in this group or the next. Both
contingents are often in the position of “responding” to ideas posed by the
two previous cohorts instead of “driving the party’s vision themselves.” This
segment is distinguished by a “kind of performative wokeness,” regarding
racial and other issues. Its members are skilled at speaking to a broad coali-
tion of Democrats regarding gender and racial issues. In addition, they are
not as “dismissive” of the “young activists” advocating projects such as the
Green New Deal, as the next faction. The group intentionally casts a “wide
net” to not only “working-class swing voters” but also those in “purple”
states, realizing the significance of appealing to nonwhite voters and white
millennials “who might not vote at all” without inspirational candidates.
Members of this group include Stacey Abrams, Cory Booker, Pete Buttigieg,
Julian Castro, Kamala Harris, Jay Inslee, and Beto O’Rourke.

The Progressive Old Guard

This faction is “solidly center-left” on both economic and identity issues
and also concerned about the “electability” of candidates. Like the previous
group, it pays attention to the ideas of the political center and share similar
views on policy in general. The bloc generally rose to prominence before
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Obama was elected president. However, unlike the previous group, the old
guard is less willing to “placate the party’s most progressive wings.” The
defining phrase of this group might be “how do you pay for that?” Its mem-
bers are also “deeply concerned” about the party “going too far left” in part
because they believe Democrats’ success pivots on swing voters. Members
of this segment include Joe Biden, Dianne Feinstein, Nancy Pelosi, and
Chuck Schumer.

The Moderates

This alliance is generally more conservative and “business-friendly” than
previous groups regarding economic policies and “somewhat liberal on
cultural issues as well as frequently anti-establishment.” Supported issues
include expanding background checks for gun purchases and components of
ICE. Many in this group represent competitive (purple) districts and states.
Others may be, “in their hearts and minds, just more conservative” than other
Democrats. On some occasions, they might contrast themselves from the
previous groups just to “play up their differences” and inform their constitu-
ents essentially, “I’m a Democrat, but not that kind of Democrat.” Members
include Josh Gottheimer, Conor Lamb, and Abigail Spanberger.

Conservatives

In general, this segment is skeptical of liberal views on both economic and
cultural issues and usually supportive of abortion limits. The segment is
usually from conservative-leaning areas. It is the smallest of the groups but
also increasingly important in winning gubernatorial races as well as seats in
state legislatures in the West and the South. Bacon (2019) suggests that this
segment will:

punch above its weight in the national debate about where the Democrats are
headed—because these Democrats will likely be those pushing loudest for it to
avoid the policy stands of the Very Progressives and the Super Progressives.

And they will have a compelling argument—by being elected.

Members include (Governor) John Bel Edwards and Joe Manchin.
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The 2020 Democratic Presidential Candidates

The chasm between moderate and left-leaning Democrats expanded through-
out the 2016 campaign due in part to the candidacy of self-described
Democratic socialist Bernie Sanders (Kelley 2018). The fissure widened
exponentially over the next four years into a “practical versus ideological”
tribal binary. By 2020, the intraparty breach had become a defining feature
of the presidential race.

The separate campaigns involved the most progressive, largest, and diverse
groups of candidates in four decades (Hurt 2019; Detrow 2020; Watson et
al. 2020). What constituents actually believe can differ from the candidates’
opinions of their own ideology and legislative record. When Business Insider
asked Americans to rank the 2020 presidential candidates based on ideol-
ogy, a majority described Bernie Sanders as the most liberal candidate in
the Democratic field—by a wide margin. Senator Kamala Harris, Senator
Cory Booker, former Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Julian
Castro, and Senator Elizabeth Warren were considered the next most liberal
candidates. Joe Biden was positioned as the most centrist of the entire group
followed by Senator Amy Klobuchar and former mayor Pete Buttigieg.
Representatives Seth Moulton, Eric Swalwell, John Delaney, and Tim Ryan,
and Senator Michael Bennet were considered the least liberal candidates in
the field (Relman and Hickey 2019).

The BBC described a “tension” which was dominating American
Democratic presidential primaries, between the “so-called progressive wing
of the party, led by Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren™ and the “moderates
like Joe Biden, Amy Klobuchar and Pete Buttigieg” (Zurcher 2020). Maurice
Mitchell, the national director of the Working Families Party and a leader in
the Black Lives Matter movement, suggests Joe Biden was seen by progres-
sive Democrats during the primaries as “running a retrograde candidacy.” The
result was that the Democratic nominee was simultaneously accused of being
a “socialist puppet and a neoliberal shill.” Younger, highly educated, more
ideological social media savvy voters configured Joe Biden as a “creature of
the ancient régime and a cheerleader of the national-security state, with such
timid appetites for change that, when he won on Super Tuesday, the price of
health-care stocks went up.”

Liberals were further dismayed that the most diverse presidential field in
American history winnowed down to a “white man in his eighth decade.” Still,
Joe Biden’s centrist ethos, while not representative of the party’s progressive
agenda in full, may have provided him with a “Rooseveltian moment.” While
not the “progressive star” progressives had hoped for, he nonetheless could
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“be a product of either your most cynical thinking” or “your most optimal
thinking” (Maurice Mitchell: Osnos 2020a).

The Field Narrows and Divides

By the February 3, 2020 Iowa primary, a dozen Democratic candidates
remained. These included Joe Biden, Elizabeth Warren, Bernie Sanders, Pete
Buttigieg, Michael Bloomberg, Amy Klobuchar, and Andrew Yang. Other
candidates included Tulsi Gabbard, Tom Steyer, John Delaney, Michael
Bennet, and Deval Patrick (Oliphant 2019). By the New Hampshire primary
a week later, it appeared that none of these candidates had created a broad
cross-party coalition. Instead, each occupied a corridor of factionalized
support too narrow to establish advantage in the race, which foreshadowed
further disunity. The resulting “war of attrition” for the nomination had the
potential to produce a “brokered convention,” as the candidates divided
the Democratic base “along lines of race, class, generation, and ideology”
(Brownstein 2020b). Specifically, lowa elevated two Democrats with funda-
mentally different visions for their party regarding the role of government,
and the trajectories of their possible presidencies. Bernie Sanders essentially
called for restructuring the American government and economy “in a more
progressive way’:

Our message to Wall Street and the insurance companies and the drug com-
panies and the fossil fuel industry and the military industrial complex and the
prison industrial complex [is] change is coming. (Detrow 2020)

While Pete Buttigieg also planned to improve the nation’s economy and
political system, he would do so within an already established framework
of “big” but “incremental” changes. This provoked criticism from Sanders
that Buttigieg represented the “status quo,” to which he pushed back as
a moderate:

I respect Senator Sanders, but at a moment like this when the message goes out
that you’re either for a revolution or you must be for the status quo, most of us
don’t know where we fit and would rather be part of a movement that makes
room for all of us. (Detrow 2020)

Buttigieg also presented himself as a necessary liaison between the liberal
Sanders and the centrist Biden:

We do not have to be tribal in our politics of the future. And in fact, in order to
solve our big problems, we’re going to have to recognize that there are options
somewhere in between a revolution and the status quo. In order to govern, as
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well as to lead, we’ve got to enlist the energies of people from my party, inde-
pendents and some number of people who are accustomed to being in the other
party. (Garrison 2020)

As a candidate who positioned herself as more centrist than Pete Buttigieg,
Amy Klobuchar argued she was a wiser choice to represent the moderate
cohort. Because of her congressional experience in building coalitions and
advocacy, as president, Klobuchar could actually get legislation passed:

Bernie and I work together all the time. But I think we are not going to be
able to out-divide the divider in chief. And I think we need someone to head
up this ticket that actually brings people with her instead of shutting them out.
(Detrow 2020)

In contrast, Joe Biden, who had not finished strong in Iowa, warned that
neither Buttigieg nor Sanders were equipped to defeat Trump. While Biden
indicated he had “great respect” for Pete Buttigieg, he was nonetheless con-
cerned that the former South Bend, Indiana mayor’s governing inexperience
posed “a risk.” Furthermore, if Sanders became the nominee for the party:

Every Democrat in America up and down the ballot . . . will have to carry the
label Senator Sanders has chosen for himself. He calls himself a democratic
socialist. Well, we’re already seeing what Donald Trump is going to do with
that. (Garrison 2020)

One incident spotlights how Democratic leaders at this point moved toward
an “open war” with one another,” an intraparty “strife” that impacted addi-
tional primary campaigns. Infighting focused largely on what had been expe-
rienced by some as the “failed” caucus process in lowa. Groups were at odds
over who deserved blame, and increasingly bitter over the rules governing
who would be allowed into future nationally televised candidate debates—a
process that could enable billionaire Mike Bloomberg to participate in future
debates. As an example, supporters of Bernie Sanders openly criticized the
Democratic National Committee, revisiting grievances from the divisive
2016 primary race in which he had played a prominent role (Wierson 2020).
In that campaign, Sanders’s backers, based on hacked internal DNC emails,
argued the entire system was “stacked against” their candidate. At the same
time, Hillary Clinton’s base blamed Sanders and his bloc for failing to suf-
ficiently rally his base on her behalf in the general election (“Hillary . . .”
2016; “Elizabeth . . .” 2017).
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Progressive Opposition

It has been argued that the 2020 primaries were seen, in great part, as a con-
test of ideas, with Sanders and Elizabeth Warren on one side and Democrat
Joe Biden on the other. In this view, Biden won the nomination because
Democratic voters decided that, as a moderate, he’d be more successful
against Donald Trump in the general election than Sanders or Warren or other
candidates (Waldman 2020). By and large, the majority of Joe Biden’s com-
petitors, notably Sanders and Warren, were self-identified liberal progressives
embracing the Green New Deal, Medicare for all, free public college, and
decriminalized borders. These appeals were particularly cogent for millenni-
als and Generation Z, who by 2030 would be on track to be the majority of
American eligible voters (Osnos 2020a; Brownstein 2020a).

In 2018, twenty millennials were elected to Congress, including Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez, a Sanders supporter and also a self-described democratic
socialist who upset a moderate Democrat in the Bronx, albeit in a very low
voter turnout election. But Biden believed that his peers had missed a crucial
lesson of the midterm elections: forty-three House districts had moved from
Republicans to Democrats, as some older, moderate voters recoiled from
Trump’s party:

We won by not going after the opponent but after the issues underlying what
the opponent supported. They were running against Obamacare, and all of
a sudden you heard them say, “I didn’t say I was for doing away with that.”
(Osnos 2020b)

Moderate-left (or “Progressive Old Guard”) Biden had a chance with some
“fed-up” Trump voters, according to pollster Samuel Popkin with farm bank-
ruptcy nearing a thirty-year high (Osnos 2020a).

Joe Biden’s primary campaign discourse stopped short of calling for revolu-
tion. For example, instead of Medicare for all, he would augment Obamacare,
by lowering the Medicare eligibility age from sixty-five to sixty, and adding
a “public option,” an idea, perhaps ironically, that was considered radical
during the Obama presidency by moderates or even conservatives less than a
decade later. Biden’s polling revealed that a majority of potential Democratic
primary voters identified as moderate or conservative rather than progressive
and that more than half were over the age of fifty. This was salient data for
any Democrat who wished to win not only a party nomination but a national
election. Anita Dunn, a senior Biden adviser, acknowledged that while young
people were important to winning the 2020 presidential election, so were
“white people above the age of sixty-five” because it was “their demographic
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which actually gave the election to Donald Trump last time” (Osnos 2020a;
Martin and Glueck 2020a).

DEBATES

Refusing to “Go Negative”

Although some configured Joe Biden’s victory in the primaries as a fluke
or the result of luck, his refusal to “savage” debate opponents and engage
in tribalistic attack rhetoric was instead strategic. In the words of one Biden
adviser, “if the only way to get the nomination was to destroy all these other
people, he [Biden] was going to inherit a party that wasn’t going to win any-
way” (Osnos 2020a; Glueck 2020; Karni 2020). Within days, Biden had gone
from the edge of campaign oblivion to victory. He had received help from
Elizabeth Warren, who swiftly dispatched Bloomberg as a viable candidate,
denouncing his derogatory comments about women.

Biden clearly benefited from electorate fears of Bernie Sanders as well
as Donald Trump and, perhaps more significantly, because of his refusal to
engage in rhetorical tribalism against other Democratic progressives. Once it
became clear that he was in a two-person race, the prospect of nominating
Sanders became increasingly unappealing to many moderate Democrats—
including some fellow candidates, older Black voters in states such as South
Carolina, and big-money donors. Even as his rivals said that he was “too old,
too conciliatory, and too tainted by his record,” Joe Biden resisted respond-
ing with aggressive negativity and spending “all day trying to win the latest
Twitter war” (Osnos 2020b).

Tribal Demographics

Intraparty tribalism was foregrounded before and during the primary debates.
Candidates assessed the “overall mood” of the voters regarding whether they
preferred a “politically cautious nominee” who vowed to “restore normalcy”
to the White House, or a more confrontational standard-bearer with an
ambitious and disruptive reform agenda. On the eve of the first Democratic
presidential primary debate in June 2019, demographics of the ten candidates
mirrored those of their constituents as well as competing opinions regarding
their party’s future. A Pew Research Center report at the time indicated that
nearly half of all Democrats and Democratic-leaning independents (46 per-
cent) described their political views as liberal while 39 percent said they were
moderate, and 14 percent identified as conservative (“6 Facts . . .” 2019).
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Miami, Florida

Early in the Democratic debate cycle, during a “race to see who could get
furthest to the left,” intraparty tribalism was foregrounded when Vermont’s
Bernie Sanders attacked essentially all of the other candidates for being “too
conservative,” including fellow progressive Massachusetts Senator Elizabeth
Warren during the June 2019 first round of debates in Miami, Florida.
Conversely, moderates Minnesota Senator Amy Klobuchar and South Bend,
Indiana former mayor Pete Buttigieg insisted “ultra-progressives” such as
Sanders and Warren would take the party over the “progressive cliff “ and so
continue the Trump presidency into a second term (Lockhart 2020).

Westerville, Ohio (Otterbein University)

Shortly before the October 2019 primary debate in Ohio, the Democrats’
populist wing appeared increasingly in control of the race, bolstered by polls,
increased cash flow and “with only a ‘wounded’ leading candidate, Joseph
R. Biden, Jr., standing in its way.” Senator Elizabeth Warren had risen in the
polls while both she and Senator Bernie Sanders were dominating in fundrais-
ing as Joe Biden’s numbers had slipped in a way that troubled his supporters.

Left-leaning tendencies were also part of former Texas Representative
Beto O’Rourke’s reinvented ethos as he assumed a novel political identity for
himself of a gun-control activist as well as a critic of the Democratic Party’s
generally cautious platform on the issue. Other Democratic challengers felt
pressure to use the Ohio debate to prevent the remaining primaries from being
defined by the binaries of a Warren/“progressive” or a Biden/“moderate.”
Strategies for doing so were generally limited to either directly damaging
Warren’s campaign or by other candidates proving themselves to be better
alternatives to Joe Biden’s centrism. As a case in point, McManus (2020) sug-
gests left-leaning priorities that dominated the Democratic primaries between
June 2019 and April 2020 included Medicare for all, the Green New Deal,
abolishing immigration and customs enforcement, and raising the taxes of the
wealthy (McManus 2020). In addition, Pete Buttigieg had moved in previous
weeks to position himself as a center-left alternative to both Joe Biden and
Elizabeth Warren, using television ads in lowa. Others were also looking to
Iowa for a breakthrough, including Senators Kamala Harris, Cory Booker,
and Amy Klobuchar as well as Tom Steyer, a former hedge fund investor who
re-branded himself as a reform-minded outsider.

At this point in the primary campaign, Joe Biden was a clear favorite only
in South Carolina, and advisers counselled him to look for success with vot-
ers in larger, more diverse states. To that end, he counted on the older and
more centrist African American and Latino voters who had helped Hillary
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Clinton hold the line against Bernie Sanders during the 2016 Democratic
primaries (Burns 2019b). Biden signaled he would enter the debate on the
offensive and that he had to become “more aggressive” as polling indicat-
ing an “anti-establishment” preference was trending, with voters rewarding
candidates for defying conventional limits of political discourse and “pushing
boundaries in really productive ways” (Burns 2019b; Bycoffe et al. 2019).

Sean McElwee, a prominent activist who co-founded the nonprofit think
tank Data for Progress, initially and harshly criticized Biden at the outset of
the primaries. However, after he demonstrated a willingness to meet with
outspoken party progressives and refused to engage in intraparty tribalistic
discourse, McElwee’s opinion of Joe Biden changed:

I think a lot of people who just s¥*t on the Democratic Party haven’t spent a
lot of time talking to mainstream actors within the Democratic Party ecosystem
[which is] very liberal. I think people should just take a step back and look at
what Biden has done. A.O.C. is someone I like a lot. She said that she wouldn’t
vote for him in the primary, and that in a different country she would be in a
different party from him. And he could have responded to that by being, like,
“F**k you.” But instead he responded to that by being, like, “How about you
come in and write my climate policy?” (Osnos 2020a)

Las Vegas, Nevada

During the February 2020 Las Vegas debates, one political analyst observed
that the candidates had attempted to “destroy each other” without providing
any “useful information” during the process. Intraparty ruptures had become
so obvious during the vitriolic exchanges that voters could “forget that old
bromide about there being more that unites them than divides them.”
Reporter Brian Williams suggested that all of the candidates agreed on
climate change as a global “existential crisis,” rather than uniting to address
that concern, they sniped at each other “on petty differences.” In particular,
each candidate constructed their campaign messaging to their specific liberal
or centrist tribal segments within the Democratic Party. Early in the primary
cycle, candidates initially staked out narrow ideological niches within the
two dominant progressive and moderate factions in order to distinguish them-
selves from other contenders. As an example, Sanders discursively joined his
“Bernie Bros” from 2016 while Elizabeth Warren caucused with her bloc to
call out Sanders’s sexism. At the same time, Mike Bloomberg appealed to his
moderate faction of business leaders and criticized Sanders as a communist.
Amy Klobuchar embraced rural voters, Pete Buttigieg championed young
people outside the Beltway, and Joe Biden embraced minorities (Kahn 2020).
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Even early on, pandering to such intratribal bickering was likely “destruc-
tive and defeatist” in that doing so hindered a realistic chance of Donald
Trump’s defeat by a Democrat. As a case in point, common action from the
party to address paramount global issues such as the climate crisis would
likely be improbable if not impossible:

The candidates [all] need to do much more. Unity has to occur now, not in July
at the national convention, if there is to be any hope of stopping the nightmare
of four more years of Trump. (Brian Williams: Kahn 2020)

THE CONVENTION

Intraparty Tensions: Reservations and Warnings

The ideological differences between the pre-convention energized liberal
wing and the post-convention more dominant centrist wing of the Democratic
Party were harmonized ahead of the convention through what William
Galston of the Brookings Institution calls “pretty skillful internal party
management by the Biden forces.” But, he added, “I think that’s a truce, not
a peace treaty” (Balz 2020a). Prior to the beginning of the convention in
August 2020, McManus (2020) expected “mostly moderate messages” to be
delivered by Biden and his running mate, Kamala Harris. Rather than “fiery”
discourse, it was likely convention rhetoric that would focus on pragmatic
rather than ideological goals such as winning the presidency and manag-
ing the coronavirus. When he introduced Harris, the junior senator from
California, as his running mate, Biden said Americans deserved a president
and a vice president “willing to lead and take responsibility” unlike “as
[Trump] says, ‘It’s not my fault.””

Both Senators Sanders and Warren spoke while Ocasio-Cortez appeared
on a 60-second video. Sanders appealed to his contingent to vote for Biden,
suggesting that without a unified Democratic Party, not only might the United
States succumb to another four years of Trump, but progressive efforts would
have been wasted:

This election is about preserving our democracy. During this president’s term,
the unthinkable has become normal. [Trump] has tried to prevent people from
voting, undermined the U.S. Postal Service, deployed the military and federal
agents against peaceful protesters, threatened to delay the election and sug-
gested that he will not leave office if he loses. Together we have moved this
country in a bold new direction. Our movement continues and is getting stronger
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every day. But, let us be clear, if Donald Trump is re-elected, all the progress we
have made will be in jeopardy. (Weissert 2020b)

There were still serious reservations about the former vice president among
liberals at the convention, several of whom had indicated that, should he be
elected, they would push back on issues including health care, climate change,
education, and criminal justice. Others refused to back the Democratic Party
platform because it did not support Medicare for all, a symbolic move that
nevertheless suggested possible intraparty breaches to come (Herndon and
Ember 2020). In a sign of the “tensions simmering behind the scenes at the
convention,” some “left-wing activists” organized a #LetAOCSpeak cam-
paign, with a petition circulated by the Young Delegates Coalition asking the
DNC to allot the New York Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez more
speaking time. The petition read:

We call on you to have Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez give the
keynote address at the Democratic National Convention or, at minimum, have
as much time to speak as is given to Republican John Kasich. AOC is one of
the Democratic Party leaders who is most respected by young Democrats and
progressives. (Bade 2020)

Ultimately, Ocasio-Cortez’s 97-second DNC speech to second the nomina-
tion of Senator Bernie Sanders for president spotlighted her prominence in
the party as a “far left force.” It also functioned as a “shout-out” regarding
issues to which attention “must be paid” should Joe Biden and his centrist
bloc win the November election:

In a time when millions of people in the United States are looking for deep
systemic solutions to our crises of mass evictions, unemployment and lack of
health care [and] out of a love for all people, I hereby second the nomination
of Senator Bernard Sanders of Vermont for president of the United States of
America. (Bade 2020)

Ocasio-Cortez galvanized the progressive alliance of her party hoping to keep
Democratic centrists like Biden from co-opting her coalition’s priorities. An
equally crucial effort was directed at increasing progressives’ congressional
numbers in 2021 and so expanding their power to pressure the legislature as
well as the next president into embracing policies such as the Green New
Deal and Medicare for all. Corbin Trent, a former Ocasio-Cortez aide, warned
at the time that the party was united behind Joe Biden “right now” to defeat
Donald Trump but that after the election there could be a very different goal:
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They won the nomination, so they get to pick the game plan [but] that doesn’t
mean that they get to pick the game plan in the midterms, when we start prima-
rying their a**es. And it don’t [sic] mean that they get to pick the game plan
when we start recruiting for 2024 and we primary their a**es off. (Bade 2020)

Uniting Against Trump

Nonetheless, the official party platform incorporated elements from both
liberal and centrist tribal segments, the result of joint task forces seeking
intraparty agreement on issues including health care and climate change.
Biden had endorsed climate goals that came close to the Green New Deal
that Ocasio-Cortez had supported. He also agreed to consider additional ben-
efits and less expensive premiums for the public health insurance program
he wanted to add to Obamacare. Unlike in 2016, Donald Trump become the
single factor that united the principle intraparty units within the Democratic
Party so that Joe Biden and Kamala Harris—"“both practical politicians”—
moved with their party “not as far left as Warren or Sanders, but far enough
to keep progressive leaders on board” (McManus 2020; Kelley 2018).

A major theme that emerged out of the convention was that segments within
the polarized tribe began to unite not to support the presumptive nominee but
to defeat the incumbent president. As an instance, a pair of liberal groups,
the Working Families Party and the Center for Popular Democracy Action,
chose to endorse Joe Biden’s candidacy as a “vehicle to topple Trump.” Both
backed different candidates during the primaries, with the Working Families
Party endorsing Elizabeth Warren and then backing Bernie Sanders after
the senator from Massachusetts pulled out of the race, while the Center for
Popular Democracy Action had lined up behind Sanders.

Leaders of both alliances indicated their endorsements were the
“lesser-of-two evils,” that they would prefer to work with Biden than Trump,
but “still expect a Biden presidency would require considerable outside
pressure for him to make liberal policy.” National director of the Working
Families Party Maurice Mitchell maintained that although his organization
had major differences with the former vice president, Joe Biden nonetheless
offered “better solutions than Donald Trump” (Linskey 2020c).

While the Democratic primary race began as a tribal skirmish within
the party, by the time the convention began, a treaty was brokered. For the
moment, ideologically polarized cohorts united behind Joseph Biden for the
singular purpose of stopping Donald Trump from achieving a second term
in office as President of the United States. Accordingly, the diverse alliances
within the party coalesced through a shared purpose, with an often-warring
moderate establishment and galvanized liberal factions agreeing to deliver
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the White House to Biden (Balz 2020a). Uniting against Trump had operated
throughout as the singular issue that kept the Democratic Party from fractur-
ing. This became more obvious with the diverse lineup for the first night of
the convention, when in the name of unity, former candidates—by and large
all of the original Democratic nominees for the 2020 presidency—Ilauded Joe
Biden (Herndon and Ember 2020).

Taking “One for the Team”

On the first day of the virtual 2020 Democratic National Convention, Bernie
Sanders assumed the role of uniter rather than spoiler (Chotiner 2020;
Krugman 2020). Four years earlier, he had emerged from his own, albeit
unsuccessful, residential campaign a liberal superstar. At the time, his base
was so loyal-——and so openly antagonistic toward Hillary Clinton—Ileaders
considered whether they needed to panic about the future of the Democratic
Party over the next several years (Milbank 2016; Frizell 2016).

Four weeks after Clinton won the 2016 nomination, Bernie Sanders still
hadn’t endorsed the presumptive nominee, vowing to “take our campaign
for transforming the Democratic Party into the convention” (Alcindor 2016;
Phillips 2016). Four years later, he withdrew from the presidential race and
endorsed his former rival as soon as Joe Biden became the presumptive
nominee, a striking departure from Sanders’s first presidential bid (Rubin
2020; Collins 2020). This time, rather than creating intraparty discord by
perpetuating his own campaign, Bernie Sanders “took one for the team,” tell-
ing Biden “we need you in the White House” and that he would “do all that
I can do make that happen.” Because the election was “the most important
in the modern history of this country”” and “in response to the unprecedented
crises” Americans faced, an “unprecedented response” was imperative. That
response, according to Sanders, was that “we need Joe Biden as our next
president” as the leader of a “movement like never before of people who are
prepared to stand up and fight for democracy and decency and against greed,
oligarchy, and bigotry” (“Bernie Sanders . . .” 2020).

A recurring discursive strategy utilized by Sanders was to rally the liberal
bloc who had supported him during the primaries to give their allegiance to
Joseph Biden, at least until Trump was defeated. Addressing his base, Sanders
expressed gratitude for his followers, insisting that “our movement continues
and is getting stronger every day.” In addition, he observed that, while dis-
agreeing with his former rival over health care, Joe Biden was worthy of sup-
port. Sanders also reminded his coalition not only of their goals but of their
success in mainstreaming those goals:
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Many of the ideas we fought for that just a few years ago were considered radi-
cal are now mainstream, but let us be clear. If Donald Trump is re-elected, all
the progress we have made will be in jeopardy. At its most basic this election is
about preserving our democracy. (“Bernie Sanders . . .” 2020)

He also warned constituents who supported candidates other than the former
vice president of consequences if the party remained at war with itself. Not
only would Trump remain in office but the progress Bernie Sanders and his
cohorts had made during the past four years would be in jeopardy. Because
of this, he promised to reach across ideological lines within his own party as
well as with Republicans:

I will work with progressives, with moderates, and yes, with conservatives to
preserve this nation from a threat that so many of our heroes fought and died
to defeat. My friends, I say to you, to everyone who supported other candidates
in the primary and to those who may have voted for Donald Trump in the last
election, the future of our democracy is at stake. The future of our economy is at
stake. The future of our planet is at stake. We must come together, defeat Donald
Trump, and elect Joe Biden and Kamala Harris as our next president and vice
president. My friends, the price of failure is just too great to imagine. (“Bernie
Sanders . . .”, 2020; Ember, 2020a)

PRESIDENT-ELECT BIDEN

Incorporating Others” Perspectives

Once it became apparent that he was going to be the Democratic nominee,
Joe Biden’s discourse embraced some of his fellow progressive primary
candidates’ arguments. In the “usual course” of a Presidential campaign, a
Democrat leans left during the primary and then “marches right” in the gen-
eral election. Biden went the opposite direction. A year after assuring voters
that “nothing would fundamentally change,” Biden “leaned left” or at least
slanted in that direction, as he argued that America was due for “some revo-
lutionary institutional changes.” As an example, within weeks after winning
the nomination, he had adopted Elizabeth Warren’s plan to ease student debt
and overhaul the bankruptcy system. In addition, Biden embraced a modified
version of Bernie Sanders’s plan for tuition-free college and eased his oppo-
sition to federal funding for abortions (Osnos 2020a; Glueck 2020c; Epstein
and Goldmacher 2020; Kaplan 2020).
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Progressives Push Back

While former vice president Joe Biden’s primary win united tribal factions
of Democrats behind a goal of defeating President Trump and combating
the coronavirus, there were concerns that the detente might not last past the
November 3 election, no matter who won the presidency. Biden won the
nomination despite rejecting calls from more liberal candidates to endorse
a Medicare for all health care system, extend free public university tuition
to everyone, and overhaul the economy to eventually eliminate fossil fuels.
Their calls were not without merit, as progressives defeated establishment
Democrats in congressional primaries in Illinois, New York, and Missouri.
As a result, demands were immediately made on Biden to implement poli-
cies originally situated firmly within the polarized left block, if he won the
presidency (Thomas and Collins 2020).

After working diligently to put Joe Biden so close to achieving the presi-
dency, some in this liberal contingent immediately discussed “planning to
give him hell the minute he sets foot in the White House.” Unlike with Barack
Obama, there would be no “honeymoon” when it became clear that his abil-
ity to “cut deals with Republicans”—central to Biden’s campaign—"“would
be hemmed in from day one.” Former staffers to progressive Charles Booker,
who campaigned from a platform of criminal justice reform but had narrowly
lost his race to centrist Amy McGrath in Kentucky’s Senate race, immediately
caucused for a liberal-centric congressional chamber. In addition, the liberal
version of Republican’s Freedom Caucus was under consideration while
Medicare for all advocates argued for formation of a PAC to put single-payer
advocates in office and “fight the policy’s enemies” (Otterbein 2021).

Joseph Geevarghese, executive director of the Bernie Sanders-founded
group Our Revolution, argued “our movement is ascendant.” To that
end, he warned that Joe Biden and Kamala Harris faced almost certain
challenges legislatively from the left in 2024 if they governed as “Third
Way-ers” or engaged in “Clinton-esque triangulation.” Democratic California
Representative Ro Khanna insisted he was “confident that progressives will
have a big, big role in a Biden administration.” To that end, liberals had to
continue to “push for their values, and advocate for people to join the admin-
istration [that] are progressive” (Otterbein 2021).

Sanders Speaks

After dropping out of the primaries in April 2020, Bernie Sanders simul-
taneously championed his progressive coalition while directing his base
to unify behind Joe Biden. Embedded in a call of support for Biden was a
mandate that the former vice president and now Democratic nominee more
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openly embrace their movement. A long-standing question among Sanders’s
base had been whether a majority of their alliance, some of whom had been
leery of Biden’s record, would endorse him. As a case in point, according
to Evan Weber, a co-founder of the youth-led climate-focused organization
Sunrise Movement, the Biden campaign really did the “least outreach of any
of the major front-runners” to their organization in the entire election cycle
(Khalid 2020).

With Sanders no longer in the presidential race, a substantial portion of
his left-of-center alliance hoped that the president-elect would choose one
of their ideological allies to be his running mate such as Massachusetts
Senator Elizabeth Warren or California Representative Karen Bass (Ember
and Herndon 2020). Doing so would address their concerns that Biden would
govern as the former vice president had spent most of his career, anchored in
Democratic establishment politics.

Once Biden secured the nomination, Sanders began “moving far more
quickly than he had in 2016,” to back Biden almost immediately because he
had “a better relationship with Joe Biden than I had with Hillary Clinton.”
Faiz Shakir, Sanders’s former campaign manager, observed that, post prima-
ries, Bernie Sanders was “confident” that Joe Biden was in a strong position to
win the election, but that there were positions on issues such as raising wages,
creating jobs, and expanding health care coverage that his campaign needed
to address. When asked how confident he was that the center-left Democratic
nominee could defeat Donald Trump, Sanders indicated that while there was
“a strong chance” for victory, he pointed out that “Biden’s views” were not
his; that “my program was much more progressive” and that “he’s got to do a
better job in getting it out, to be honest with you” (Ember 2020b).

HOLDING THE CENTER

Prioritizing Unity: Kamala Harris as Vice President

Joe Biden consolidated the support of fellow candidates, winning the back-
ing of Amy Klobuchar, Pete Buttigieg, and Beto O’Rourke ahead of Super
Tuesday in March 2020. Other former candidates, including Kamala Harris,
endorsed him as well (“Bernie Sanders . . .” 2020). Even so, the pressure to
accommodate the demands of progressives within his own party became a
crucial constraint for Joe Biden, as he campaigned to become president of
the entire nation. An agile if not paradoxical rhetorical high-wire act was
required if the centrist former vice president was to maintain enthusiasm for
his candidacy from the left bloc within his own party while gaining a majority
of votes from the “rest of the country.” Significantly, millions of those votes
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belonged to Americans who shared Donald Trump’s discursive vision of the
Democratic party as so dominated by “socialists and extremists” that Biden
was inevitably and irreparably out of touch with Republicans, particularly in
pivotal states such as Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania (Ember 2020b).

The choice of Kamala Harris, a center-left California Senator, fit the bill. A
majority of progressives opted to applaud rather than criticize the Democratic
nominee’s choice for vice president, momentarily opting for the unity of
consensus rather than tribalistic division, hyper-focused with an electoral pri-
ority of removing the incumbent from office. Evan Weber, political director
for the climate advocacy group the Sunrise Movement, which had endorsed
Senator Sanders’s candidacy, acknowledged that the decision for vice presi-
dential running mate was “always up to the vice president [Biden]” rather
than the Democratic Party and so a “personal [choice] of his” (Ember and
Herndon 2020).

This public support for Harris spotlighted the gravity of the situa-
tion, wherein liberal Democrats, at least for the moment, prioritized party
unification behind Joe Biden over their faction’s demands for change in
order the defeat Donald Trump (Ember and Herndon, 2020; “Does Biden-
Harris?” 2020).

All Things to All Democrats

Bernie Sanders had cautioned the Biden campaign, both in public and private,
that their nominee, a centrist, must do more to excite the liberal sector. He
emphasized, in particular, that the Democratic nominee should work harder to
appeal to young voters and Latinos, both blocs that had overwhelmingly sup-
ported the Vermont Senator in the primary but had not evidenced such a con-
nection with Joe Biden. Shortly after Biden’s nomination, Sanders suggested
the former vice president would be “the most progressive president since
FDR” if he followed through on his agenda (Waldman 2020). Nonetheless,
after the primaries, Biden was still confronted by the partisan left in his party
for his “conservative” stances while Republicans attacked him as intractably
“liberal” in the worst sense.

As a case in point, Biden’s health care plan was “far more ambitious” than
the Affordable Care Act. However, since the plan was not argued as Medicare
for all, it was discursively framed (and derided by some) as “the moderate
alternative.” This in turn was “evidence” of the Democratic nominee’s ethos
as a “cautious moderate.” In Viser’s (2020b) view, Joe Biden’s centrist posi-
tioning carried risk, not the least in the Democratic primaries. He was not
the candidate riding the left’s energy and vowing to start a revolution like his
chief rival Sanders or the one who would make history such as Barack Obama

printed on 2/10/2023 11:10 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Caucuses, Primaries, and Convention 101

had done or the several female candidates Biden had defeated, including his
eventual running mate Kamala Harris.

In addition, his centrist, and on occasion (particularly from a Republican
standpoint) center-left profile was bolstered by refusing to “abolish ICE” when
it was broached during the primaries and at the time became a Republican
shibboleth with which to condemn the Democrat of possibly “running to the
left.” Nor did Joe Biden endorse policies that might “defund the police.”
Rejecting such epithets demonstrated that he was clearly more moderate than
some in his party, “an insulation that has given him the ability to keep steadily
moving on policy.” Such positions provided additional evidence that a Biden
presidency might reverse the shift traditionally expected once a campaign
has been won. Rather than appealing to particular niche segments within the
party through promises of “ideological fealty” (then returning back to center)
once the nomination was secure, Biden did the opposite “in substance if not
in rhetoric” (Waldman 2020).

Intraparty Compromises

Throughout the primary season, Joe Biden generally occupied moderate/cen-
trist territory for Democrats, thwarting left-leaning calls for universal health
care and free college and refusing to join many in the party with the Green
New Deal—even so, creating a path to securing the nomination (Shear and
Crowley 2020; Liasson 2019). Liberals anticipated that, after a Biden win,
they could still force the moderate president to endorse some of their prior-
ity proposals. Mondaire Jones, who won his New York state congressional
primary (and went on to win running as the progressive candidate in a “left-
leaning” district), argued that his contingent had to leverage their membership
in a way that would guarantee concessions from a Biden White House on
issues like criminal justice reform and health care (Otterbein 2021).

Some leaders of grassroots activist organizations credit Biden for recogniz-
ing the need to accommodate the left sector of their party. “The Biden team
was clear you needed to engage those folks,” according to George Goehl,
executive director of the grassroots organizing group People’s Action. “That
was very practical political thinking” (Balz 2020a). A key strategy of Biden’s
was the to embrace the full breadth of the party. To that end, his team con-
structed one of the most liberal platforms in the party’s history. This included
concerns advanced by Senator Sanders and Senator Warren in their primaries,
such as lowering the age for Medicare and strengthening the former vice
president’s position on student debt forgiveness. In addition, a symbolically
significant task force hybrid team was announced that included former sec-
retary of state and party moderate John F. Kerry and liberal Representative
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.
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A day after Bernie Sanders dropped out of the presidential race, Biden, by
then the presumptive Democratic nominee, made an overture to the liberal
coalition in his party by announcing two policy proposals including lowering
the age of Medicare eligibility and forgiving student debt for low-income
and middle-class families who attended public colleges and universities and
some private institution. Biden lauded Sanders as a “powerful voice” whose
movement “changed the dialogue in America.” The former vice president
also indicated he was “proud to adopt” such policies and that Senator Sanders
and his left-of-center contingent could “take pride in their work in laying the
groundwork for these ideas” (Khalid 2020).

To demonstrate their platform unity, Sanders agreed to joint task forces
with Joe Biden on criminal justice, economics, education, health care, immi-
gration, and climate change, crucial tests of whether the “left and center
factions of the Party could get along.” Biden stated that he wasn’t going to
engage in an “ideological jihad” with Sanders:

I said, “Bernie, if you want these set up in order for me to insist that I be for
Medicare for all . . . this is not where it’s going to go.” But I said, “I’m open, I
hear you, I’'m ready to listen.” (Biden: Osnos 2020b)

Biden also recruited Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez to chair the climate task force,
alongside former Secretary of State John Kerry. Others included Varshini
Prakash, of the Sunrise Movement, which during the primary had graded
Biden’s climate plan an F. Also, while Sanders and his team wanted all-clean
electricity by 2030, as a sign of cohesion and willingness to compromise,
they “were happy to settle for 2035.” The biggest unresolved point of con-
tention was fracking. “It’s not like I walked out of there with Bernie’s Green
New Deal in hand, and I did not expect to,” Prakash said. “But it was a lot
more collaborative, actually, than I was anticipating” (Osnos 2020b). Finally,
Joe Biden accepted the nomination at the virtual Democratic convention on
August 29, 2020, spotlighting the symbolic unification of his party around
himself and his running mate, Senator Kamala Harris, “even as sharp differ-
ences” remained “below the surface” (Glueck 2020c¢).

A “Big Tent” Approach

Conversely, some progressives including liberal Ritchie Torres, who won
both his New York primary as well as the congressional seat in November,
argued all Democrats would likely support such propositions “on their own”
because the party is
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far more progressive now than it was . . . even 10 years ago. The progressive
renaissance in America . . . has expanded the realm of what can be achieved
politically [and] I think the left has given a future Democratic president greater
freedom to govern.

Consequently, while he “might think he’s returning Americans to “normalcy”
through a “back to the past of American foreign policy,” Joe Biden “is doing
the opposite” (Ashford 2020). When Biden was nominated as the Democratic
candidate, he committed not only to rebuilding America, but also to “build it
back better.” Although Biden’s foreign policy would be “better” than Donald
Trump’s “destabilizing force,” Trump’s “unusual presidency” would facilitate
both an opportunity as well as a rhetorical space for Americans to question
“flawed and outdated assumptions about the world.”

As an example, while the “agenda of the far-left” might be configured as
Democratic leaders’ “worst nightmare,” Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi,
a former progressive activist herself, has argued the party needs a “big-tent
approach” that enables moderates to represent their districts and reach out
to conservatives. In this view, that the party has not followed this advice is
one of the reasons Medicare for all has “gotten hearings but no votes in the
House” (Seib 2018).

FiveThirtyEight’s Perry Bacon explained his rationale for partitioning
the 2020 Democratic Party into six contingents (two on the left, two in the
center, and two to the right). While the two most liberal groups have a “ton
of new policy ideas and energy” and remain “determined to push the party
left,” the Democrats have a majority in the House in part because of moderate
Democrats winning in closely contested districts. Therefore:

The party probably needs more moderate, and even some conservative,
Democrats to gain ground in gubernatorial and Senate seats. Trapped in the
middle are the party’s congressional leaders and most of its presidential con-
tenders, facing pressure from the party’s left and the right. (2019)

These categories and this conclusion, specifically that moderates in Congress
and the presidency are under siege from two distinct ideological camps within
their own party, inform a principal leitmotif of Democratic Disunity. While
the Democratic “left” and the Democratic “right” see each other as having
very little in common (“shared substance” in Kenneth Burke’s nomencla-
ture), they are in truth united through their division, in that both are joined
in attacking the center (Burke 1969; Durham 1980). Further deconstructed,
this means the Democratic Party is still fundamentally two discrete tribalized
cohorts: moderates and everyone else. Regardless of this intraparty bisection,
Democrats, first and foremost, coexist and cooperate with Republicans who
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at this point remain, up and down the ticket, Tribe Trump (Bacon 2021; Blake
2021; McCarthy 2021; Martin 2021). As such, the sooner the “big tent party”
realizes the center holds only if well supported, the better.
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The Election

Beginning with his 2016 ascension to the presidency, Donald Trump and
the Republican Party began rhetorically constructing a palpable fear of
Democrats’ “turning to socialism.” This implied accusation assaulted
Biden, Kamala Harris, and fundamentally all candidates up and down the
Democratic ticket throughout the 2020 election cycle. As the 2018 midterm
elections approached, the White House warned of disaster if Democrats’
failed socialist policies continued. Trump issued a “blistering op-ed” at the
time, accusing Democrats of bringing danger to “every single citizen.” In his
view, the “centrist Democratic Party” was dead, replaced by “radical social-
ists” determined to reinvent the American economy “after Venezuela.” In
addition, a democratically controlled Congress would legislate such a “radi-
cal shift in American culture and life” that “every single citizen” would suffer
“misery and decay” (Trump 2018).

Trump insisted that government-run health care mandates were not only
“menacing to our seniors and our economy’’ but worse because of Democrats’
“absolute commitment to end enforcement of our immigration laws by abol-
ishing Immigration and Customs Enforcement.” It would follow that “mil-
lions more” would “cross our borders illegally” and take advantage of health
care meant only for taxpaying Americans:

Today’s Democratic Party is for open-borders socialism. This radical agenda
would destroy American prosperity. Under its vision, costs will spiral out of
control. Taxes will skyrocket. . . . I am committed to resolutely defending
Medicare and Social Security from the radical socialist plans of the Democrats.
For the sake of our country . . . this is a fight we must win. (Trump 2018)
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2018 ANTECEDENTS

Although Democrats at the time had witnessed a rise in “self-identified
socialists” running for—and winning—seats and realized some in the party
might have even suggested an overthrow of capitalism, none had attained
national office on that platform (Kurtzleben and Malone 2018). Democrats
at large still remained committed to a free market economy. Accordingly,
in the United States “socialism” frequently conflated notions of public care
programs run from tax revenues and generated by free market enterprise, as
opposed to a rigid and possibly even an “un-American” system with solely
state-owned businesses (Lockie 2018).

Unprecedented in American politics, a wave of Democratic candidates
began referencing themselves as “socialists.” Some won, many lost, but oth-
ers created “even in defeat” rhetorical spaces “for those who run in the next
cycle, and the one after that.” As a result, any “political revolution” would
“happen incrementally” because the Democratic “establishment”—even in
its more “progressive quarters”—was still frightened that they would receive
“blowback” from moderates (Krieg 2020). Candidates such as Ben Jealous,
Democratic nominee for governor in Maryland and 2016 Sanders supporter,
rejected the association—twice noting his “venture capitalist” work and even-
tually becoming more direct in his denials. During a news conference before
the midterms, he responded to a direct question about whether he identified
as a socialist with “Are you f***ing kidding me?” Also, Elizabeth Warren,
like Bernie Sanders at the time, rumored to be considering a 2020 presiden-
tial primary run and a vocal advocate of Medicare for all, asserted she was
“capitalist to my bones” (Krieg 2020; Harwood 2018).

Evolving Attitude

However, attitudinal change—as well as conflicting interpretations about
who and what messages belonged in certain rhetorical spaces and how they
should be framed—was on the horizon. For the first time in Gallup’s mea-
surements, in 2018 Democrats viewed socialism more positively than capi-
talism. While attitudes toward socialism among Democrats had not changed
materially in a decade, with 57 percent holding a positive view, their attitudes
toward capitalism slipped to 47 percent positive, lower than in any of three
previous studies. Significantly, 57 percent of Republicans perceived capital-
ism more positively with only 16 percent expressing positive perceptions
of socialism, with little sustained change in their views of either since 2010
(Newport 2018).
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For decades, the former “ran scared” of the ambiguously defined term
while the latter weaponized it, often to challenge Democrats’ patriotism.
Krieg (2020) suggests that although it is tempting to attribute the socialist
resurgence in 2018—as well as its notoriety two years later—to acolytes like
Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the reality is complex. To illustrate,
time and timing configured a different political horizon, including the lack of
money due to a stagnant economy for wage-earning workers, younger ones in
particular, whose initial political memories coalesced during the 2008 finan-
cial crisis also informed the political realities. Combined, these intimidated
and threatened newly political millennials with inescapable student debt, a
cruel private health insurance system, and global environmental destruction
(Krieg 2020).

It is also instructive that “democratic socialist” is not the same identity
as “social democrat.” As a case in point, Sanders and company are more
accurately described by the latter in that they rarely call for a hard stop to
capitalism, preferring instead modifications and limits. In contrast, “demo-
cratic socialists” maintain that capitalism is organically incompatible with
democratic ideals, ultimately transitioning to socialism, albeit often without
time constraints (Barrett 1978; “What Is Democratic Socialism?” 2021;
Hiatt 2020).

INTERNAL RUPTURES, EXTERNAL ASSAULTS

It is not surprising then, that during the 2020 presidential election, national
political culture cleaved into polarized rhetorical visions of “socialism,”
which by November were in full view. The term was a default rhetorical
device with which Republicans bludgeoned Democrats in general; it also
facilitated intraparty tribalism within the Democratic Party. The different con-
figurations of the word emboldened Republicans to situate policies favored
by “liberal groups” (fundamentally all Democrats) under the “socialism” ban-
ner. Trump labeled Democratic candidate (and future vice president) Kamala
Harris’s views as “communist” after claiming her immigration policy pivoted
on nothing less than her desire to “open up the borders” of the United States
(Tankersley 2020).

Using Democrats” Words Against Their Own

One powerful rhetorical device used in the intraparty moderate-versus-liberal
conflict between Democrats was again appropriated into a discursive weapon
for Republicans during the national and down-ticket 2020 races. Specifically,
Joe Biden was rhetorically re-created as a dupe of socialists and alt-left
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leaning Democrats, mirroring concerns within its own ranks. The “socialism”
accusation was echoed in the rationale undergirding Texas Representative
Kevin Brady, the top Republican on the Ways and Means Committee, when
he asserted:

In my district, I hear a lot of fear about the dramatic turn the Democratic Party
has taken toward socialism. My constituents are fearful when they see proposals
to defund the police, abolish our immigration and customs enforcement, when
there is burning and looting in cities, and concerns over the Green New Deal.
(Tankersley 2020)

Four years earlier, Donald Trump co-opted Bernie Sanders’s attacks against
Hillary Clinton for failing to be “liberal enough”—particularly after she had
won her party’s nomination—into laser-focused rhetorical weapons. Trump
made Sanders’s criticism of Clinton his own by creating a shared identity of
being unified against Hillary Clinton with the Vermont Senator’s base. The
Republican nominee effectively appealed to a substantial portion of Bernie
Sanders’s supporters with appeals that they join him in their mutual dislike
for the Democratic nominee by refusing to vote at all, or, better yet, opt
for “revenge voting” for Trump as a sort of rhetorical punishment because
Hillary Clinton was “not liberal enough” (Kelley 2018).

Republicans capitalized on this intraparty “progressive versus moderate”
schism, which by 2020 had produced two distinct rhetorical tribes. Identical
discursive devices—including the words “liberal” and “socialist,” which in
2016 united many in Clinton’s own party against her for not being liberal
(or socialist) “enough”—were written, spoken, and tweeted. In this instance,
Republicans configured the concepts as absolute “devil-terms” through
which they rhetorically created all Democrats as “liberals” and so “socialists”
(Weaver 1953, 1985). As a result, in the Republican “newspeak™ of 2020,
descriptors for self-identified tribes within the party such as “moderate or
centrist” disappeared while “liberal or progressive” became synonymous for
unelectable. The platforms of Joe Biden and Kamala Harris, which situated
both as Democratic centrists, were discursively re-created in this manner
(Lybrand and Subramaniam 2020; Herndon 2020c; Murdock 2019).

The Republican Leitmotif

In the August 31, 2020 edition of his Fox News program, Sean Hannity ref-
erenced Kamala Harris as Joe Biden’s “radical running mate” and alluded to
fissures within the Democratic Party, attributing the violence that accompa-
nied many of the “Black Lives Matter” protests to a particular segment of
that party:
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The far left radical base of the Democratic Party, well, they’re rioting in nearly
every city run by liberal Democrats for decades. Not only did high-profile
Democrats and so-called journalists encourage this kind of violence daily, but
they also enabled destructive riots to spiral out of control, in city after city.
They ignored or mitigated the violent protests and minimized the damage.
(Trump, Jr. 2020)

Hannity insisted all Democrats, including Joe Biden, are “one mind” and had
become nothing less than a “propaganda media wing” for the “Democratic
radical socialist party.”

On the same program, Donald Trump, Jr. asserted that Americans were
unable to defend themselves from looting and would be subjected to arrest,
jail, and loss of their businesses because Democrats “have lost control to
the radical left.” Trump Jr. insisted Joe Biden was “a sock puppet for the
left so they can get Kamala, and Bernie and AOC and those crazy policies.”
He concluded that ultimately theirs is “a radical leftist agenda” with Joe
Biden acting as “a fake moderate to sell it” (Trump, Jr. 2020; Nichols 2020).
Speaking at an October 2020 rally, Donald Trump asserted that, if elected
president, Joe Biden and his far-left allies would turn America into a socialist
state. The Democratic candidate had forged “a corrupt bargain in exchange
for his party’s nomination” and had already “handed control to the socialists
and Marxists and left-wing extremists” like his vice-presidential candidate.
Another line of argument was the then president’s claim that Joe Biden’s run-
ning mate, Senator Kamala Harris, was a communist and that the Democratic
ticket offered nothing less “a choice between a socialist nightmare and the
American dream” (Tankersley 2020).

During an October 13 rally Trump assured supporters that Joe Biden would
turn the nation into a socialist state should he win the presidency. He also con-
demned the Democratic candidate’s “corrupt bargain™ that Biden had traded
for the party nomination. Alluding to Kamala Harris, Trump insisted that
Joe Biden had been duped by “socialists and Marxists and left-wing extrem-
ists like his vice-presidential candidate” and so would force America into a
socialist state if given the chance. As he had four years earlier during his first
presidential campaign, Donald Trump strategically played to the “progres-
sive-hard left”/“moderate-center” tribal division within the Democratic party
(Kelley 2018) as a discursive strategy. In this case, the then president directed
a crucial portion of the Florida electorate to share in his rhetorical vision that
Joe Biden, a career-long Democratic moderate, would enact a radical socialist
agenda if elected. NBC News election day exit polls reported that close to 55
percent of Florida’s Cuban American vote went to Trump (“NBC News Exit
Poll” 2020). At least a portion of this victory came from his deceptive but suc-
cessful framing of the Democratic nominee as “Castro-Chavista,” rhetorically
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linking the Democratic presidential candidate to Fidel Castro of Cuba and
Hugo Chavez of Venezuela. Ultimately, at least in part because a majority
of the Cuban American Latinos shared in the president’s vision that America
would become a socialist country if Biden were elected, Donald Trump won
the battleground state of Florida’s 20 electoral votes (Sesin 2020).

When he formally launched his 2020 presidential campaign in June of
2019, Trump “circled back to a word he has used publicly at least 118 times
since becoming president’:

No matter what label they use, a vote for any Democrat in 2020 is a vote for the
rise of radical socialism and the destruction of the American Dream,” Trump
said at his 60th rally since being sworn in. (Trump: Rieger 2019)

Republicans wielding “socialism” or “communism” as assault weapons is
neither a novel nor particularly original campaign strategy. Notably, “red bait-
ing” successfully discredited Democratic (and other) policies and people for
close to one hundred years. Of note, a 2019 Gallup poll indicated 43 percent
of Americans considered it a “good thing” to have “some form of socialism”
in the United States, an 18-point increase from a 1942 survey on socialism
(Younis 2019). Notably, while 34 percent of Americans reported “no opinion”
about socialism in 1942, only 6 percent had no opinion (Younis 2019). Those
numbers suggest that a large portion of the electorate, particularly those in
Tribe Trump were receptive to, if not enthusiastically available for, rejecting
or accepting one political party over another—as well as its presidential can-
didate—Dbased on the rhetorical power of one word.

DEFINING MOMENTS

Writing in September 2020, columnist E. J. Dionne, Jr. tacitly acknowledged
the existence of confrontational tribes within the party when he advised
to “never underestimate the Democrats’ capacity to tear each other apart.”
However, he argued that such tendencies would likely be minimized or even
disappear, albeit temporarily, during the election because “confronting a pan-
demic and an economic catastrophe” would unify factions to such an extent
that “every Democrat, from center to left, would understand that blowing it
this time would cause irreparable damage to themselves and to the country.”
Democrats would probably unite to defeat Donald Trump. Furthermore, while
the “differences across the party’s wings are real,” opportunities existed for
compromise between, for example, single-payer health care and “simply
expanding Obamacare.” In addition, the escalating economic crises produced
an exigence that mandated a united rhetorical front from which Democrats
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could create a single policy that “could look simultaneously like realism to
centrists and a ‘New Green Deal’ to progressives” (2020a).

Still, Republicans were incessant in their accusations that Joe Biden was
a “Trojan horse,” a diversion to mask Democratic socialist policies being
pushed “from the left wing of the Democratic Party.” Furthermore, since
joining the ticket, the party had amended their claim to include Kamala
Harris as “instrumental in doing the pushing” (Rossi 2020). That theme was
foregrounded in the vice-presidential debate.

Vice-Presidential Debate

During the October 2020 debate, Republican vice president nominee Mike
Pence insisted Americans must scrutinize Harris’s record to see evidence
of the Democratic vice-presidential nominee’s extremely liberal tendencies.
This included that, as a California senator, Harris had spoken against frack-
ing and co-sponsored the Green New Deal. This was clearly evidence of her
bias and a predictor of how she and equally ultra-liberal Joe Biden would
rule the nation. Furthermore, the Green New Deal was “essentially the same
plan” as Harris had co-sponsored with “AOC (Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez)
when she submitted it in the Senate.” Pence accused Harris of putting “your
radical environmental agenda ahead of American auto workers and ahead of
American jobs™:

But Senator you said it didn’t go far enough on climate change, you put your
radical environmental agenda ahead of American auto workers and a head of
American jobs. I think the American people deserve to know that it’s probably
why Newsweek magazine said that Kamala Harris was the most liberal member
of the United States Senate in 2019, more liberal than Bernie Sanders, more
liberal than any of the others in the United States Senate. (“Kamala . . .” 2020)

This, despite the fact that the policy was primarily in line with the rapid
phase-out of oil, gas, and coal that the federal government’s National Climate
Assessment scientists argued was necessary to avoid ecological collapse and
countless human deaths. Nonetheless, the vice president relied on configur-
ing Kamala Harris as recklessly demonstrating disrespect for the American
people because she, and so by default, “all” Democrats “want to abolish
fossil fuels and ban fracking” (Kaufman 2020; Phillips 2020; “Tracking . . .”
2021). Furthermore, Harris was criticized for some of her “too liberal” or “not
liberal enough” positions as she campaigned in the primaries. Some voters,
even within her base, were confused regarding Harris’s stand on different
issues during her presidential campaign, even seeming to have a “new, have-
it-every-which-way approach.” Fundamentally, the concern was most likely
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moot, because once Kamala Harris joined Joe Biden on the same presiden-
tial ticket, they were also likely joined over policy with a Biden slant. Mike
Pence’s accusations of socialism aside, if Harris moved in any “new” ideo-
logical direction as vice president, it would likely have been “even further to
the center of her party” (Phillips 2020; “Tracking . . .” 2021).

During a post-debate interview on 60 Minutes, Harris “could not conceal
her amusement” when asked if she would pressure Joe Biden to adapt a
“socialist or progressive perspective” if they won the presidential election.
Citing a 2019 ranking from the non-partisan organization GovTrack, CBS
News anchor Norah O’Donnell told the vice-presidential hopeful that she
was “considered the most liberal United States senator” in 2019, pointing out
that she supported policies like the Green New Deal, Medicare for all, and
legalizing marijuana. “Joe Biden doesn’t support those things,” O’Donnell
said. “So, are you going to bring the policies, those progressive policies you
supported as senator, into a Biden administration?” Harris responded:

What I will do, and I promise you this, and this is what Joe wants me to do,
this was part of our deal: I will always share with him my lived experience as
it relates to any issue that we confront, and I promised Joe that I will give him
that perspective and always be honest with him.

When O’Donnell followed up with “And is that a socialist or progressive
perspective?” Kamala Harris paused, seemed surprised ,and then “cracked
up, ‘No!””” and concluded:

No, it is the perspective of a woman who grew up a Black child in America, who
was also a prosecutor, who also has a mother who arrived here at the age of 19
from India, who also, you know, likes hip-hop.

Despite O’Donnell pressing the issue, Harris indicated she did support
Biden’s positions (Rossi 2020).

RUTH BADER GINSBURG

Joe Biden’s Disengagement

Early in his campaign for the presidency Joe Biden, who had staked his can-
didacy largely on returning the nation to normalcy, by protecting institutions
and forging bipartisanship, situated himself as a centrist, with appeals to
Republicans as well as Democrats. Campaigning in the fall of 2019, he stated,
“I’m not prepared to go on and try to pack the court, because we’ll live to rue
that day,” arguing that doing so would cause the Court to lose its credibility.
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He spoke in Wisconsin, shortly after Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s death
in September 2020, a state that Donald Trump won by about 27,000 votes
four years earlier, the first Republican to do so since 1984. At this time, he
directly targeted Obama voters who had abandoned Hillary Clinton in favor
of Trump four years earlier, never mentioning the Court vacancy or the
“political earthquake” that followed the Justice’s death. This was in part due
to Biden’s belief that most voters were not galvanized by the intensifying
animosity between Democrats and Republicans regarding the Court (Nagle
2020). While acknowledging the gravity of the issues, there were also other
concerns that mitigated Joe Biden’s decision to disengage from a rhetorical
war with Trump over adding more Justices to the Supreme Court so close to
November 3:

It’s a legitimate question but let me tell you why I’m not going to answer that
question: Because it will shift the focus. That’s what [Trump] wants. He never
wants to talk about the issue at hand and he always tries to change the subject.
Let’s say I answer that question, then the whole debate’s going to be about
what Biden said or didn’t say, Biden said he would or wouldn’t. (Linsky and
Viser 2020)

During the September 2020 Wisconsin campaign, Biden’s consensus-centric
rhetoric configured the presidency as branded by Donald Trump, a poser,
who claimed to be a “man of the people” but was in truth simultaneously
part of and in thrall to wealth and Wall Street. Biden reminded Wisconsin
voters that, with their help, he would be the first president in years who had
not attended an Ivy League school, having received a bachelor’s degree from
the University of Delaware and a law degree from Syracuse University:
“I think it’s about time that a state school president sat in the Oval Office
[because]. . . . If I’'m sitting there, you’re going to be sitting there, too”
(Linsky and Viser 2020; Graham 2020).

He also appealed directly to Trump’s base, but through a broad inclu-
sive message:

I know many of you are frustrated. You’re angry [and] you believe you weren’t
being seen, represented or heard. I get it. It has to change. And I promise you
this: It will change with me. (Linsky and Viser 2020; Easley 2020a)

Party Angst

This approach contrasted sharply with the “bubbling anger” among many
Democrats over Republican tactics regarding the Supreme Court, “a fury
that began with the polarized left but appeared to seep into the party’s
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mainstream” (Linsky and Viser 2020; Kass 2020). Biden’s strategy raised the
question of how he would react if Senate Republicans rejected his pleas to
step back from the brink and instead push ahead with confirmation hearings.
Linsky and Viser (2020) warned that if that happened Biden would face sub-
stantial pressure from the “liberal flank” of the Democratic Party “to adopt
the more belligerent stance he has been studiously avoiding.” Such pressure
was suggested when Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer did a joint
appearance with Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, after Justice Ginsberg’s death
was announced. When asked about expanding the Supreme Court, Schumer
responded, promising that “once we win the majority, God willing, every-
thing is on the table” (Linsky and Viser 2020; Goldiner 2020).

At the time Elizabeth Warren also announced the formation of a coalition
of civil rights groups focused on goals such as expanding the Supreme Court,
ending the filibuster, and terminating the electoral college and granting state-
hood to D.C. (Gontcharova 2020). Other progressive Democrats argued that
even if most voters cared little about the court itself, Ginsburg was unique: a
justice who was crafted into an action figure, became the subject of movies,
and evolved into a pop culture sensation known as the Notorious RBG. Her
death, they argued, could galvanize voters in a unique way, especially women
younger than 40:

Everything the last four years has led to this moment. No Democratic response
should be off the table, including expanding the Supreme Court. We are in a
life-and-death struggle for the soul of our country, and we should use any means
necessary. (Rachel Carmona, chief operating officer of “Women’s March”
quoted in Linsky and Viser 2020)

Some progressive Democrats, anticipating few legislative options to block a
confirmation, considered “threatening moves” that were historically consid-
ered off limits. For example, in order to secure the White House and Senate,
some argued for expanding the Supreme Court by adding new justices and
filling those slots with liberals. That reflected a broader anger at what many
in the party felt was a breakdown in the rules of American democracy—from
gerrymandering to the electoral college, from the filibuster to attacks on vot-
ing. That had also prompted more support for moves including ending the
filibuster and creating statehood for Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia,
which are heavily Democratic (“Is It Possible . . .” 2020; Gordon 2021).
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DEBATES

Through most of his half-century Senate career, Joe Biden positioned himself
as a mediating, moderate voice both in the Democratic as well as national
political cultures (Tankersley 2020). Still, even as he pursued the presidency
during the 2020 campaign with a pledge to “soothe the nation’s wounds and
lower its collective temperature,” Biden was challenged to deflect a charge
foregrounded by Donald Trump’s accusation during their first debate that he
was a pawn of “far left” Democrats, violent agitators who had the party’s
nominee “wrapped around their finger” (Flegenheimer and Glueck 2020). Joe
Biden’s public identification as a Democratic centrist mirrored a discursive
presidential campaign strategy of “coffee table conversation on policy” rather
than a “bloody knife fight threatening to wound the party” (Kapur 2020). This
rhetorical mode clearly dominated both of the presidential debates through
which he engaged Donald Trump.

Cautions from Democrats

On the eve of the first presidential debate, intraparty sparring began between
the moderate and liberal Democratic factions regarding Joe Biden’s appeals
to Republicans. There were concerns about their nominee’s appeals to the
“conscience” and “hearts” of Senate Republicans in response to their push for
a rapid confirmation of Amy Barrett to the Supreme Court as a replacement
for Ruth Bader Ginsberg. The Democratic presidential candidate rhetorically
sidestepped liberal colleagues’ concerns and appeased Republicans by default-
ing to a message of bipartisan comity and national unity when he spoke of the
“great respect” he had for “a number of my former Republican colleagues”
and that he hoped “they will do the right thing” and so “de-escalate” the rapid
escalation over his party’s concern that Donald Trump was determined to
pack the Supreme Court. While clearly concerned about the speed at which
the confirmation appeared to be heading, Biden focused instead on the impact
of the Supreme Court on health care, as the most effective strategy for appeal-
ing to swing voters tired of political divisiveness and relentless focus on the
coronavirus pandemic (Lerer 2020a).

However, progressives, younger voters, and women, considered the core
of the Democratic Party, worried an expanded conservative majority on the
court would be an “existential threat” to abortion rights, climate change leg-
islation, and gun control. Oregon’s Democratic Senator Jeff Merkley, a pri-
mary advocate for ending the filibuster, a proposal initially considered by the
party’s center-left faction shortly after Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s death, insisted
“this whole situation with the court intensifies the understanding of how
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much the November election matters.” Still, Biden refused to comment on
Judge Barrett or proposals championed by progressives to expand the court,
dismissing those questions as distractions that played into Donald Trump’s
agenda “because it would shift all the focus” and so give the president “what
he wants [which is] never [to] talk about the issue at hand” (Lerer 2020a).

Biden’s moderate allies maintained that the Senate fight did not reso-
nate with independents, who were wary of partisan conflicts and consider-
ably more concerned about the economy and the coronavirus rather than
the Supreme Court. Representative Mark Pocan, a Wisconsin Democrat,
cautioned that if Joe Biden relied on a more aggressive rhetorical stance
against Republicans in “places like Wisconsin”—because voters were tired
of partisan warfare in Washington—independents could be repelled. Other
Democrats argued that Biden should avoid the “unpredictable dynamics”
of a confirmation battle. Elevating the expectations of Democratic voters,
because of the “all-but-inevitable failure of their efforts to stop the nomina-
tion” would likely demoralize the party’s base in the midst of voting. Barbara
Boxer, a former Democratic senator from California, believed that since the
Senate was “tied in knots” she did not consider it “smart for Joe Biden to get
in the middle of that mess.” Also, because Democrats were already energized
prior to Justice Ginsburg’s death, there was little to be gained by actively
joining in rhetorical combat over Amy Barrett’s confirmation (Lerer 2020a;
Sprunt 2020).

Cleveland: September 19, 2020

Throughout his first presidential campaign, Donald Trump simultaneously
relied on and contributed to a discursive “progressive versus moderate
Democrat” motif, which had been a key component in the “perfect storm”
of elements that coalesced to overwhelm Hillary Clinton four years earlier
(Kelley 2018). This rhetorical technique was foregrounded again during
the first presidential debate on September 29, 2020, when Donald Trump
alluded to serious division within the Democratic Party by warning that
Joe Biden’s party “wants to go socialist medicine and socialist healthcare”
and that “they’re going to dominate you, Joe.” Biden countered metaphori-
cally that such division was non-existent saying “the party is me” and that
“right now, I am the Democratic Party.” Trump still insisted that a critical
split existed between Democrats by replying “not according to Harris,” an
exaggerated reference to Trump’s deceptive configuration of the Democratic
vice-presidential nominee’s ties to socialism.

When Biden responded with “it is not” to moderator Chris Wallace’s ques-
tion about Republican’s concern that modifications to Obamacare would end
private insurance, Trump interjected “that’s not what your party says, by
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the way” and that Biden “agreed with Bernie Sanders, who’s far left, on the
manifesto, we call it” and “that gives you socialized medicine.” The president
pursued his line of discourse by demanding that the Democrat respond to
Trump’s claim. Biden responded with “there is no manifesto, number one”
after which Trump interrupted with “he [Biden] just lost the left” and contin-
ued to over-talk Biden by insisting the Democratic nominee collaborated with
Bernie Sanders “on a plan that you absolutely agreed to and . . . they call it
socialized medicine.”

During the session in which Chris Wallace asked the candidates to com-
ment on why Americans “trust you over your opponent to deal with race
issues,” Donald Trump claimed that he did not think Biden had “any law
enforcement” behind him and argued that the Democratic candidate could not
“even say” the phrase law enforcement because if Biden said those words he
would “lose all of your radical left supporters.” The president continued to
bait Biden through innuendo demanding an explanation for refusing to “say
the words” and then offering his own answer to the question:

Because you know what? If [Portland had] called us . . . we would put out that
fire in a half an hour. But they won’t do it, because they’re run by radical left
Democrats. If you look at Chicago . . . Seattle . . . Minneapolis, we got it back,
Joe, because we believe in law and order, but . . . the top 40 cities are run by
Democrats, and in many cases the radical left. And they’ve got you wrapped
around their finger, Joe, to a point where you don’t want to say anything about
law and order . . . the people of this country want and demand law and order and
you’re afraid to even say it.

When Wallace asked both candidates whether the nation-wide increase in
homicides was “really a party issue,” Trump returned to rhetorically configur-
ing Joe Biden as in thrall to a radical left and increasingly powerful segment
of the Democratic Party. The president said that even though such violence
was “like nobody’s ever seen” and “crazy,” Biden nonetheless “doesn’t want
to say law and order” because he is afraid of losing “his radical left support-
ers” and “once he does that, it’s over with.” Trump also warned that “our
suburbs would be done” and problems would beset Americans “like you’ve
never seen before” if Biden ever became president and it ran the “way he
would want to run” (“Donald Trump and Joe Biden 1st Presidential Debate”
2020a; Kapur 2020).

While Joe Biden distanced himself from some of the priorities of his par-
ty’s left wing—and Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders—during the first debate,
there was no sign that he had alienated his party’s liberal and grassroots
activists. Shortly after the first debate, Sanders spotlighted the crucial goal of
a unified Democratic Party when he emphasized it was “terribly important”
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that Joe Biden be elected. As evidence of party unity, campaign digital direc-
tor Rob Flaherty said Biden had raised $3.8 million at the debate’s end in his
“best hour of online fundraising” (Peoples et al. 2020).

Senator Christopher Coons warned Joe Biden early on in the 2020 presi-
dential campaign that the Democratic nominee needed to prepare for constant
and incendiary attacks designed to simultaneously harm Biden and increase
the potentially lethal division between Americans and within the Democratic
Party into mutually hostile and political tribes. While Biden did sustain such
attacks from Republicans and, on occasion, within his own party, he gener-
ally responded with calls for cooperation rather than animosity. For example,
directly addressing the country’s deep polarization and causing some discom-
fort in the process, Joe Biden spoke to this division at a cross-party fundrais-
ing event when he said, “to those of you who are Republicans, I promise
I’m not going to embarrass you” (Viser 2020b). Nor did Biden demonstrate
animosity toward the progressive members of his own party as he firmly
but respectfully defended his personal ethos as a moderate. To illustrate,
when baited by Trump to call out the “moderate versus socialist” rift in the
Democratic Party, Biden replied only that he had “defeated the more liberal
elements of the Democratic coalition” in elections (Viser 2020b). In a Miami
October 2020 interview, he identified himself as a “moderate” and “the guy
that ran against socialists” (Blow 2020).

Nashville, Tennessee: October 22, 2020

During the second and final presidential debate, Donald Trump again
attempted to conflate Joe Biden’s platform with Bernie Sanders’s attempts
to forge a single-payer health network in Vermont. The president argued that
when Joe Biden, actually a “very liberal governor,” spoke about a “public
option” he was really talking about “destroying” Americans’ Medicare and
Social Security to such an extent that “this whole country will come down.”
Again, refusing to respond to Trump’s discursive baiting, Biden replied that
during the primaries he “beat all those other people” simply “because I dis-
agreed with them” (“Donald Trump and Joe Biden Final Presidential Debate”
2020). Trump again played the “democratic socialist” card against Biden
when he insisted that although “180 million people out there” had “great
private healthcare” a President Joe Biden would continue “Obamacare” and
so “terminate all of those policies™:

These are people that love their healthcare. People that have been successful,
middle-income people. . . . They have 180 million plans, 180 million people,
families. Under what he wants to do, which will basically be socialized medi-
cine, he won’t even have a choice, they want to terminate 180 million plans. We
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have done an incredible job at healthcare, and we’re going to do even better. Just
you watch. (“Donald Trump and Joe Biden Final Presidential Debate” 2020b)

This rhetorical stream was picked up when moderator Kristen Welker asked
Joe Biden a “follow-up” related to Donald Trump’s accusation that the for-
mer vice president wanted to force socialized medicine on Americans. “It’s
ridiculous,” Biden responded to Welker’s query about how he would respond
to citizens who had concerns about his healthcare plan as imagined by the
incumbent president. Biden compared Trump’s depiction to believing a “pub-
lic option that people can choose” was a “socialist plan”:

I think healthcare is not a privilege, it’s a right. Everyone should have the
right to have affordable healthcare, and I am very proud of my plan. It’s gotten
endorsed by all the major labor unions, as well as a whole range of other people
who, in fact, are concerned in the medical field. This is something that’s going
to save people’s lives. And this is going to give some people an opportunity to
have healthcare for their children. How many of you at home are worried and
rolling around in bed tonight, wondering what in God’s name you’re going to do
if you get sick, because you’ve lost your health insurance and your company’s
gone under? We have to provide health insurance for people at an affordable
rate, and that’s what I’ll do. (“Donald Trump and Joe Biden Final Presidential
Debate” 2020b)

Again, Trump was insistent on spotlighting the Democratic nominee as a
closeted socialist, noting that for “47 years” and then “as vice president for
eight years” Biden “didn’t do anything.” Trump continued, with references to
Kamala Harris as even more enthralled to socialism than Joe Biden:

He [Biden] wants socialized medicine. And it’s not that he wants it. His vice
president, she is more liberal than Bernie Sanders and wants it even more.
Bernie Sanders wants it. The Democrats want it. You’re going to have social-
ized medicine, just like you want it with fracking . . . he goes to Pennsylvania
after he gets a nomination, where he got very lucky to get it. And he goes to
Pennsylvania, and he says, “Oh, we’re going to have fracking.” (“Donald Trump
and Joe Biden Final Presidential Debate” 2020b).

The Legacy of Extreme Partisanship

Much as he did in 2016, albeit not as successfully, Trump and his Republican
apparatus attempted to again secure the American presidency by mor-
tally rupturing the Democratic Party. The “progressive versus moderate”
schism had by 2020 crevassed into two distinct and increasingly combative
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rhetorical tribes. The same discursive devices—“liberal” and “socialist”™—
which in 2016 successfully united many in Clinton’s own party against
the Democratic nominee for president—again rhetorically functioned as
absolute “devil-terms,” although with a different outcome (Weaver 1953,
1985). Within the Republican “newspeak” lexicon of 2020, descriptors for
self-identified tribes—notably “moderate or centrist”—were switched out for
“liberal or progressive,” which, particularly during the down-ticket elections,
configured as metaphors for “unelectable.” Joe Biden and Kamala Harris,
once they occupied the two top tiers of the 2020 Democratic ticket, were
essentially caught in the same rhetorical trap (Lybrand and Subramaniam
2020; Herndon 2020c¢; Murdock 2019). Although they survived to win the
presidency, intraparty tribalism had taken hold, already mutated into a mono-
lithic structure in one party and embedding as divisively viral in the other.
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The Legacy of Intraparty Tribalism

As the 2020 election cycle began, historian Michael Kazin predicted a con-
tinuation of tribal antagonism within the Democratic Party would impact the
campaign regardless of who won the party’s nomination. From this perspec-
tive, whoever was nominated to run against Trump was likely to be even more
unpopular for left-leaning party members than Hillary Clinton was in 2016.
This would be the case even “if it’s a progressive” for the liberals:

We’ve had 40-plus years of mostly neoliberal governance, and American power
is declining. Trump has just accelerated that decline. That produces a lot of
anxiety, a lot of disenchantment with the powers that be, and that may continue
to help the left. So there are going to be crosscurrents. It’s hard to know who
will benefit. (Levitz 2019)

Rampell (2020) argued that during his presidency, Donald Trump had
been repeatedly successful at persuading millions of Americans that his
positions are “not a bad deal.” To illustrate, it appears Trump considered
his anti-immigrant, anti-trade, anti-government base as representative of
“America writ large” rather than that they were likely “not even representa-
tive of all Republicans.” At the same time, Bernie Sanders had also fully
assumed a de facto leadership of his cohort of liberal Democrats, even as
Trump continued to wield the full power of the American presidency through
his increasingly influential and exponentially growing faction of conservative
Republicans. Both Sanders and Trump had coalesced their blocs, hardening
and positioning their respective segments of the American electorate into
political tribes that were not only at odds nationally but at odds with factions
in their respective parties. Whatever degree of success Trump attained by
November 2020 was directly connected to his ability to increase antagonism
between the national political tribes as well as to further congeal his own
“tribe” while further rupturing an already damaged Democratic tribe. The
incumbent managed to do so in part by lasering his own rhetoric, persuading
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both liberal and centrist Democrats to “go after each other” and so deflect-
ing, however momentarily, their criticism of his regime. This strategy not
only destabilized the party, but damaged its public ethos with the electorate
and, particularly important for the then president, detracted Democrats from
going after him.

PRESIDENT ELECT

Intraparty breaches may poison public life and personal relationships and
consume public space within which electoral politics, including discussion
and compromise, are situated. Significantly, when a discourse that defaults
to such embeds in the political culture, the organic democratic process of
deliberation withers to partisan and unproductive conflict. The end game is
that polarization and its manifestation in tribalism are “self-reinforcing and
will likely continue to accelerate” (Hawkins et al. 2018, 4).

Within days after Joe Biden had become president-elect, tribalistic ani-
mosity was on full display within his party, with both major Democratic
blocs accusing the other of slander. As a case in point, centrist Virginia
Representative Abigail Spanberger voiced concern that a potentially lethal
rhetorical trope successfully deployed against congressional Democratic
moderates by Republicans had been inspired by progressives within her own
party. She argued the party “need to not ever use the word ‘socialist’ again,”
admonishing that “we lost good members because of that.” Conversely, the
liberal segment of the party attributed election losses to moderates’ poorly run
congressional races and a blanket failure to adapt progressive campaigning
strategies. To illustrate, New York Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
scolded that “not a single one of these [moderate] campaigns were firing on
all cylinders” (Dionne, Jr. 2020a).

Matt Bennett, executive vice president and co-founder of the center-left
think tank Third Way, commended Joe Biden’s “masterful job” as a candidate
of “suppressing tensions between the left and center” but cautioned whether
he could “succeed in doing the same as president” (Tepperman 2020). As
president-elect, Biden appeared to recognize the challenge to his administra-
tion posed by Democratic intraparty tribalism. A tiered agenda took shape
within which Biden rhetorically signaled his support for progressive causes.
As a case in point, his transition website prioritized racial justice and mitigat-
ing climate change (Biden 2020). His choices generally reflected attempts
to balance moderate policies of cabinet choices with diverse backgrounds.
Notably, these included Lloyd Austin, Marcia Fudge, Xavier Becerra,
Alejandro Mayorkas, Katherine Tai, and Linda Thomas-Greenfield. He
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also chose prominent progressives, such as Janet Yellen, Cecilia Rouse, and
Heather Boushey, for key economic roles (Tepperman 2020).

A Bigger Tent

The 2020 election mirrored the distinction between Democratic inclusion
and Republican exclusion (“National Election Pool . . .” 2020; “National
Exit Polls . . .” 2020; Dionne Jr. 2020a). Those under Joe Biden’s “big tent”
included self-described liberals (42 percent), moderates (48 percent), and
conservatives (10 percent). Contrary to Republican’s assertions that the
Democratic nominee was a dupe of “raging leftists,” a majority of Biden’s
electorate was non-liberal. By contrast, Trump voters were 68 percent conser-
vative, 27 percent moderate, and 5 percent liberal (Dionne Jr. 2020a).

Racially, 53 percent of Biden’s voters were White, while 82 percent of
Trump’s were; 21 percent of Biden’s were Black, while only 3 percent of
Trump’s were. The Hispanic vote was still crucial for Democrats: 16 percent
of their support was Latino, compared with 9 percent of Trump’s. The con-
trast is especially striking when race and religion are looked at in tandem:
67 percent of Trump’s voters were White Christians; only 30 percent of
Biden’s were.

In addition, Democrats’ diversity more accurately reflects US demograph-
ics because the GOP’s coalition is aging. Among Trump’s voters, 65 percent
were 45 or older; only 56 percent of Biden’s were—and Biden captured vot-
ers under 30 by a better than 3-to-2 margin. Although the electoral college
privileges White and conservative voters (and so the Republican Party), the
GOP has won the popular vote in only one of the past eight elections (Dionne
Jr. 2020a).

A Matter of Time

Joe Biden’s centrism and strong preference for moderation among the elector-
ate “seems destined to alienate his short-term allies on the left before long”
in that “a vengeful Democratic left could also try to make Biden’s life dif-
ficult in Congress.” While progressives would most likely not be able to pass
any actual laws the new President Biden opposed, they could act as spoilers,
blocking bills the White House favors—in particular compromise deals with
the Republicans (Tepperman 2020).

As Joe Biden moved into his position as president-elect, he directly
encountered the tribalism within his own party. Roadblocks from both
Democratic progressives and centrists emerged as competing factions hoping
to be part of his inner circle. Beyond the conundrum of how to bring the tribes
within his own party somehow together, he also faced a sharply polarized
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Congress that would challenge and frustrate centrist and liberal contingents.
This was true to such an extent that not only were policy ambitions of even
the most moderate Democrats beyond what a Biden Congress would likely
pass but there could be “no gain in responding to frustration by nursing griev-
ances over a fake sense of betrayal.” Joe Biden would do the job Democrats
hired him to do to such an extent that “the most valuable commodity” in
Washington’s new order would not be “leverage” but “viable ideas” (Shear
and Martin 2020).

POST-ELECTION TRIBALISM

Nancy Pelosi’s 2018 promise to step aside as top party leader after 2022—to
allow for a new generation of leadership—may have enhanced rather than
ameliorated tribal divisions within the party and leadership squabbles in
2020. The first volleys in that conflict began shortly after the election. Abigail
Spanberger, who won a close election to defend her Republican-leaning
Virginia district, was among the swing district Democrats who criticized
progressive colleagues for defending socialism and calling for defunding
the police, messages which energized her Republican competitor’s base. In
addition, other representatives from swing districts including Pennsylvania’s
Conor Lamb squared off against progressives led by New York’s Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez (House 2020). While party voters had already rejected some
of the costlier “left” initiatives, such as Medicare for all and the Green New
Deal, by choosing Biden in the primaries, progressives nonetheless slightly
expanded in the 2021 Congress. Wins included those in “safe” Democratic
districts, including New York’s Jamaal Bowman and Mondaire Jones as
well as Missouri’s Cori Bush. In a sense a quid pro quo existed from the
progressives’ point-of-view; they had supported Biden and he owed them.
Ocasio-Cortez suggested their agenda was not “just about pushing” Biden
but involved making “plays” in Congress to win more progressive legislation
“even before it reaches the president’s desk” (House 2020).

Co-chair of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, Washington State’s
Pramila Jayapal, suggested disagreements among House Democrats were
“OK,” as was trying to “get as far as we possibly can” in order to win
such tribal conflicts. Although Pelosi argued that Democrats needed to be
“respectful of the thinking of all members” and “advocate to unify,” the
House Speaker’s post-election ability to build consensus behind Joe Biden’s
agenda nonetheless continued to be tested by competing sectors within the
Democratic party (House 2020).
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Progressives Demand Inclusion

After Biden was declared the winner, Ocasio-Cortez made clear the divisions
within the party that animated the primaries still existed. While she had been
a “good soldier” for Joe Biden and the party in his quest to defeat Trump,
she dismissed criticism from party moderates and blamed down-ticket losses
on weak candidates who were “sitting ducks.” In this view, progressive poli-
cies “do not hurt” Democrats. For example, all candidates who co-sponsored
Medicare for all in swing districts kept their seats. Furthermore, “even
before” data was gathered in many of the moderates’ congressional races,
“there was already finger-pointing” blaming progressives and the Black Lives
Matter Movement. Ocasio-Cortez’s personal experience suggested additional
mitigating factors in the losses:

I’ve been unseating Democrats for two years. [ have been defeating D.C.C.C.-run
campaigns for two years. That’s how I got to Congress. That’s how we elected
Ayanna Pressley. That’s how Jamaal Bowman won. That’s how Cori Bush won.
And so we know about extreme vulnerabilities in how Democrats run cam-
paigns. (Herndon 2020b)

She argued that some moderate Democrats’ behavior was malpractice, “even
criminal,” suggesting that “these folks” (centrists who lost elections) were
already vulnerable. For example:

Conor Lamb spent $2,000 on Facebook the week before the election. I don’t
think anybody who is not on the internet in a real way in . . . 2020 and loses
an election can blame anyone else when you’re not even really on the inter-
net . . . the fact of the matter is if you’re not spending $200,000 on Facebook
with fund-raising, persuasion, volunteer recruitment, get-out-the-vote the week
before the election, you are not firing on all cylinders. (Herndon 2020b)

Furthermore, moderates were easily defeated by Republican
counter-campaigning not because of progressive policy but because of out-
dated and insufficient strategies based on television and mail that resulted in
failed campaigns. Moderates were why “our party isn’t even online” at least
“not in a real way that exhibits competency”:

If T lost my election, and I went out and I said: “This is moderates’ fault. This
is because you didn’t let us have a floor vote on Medicare for all.” And they
opened the hood on my campaign, and they found that I only spent $5,000 on
TV ads the week before the election? They would laugh. And that’s what they
look like right now trying to blame the [Progressive] Movement for Black Lives
for their loss. (Herndon 2020b)
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When queried about whether Joe Biden and Mitch McConnell, with a his-
tory of shared deal-making, could accomplish any significant legislation, she
responded that the “leadership and elements of the party” including those
in “some of the most important decision-making positions” expressed such
“anti-activist sentiment” that they were “blinding themselves to the very
assets that they offer.” While insisting “we are not the enemy,” that “it’s not a
personal thing” and that she was not trying to win an argument, Ocasio-Cortez
nonetheless clearly warned party moderates they were “going after the wrong
thing” and “just setting up their own obsolescence,” doomed to fail if they
did not follow her advice. Rather than defaming and blaming progressives for
losses in the 2020 election, the party needed to finally accept help and, most
importantly, advice from liberals in the party. Specifically, this should come
from Ocasio-Cortez who insisted she had “been begging the party to let me
help” to make “every single swing district Democratic”:

That’s also the damn thing of it. Every single one of them, but five, refused my
help. And all five of the vulnerable or swing district people that I helped secured
victory or are on a path to secure victory. And every single one that rejected
my help is losing. And now they’re blaming us for their loss. (Herndon 2020b)

The “Squad,” made up of four “progressive” Democratic women elected
to the House of Representatives in 2018, supported erasing $30,000 from
all student loan debts, a plan introduced in their March 2020 Student
Debt Emergency Relief. That support was already in play shortly after the
November election, as evidenced by Ocasio-Cortez’s tweet that criticized
arguments against dismissing college student debt in which she insisted that
the moderates’ argument that “things were bad for me” so they “should stay
bad for everyone else” was not sustainable against debt cancellation “student,
medical or otherwise.” Massachusetts’s Ayanna Pressley tweeted “Cancel
rent. Cancel mortgage. Cancel student debt” while Ocasio-Cortez tweeted
support for the progressive Democratic tribe’s long-term goal of having
tuition-free public colleges to avoid a huge debt in the first place, insisting
that the nation’s current education system is “financially decimating [people
in] every generation” (Bradner 2020).

Both Pressley and Omar insisted the legislation would provide debt relief
for 45 million workers and families, who are “being crushed by student debt
during the COVID-19 pandemic.” Pressley asserted that, because of that
crisis, “no one should have to choose between paying their student loan pay-
ment, putting food on the table or keeping themselves and their families safe
and healthy” (Bradner 2020). Progressives were uncertain about their influ-
ence on a Biden administration to support their agenda as well as the degree
to which the president would be able to accomplish major platform goals.
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Elizabeth Warren and New York Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer,
along with eleven other Senate Democrats, called for Biden to, on his first
day in office, instruct his secretary of education to forgive billions of dollars
worth of student debt on his first day in office. Doing so would amount to up
to $50,000 per borrower and provide some relief from COVID-19 incurred
debt (Robillard and Bobic 2020). In addition, Bernie Sanders sought the sup-
port of top labor leaders in his campaign for the labor secretary post in the
Biden administration. Sanders spoke about his desire to push from within the
Senate to send progressive legislation to Biden (Krieg 2020).

Moderates Demand Allegiance

As president-elect, Biden was challenged with not only appeasing Republicans
but placating the liberal component of his own party. To that end, he demon-
strated early the intention to carry through on his campaign pledge to amelio-
rate partisan tensions in and around the Beltway. His transition team reached
out to congressional Republicans to indicate an awareness of the difficulty
they faced in assessing the potential backlash from Trump’s base if they
acknowledged Biden’s win. New York Times reporter Charles Blow headlined
his column written shortly after Biden won the presidency as a “third term
of the Obama presidency,” because the president-elect embraced many of
the centrist policies of Obama and “because of the public nostalgia for the
normalcy and decency” provided during his two terms of office. In this view,
Biden would be a “restoration president,” chosen by a beleaguered elector-
ate, wary of another Trump term, to “right the ship and save the system” as
a “reversion” agent, elected to “Make America Able to Sleep Again” (2020).

Concerns that Joe Biden would be under pressure to abandon his mod-
erate position if elected president were not without merit. Such overtures,
indicative of Biden’s determination to govern from a position of conciliator
rather than partisanship, were perceived by some in his party’s polarized left
cohort as weakness as well as a signal of giving up “before we’ve had one
fight.” From this perspective, Joe Biden’s stance was naive, a “fantasyland”
belief that American politics still functioned as it did during the three-plus
decades he had served in the Senate. Rhode Island’s Democratic Senator
Sheldon Whitehouse countered with a call for partisanship from a “position
of strength” rather than paltry “begging Republicans to confer bipartisanship
upon us if we do things their way” (Linskey and Sullivan 2020).

Additionally, on the eve of the election, some liberal Democrats expressed
disappointment that their hope for a post-Trump presidency which mirrored
the agendas of Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez would likely
be instead Joe Biden’s feeble and far “less charismatic reprise of the Obama
administration” (Linskey and Sullivan 2020).
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Biden’s credentials as a moderate are more substantial than most, which
further alienated him from party progressives once he became president. As
a consummate “Washington survivor,” he was first and foremost a “creature
of the Capital” (Wolf 2020). In this view, voting for Joe Biden was most
likely a symptom of “Trump fatigue,” only “an exercise in political hygiene.”
Accordingly, his tenure as president should be as brief as possible and as
soon as his “usefulness” was over, “mercy would suggest” an “honorable
discharge” be granted in favor of an “ideologically reliable Kamala Harris”
(Gitz 2020).

After the election, positions solidified. Ocasio-Cortez speculated that the
Biden administration was in danger of failing in the same way as Obama’s
in 2010 when progressives were generally shut out of governance positions.
Opting for the “icing-out approach” rather than the “more open and collab-
orative approach” set up a trajectory for House losses. Decisions were the
results of putting unqualified persons into leadership positions that weakened
governance. If Biden decided to go that way, it was clear “we’re going to
lose.” His transition appointments became part of a narrative, clearly reveal-
ing who Joe Biden had credited for his victory. Ocasio-Cortez again:

And so it’s going be really hard after immigrant youth activists helped poten-
tially deliver Arizona and Nevada . . . after Detroit and Rashida Tlaib ran up
the numbers in her district . . . to turn out nonvoters when they feel like nothing
changes for them. When they feel like people don’t see them, or even acknowl-
edge their turnout. If the party believes after 94 percent of Detroit went to Biden,
after Black organizers just doubled and tripled turnout down in Georgia, after
so many people organized Philadelphia, the signal from the Democratic Party is
that John Kasich won us this election? . . . I can’t even describe how dangerous
that is. (Herndon 2020a)

In response to Ocasio-Cortez’s “sitting ducks” comment, Pennsylvania’s
Conor Lamb indicated to the New York representative that, while he respected
her election success, particularly since she won in a such a low-turnout pri-
mary, her attacks against Democrats within their own Republican-leaning
districts were of consequence. Rather than “a question of door knocking, or
Facebook,” the “policies you stand for, and which ones you don’t” should be
priorities for all Democrats if the party and its ideology was to survive:

The American people just showed us in massive numbers, generally, which
side of these issues that they are on. They sent us a Republican Senate and a
Democratic president; we’re going have to do things that we can compromise
over. (Herndon 2020a)
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Lamb also argued that while Representative Ocasio-Cortez might add cred-
ibility to issues she publicly embraced, “tweeting out that fracking is bad
in the middle of a presidential debate when we’re trying to win western
Pennsylvania” is not being a “team player.” In addition, doing so “gives
false hope to constituents which makes it very difficult for Democrats to win
the areas where President Trump is most popular in campaigns” (Herndon,
2020b; Herndon and Ember 2020).

WHY TRUMP LOST

Representative Lamb’s concerns were a prescient warning that unless progres-
sive Democrats establish and willingly traverse a rhetorical common ground
with centrists within their larger political tribe, factionalized animosity will
disadvantage any efforts, regardless of faction, to govern. This is of particu-
lar concern, considering Joe Biden’s administration, while Democratic, must
govern within the populist and demagogic juggernaut that the Republican
Party has become. Another mitigating constraint is that, perhaps ironically,
the Democrats—again regardless of intraparty identities—have as a unified
body failed to address and so democratically manage the hyper-partisan trib-
alism that has taken root within their own party.

It is possible that Joe Biden won a presidential election that a more lib-
eral Democrat may have lost. To illustrate, the former vice president outran
many House Democrats in pivotal electoral-vote states. As a case in point,
Republican candidates for the House won more votes than their Democratic,
and in many cases progressive, counterparts in all of these states, including
Arizona, Georgia, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. The pattern of Biden doing
better than Democratic House candidates was seen in the national House and
presidential popular vote, as well. This matched pre-election polling in which
Biden’s lead over Trump was larger than the Democratic advantage on the
generic congressional ballot (Galson 2020).

It is unusual for a challenger in a presidential race to run ahead of their
party in the race for House control when the party controls the House. In
2020, for example, expectations were that Trump and House Democrats
would generally have an incumbency advantage. It is also difficult to decon-
struct why Joe Biden ran ahead of so many congressional Democrats. For
example, the reason could be that Donald Trump was unusually weak as a
presidential candidate or Biden unusually strong, perhaps both. Regardless,
Biden was overwhelmingly liked by the electorate, taking the vast majority
(94 percent) who viewed him favorably (Dovere 2020).

In 2016, Hillary Clinton’s unfavorable rating was above her favorable rat-
ing in the exit polls with only 43 percent of voters viewing her positively.
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While beyond Trump’s (38 percent), it nonetheless left 18 percent of the
electorate with an unfavorable rating of both Clinton and Trump. Trump won
those voters by 17 points. Enten (2020) suggests ideology may have been a
major reason Biden was better liked than Clinton four years later. Compared
with Trump, who was viewed as more moderate than Clinton in 2016, Joe
Biden, who ran as a mainstream Democrat, was perceived as more moderate
than Trump by voters in pre-election polling 2020. Biden utilized his centrist
ideological position from which to argue for his candidacy during the primary
season when he ran a few points stronger than progressives Bernie Sanders
and Elizabeth Warren in general election polling. His assertion that, as a
moderate Democrat, he would do better in the general election than a liberal
is confirmed by research that suggests candidates on either end of the ideo-
logical spectrum tend to do worse than those positioned in the middle (Hall
and Thompson 2018). This was displayed in races such as that for Nebraska’s
2nd Congressional District. Joe Biden easily took the district by nearly seven
points and earned himself an extra electoral vote in a state that awards an
electoral vote to the winner of each of its congressional districts.

The Nebraska Democratic candidate for the House, Kara Eastman, was not
so fortunate, losing by six points to Republican Representative Don Bacon.
Enten (2020) argues that there was such a strong difference between the
House and presidential voting patterns in an age of “tremendous polariza-
tion” is significant since Eastman was backed by the liberal groups Justice
Democrats and stood for Medicare for all:

That distinction between Biden and the left may have made all the difference
in what ended up being a presidential race that took four days to call. Without
Biden at the top of the ticket, Trump may very well have stunned the world
again and earned a second term in the White House.

DISSENSION OVER THE CABINET

In mid-November, president-elect Biden released his list of advisers to
help oversee the transition at the White House’s Office of Management and
Budget, which oversees the $5 trillion federal budget and shapes regulations
ranging from labor standards to air pollution. Advisers included execu-
tives from Amazon Web Services, Lyft, Airbnb as well as vice president of
WestExec Advisors, a Washington consulting firm whose secretive list of cli-
ents includes financial services, technology, and pharmaceutical companies.
Jeff Hauser, of the Revolving Door Project, a liberal group that had asked
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that Biden avoid lobbyists and “corporatists” in general, warned that Biden’s
choices “puts us at a state of high alarm” (Lipton and Vogel 2020).

Hauser’s concerns mirrored a broader clash between the progressive wing
of the Democratic Party and the more establishment members of Biden’s
core team over the role of corporate executives, lobbyists, and consultants
in administration. Liberal members of the Party were also anticipating Joe
Biden’s post-inaugural announcement about ethics rules for his government
hoping to persuade the new president to adopt hiring practices that went far
beyond policies embraced by Barack Obama, who barred officials in his
administration from working on issues on which they had lobbied in the past
two years (Lipton and Vogel 2020).

Progressives Take Issue

However, within hours after the election, liberals registered their disappoint-
ments with and disapproval of Biden’s staff and cabinet choices. To illustrate,
they had composed an “extensive blacklist” of possible appointees. Larry
Cohen, chair of the liberal group Our Revolution, described his organiza-
tion as focused on “who we don’t want” rather than a “dismal rubber stamp
of the unacceptable status quo.” Conversely, they called for the elevation of
allies to executive positions including Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth
Warren as well as Sarah Bloom Raskin, who served as deputy secretary of
the Treasury under Obama, and Janet Yellen, the former chair of the Federal
Reserve. Waleed Shahid, speaking for the Justice Democrats, noted pro-
gressives had committed substantial efforts to “push on the executive” and
warned that it was “critical” for Joe Biden to govern only as a president who
has won a majority of the popular vote rather than one who also seeks to
“appease” Republicans (Ember 2020b).

When he announced that Louisiana’s Representative Cedric Richmond,
one of his campaign co-chairs, would serve as director of the White House
Office of Public Engagement, the climate group Sunrise Movement tweeted
that Richmond “has taken big money from the fossil fuel industry, cozied up
w/oil and gas, and stayed silent while polluters poisoned his own commu-
nity.” Justice Democrats’ Shahid denounced incoming presidential counselor
Steve Ricchetti as a “former pharma lobbyist” who “has represented groups
vociferously opposed to Medicare for all and the public manufacturing of
prescription drugs.” Antony Blinken, the designated Secretary of State, while
well-regarded by national security professionals across the board, was a for-
eign policy hawk (Yglesias 2020). Bernie Sanders, despite campaigning for
Biden in the latter portion of the general election, also expressed concern that
attempting an “outreach to the right [of center moderates] ignored the party’s
left” and demanded progressive views be included in a Biden administration:
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It would be . . . enormously insulting if Biden put together a “team of rivals™—
and there’s some discussion that that’s what he intends to do—which might
include Republicans and conservative Democrats—but which ignored the pro-
gressive community. (Linskey and Sullivan 2020)

Moderates Stay the Course

While frustration was “understandable” there was little reason for liberal’s
disappointment since Joe Biden had argued in the primaries that moderation
was the way to defeat President Trump, and “it worked”:

Incumbents don’t often lose, and for Trump to do so while a majority of voters
told Gallup they were better off than they were four years ago is extraordi-
nary. . . . Biden scored a larger share of the popular vote than any challenger
since Franklin D. Roosevelt facing down Herbert Hoover, and his moderation
was almost certainly key to that success. (Yglesias 2020)

In addition, centrists were hesitant to consider demands for left-of-center
cabinet appointments such as those of Elizabeth Warren or Bernie Sanders
because doing so could complicate the president-elect’s ability to govern
early in his presidency. Both Senators represented states led by Republican
governors and there would be no guarantee that replacements would be
appointed to caucus with the Democrats in order to keep the relative balance
of the Senate intact (Ember 2020b).

Tensions emerged, too, during the push-and-pull between left-leaning
and moderate Democrats over consideration of Ohio’s Marcia L. Fudge for
Secretary of Agriculture. Fudge was vigorously endorsed by South Carolina’s
James E. Clyburn, the highest-ranking Black member of Congress, as some-
one who would revolutionize the DOA into the “kind of department it pur-
ports to be,” one which “deals with consumer issues and nutrition and things
that affect people’s day-to-day lives.” Clyburn insisted that the Agriculture
Department had historically favored “big farming interests” over less wealthy
people, whether they be “little farmers in Clarendon County, S.C. or food
stamp recipients in Cleveland, Ohio,” Marica Fudge’s hometown. However,
more traditional Democrats insisted the department should be a voice for rural
America and favored moderates including former lowa governor Tom Vilsack
or Heidi Heitkamp, who was defeated in 2018 after serving as North Dakota
attorney general and then senator in one of the most sparsely populated states
in the country. In Heitkamp’s view the choice was one “that only Joe Biden
can make” once he understood the “unique challenges of rural America and
what needs to happen in rural America” (Martin 2020a).
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The CIA Director

There was also considerable tension over who Joe Biden would choose as
Director of the CIA. Speculation over this appointment provoked tribal ten-
sions not only within his own party but with Republicans as well. Liberals
in his own party pressured him to choose a female or nonwhite candidate
not without connections to the agency’s post-9/11 history. Conversely,
Democratic moderates, as well as many national security veterans, were con-
cerned that the president-elect, under pressure from the party’s progressive
segment, would fail to promote the most qualified candidate, one who would
rebuild trust after the intelligence community’s demoralizing experience
under Donald Trump.

Michael Morell, a former CIA acting director who had been one of Biden’s
leading contenders for the appointment, was dismissed by liberals for past
actions, which included destroying video tapes of torture as well as support
of drone strikes. Daniel Jones, the lead author of a comprehensive report by
Senate Democrats of CIA documents that reflected Morell’s support for such
activities, said he had hoped anyone who had defended such programs would
have been excluded from Biden’s consideration but “unfortunately, this may
not be the case” (McLaughlin 2020). Progressive Democratic senators includ-
ing Vermont’s Patrick Leahy, New Mexico’s Martin Heinrich, and Oregon’s
Ron Wyden privately expressed concerns to Biden’s transition team about
the consideration of Morell to lead the intelligence agency, citing his defense
of CIA interrogation tactics after September 11, 2001. Ultimately, William
Burns—the deputy secretary of state in the Obama administration—was
appointed to the directorship (Cohen et al. 2021; Volz et al. 2020).

WARNING THE PARTY

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in particular made it clear that whether or not she
remained with the Democratic Party depended on how much the leadership
and members who were not liberals paid attention to her ideas and what she
thought needed to be done. Furthermore, she was personally disturbed by
the anger directed toward her as well as other progressives in the party. As a
result, she warned that her future with the Democratic Party depended on how
“we get through transition,” and “how the party responds” to her “approach
and what I think is going to be necessary.” Ocasio-Cortez further complained
that even though it seemed “we’ve [progressives] been winning” and there
is “a ton of support,” the truth is that the moderates within the Democratic
Party have “been extremely hostile to anything that even smells progressive.”
She concluded by informing Democrats, in no uncertain terms, that if their
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party did not support her ideas more aggressively and continued to refuse
to “use the assets from everyone,” preferring instead to “double down” on
their “smothering approach,” Ocasio-Cortez’s own political future may be in
jeopardy to such an extent that she did not “even know” if she wanted to “be
in politics” or was going to run for re-election “this year,” complaining that
“it’s the stress” and “the violence” and “it’s your own party thinking you’re
the enemy.

In sum, Ocasio-Cortez believed she had been harassed and under-valued
by centrists within her own party who doubted her and so undermined her
dreams of a political career:

When your own colleagues talk anonymously in the press and then turn around
and say you’re bad because you actually append your name to your opinion. [
chose to run for re-election because I felt like I had to prove that this is real. That
this movement was real. That [ wasn’t a fluke. That people really want guaran-
teed health care and that people really want the Democratic Party to fight for
them. But . . . the odds of me running for higher office and the odds of me just
going off trying to start a homestead somewhere—they’re probably the same.
(Herndon 2020a; Relman and Hickey 2019)

TWO PARTIES: FOUR TRIBAL STORIES

Of the two major parties, Democrats tend to configure Republicans as the
party that has radicalized, a “self-flattering but false narrative.” In truth, while
the Republican Party may have become more conservative, “in the last two
decades the Democratic Party has moved substantially further to the left than
the Republican Party has shifted to the right” (Wehner 2015; Cillizza 2019a;
Boone 2020). Some have warned that any significant reconciliation between
the two major discordant tribes within the modern Democratic Party is likely
futile. Interestingly, the left wing/liberal alliance within the party has itself
been historically and further splintered between “those who want reform and
those who want revolution” (Wehner 2015; Beinart 2018).

An “Exhausted Majority”

The More in Common 2018 study of seven distinct American politi-
cal tribes reported that the “Moderates,” a faction within the “Exhausted
Majority” which makes up 15 percent of the electorate, embraced attitudes
and beliefs that were aligned with the center of public opinion. While
the “Politically Disengaged” were “at risk” of being drawn into divisive
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“us-versus-them” narratives, two-thirds of this contingent—"Traditional
Liberals” and “Moderates”—were more likely to “instinctively support com-
promise” (Hawkins et al. 2018, 14). Such a liberal/moderate merger could be
part of a solution to the discord between and within American political tribes.

However, reconciliation at virtually any level will be minimal at best, more
likely stalled, unless simultaneous and mindful efforts are directed toward
language discursively bridging the ideological, if not the partisan-driven and
emotionally configured “anger at ‘Other,”” which so often substitutes for
productive dialogue in American party politics. Ultimately, it would be a mis-
take to think of this elusive cohort simplistically, as merely a midpoint from
which to determine political centrism within the warring tribal segments of
the Democratic Party. Such an amalgamation would likely be thwarted by the
status quo as well as the celebrity enactment of American politics and public
debate. Regardless and notably, the “Exhausted Majority” is nonetheless
clearly highly motivated and overwhelmingly wishes to bring about change
(Hawkins et al. 2018, 14).

DIVERGENT PARTY ENACTMENT

Vox editor Ezra Klein (2020) maintains Donald Trump’s enactment of
tribalism is singular in that the former president has not broken with the
Republican Party; rather he has “become the most authentic expression of its
modern psychology.” The assimilation was evidenced during Trump’s relent-
less rehashing of unsubstantiated allegations of fraud and Democratic radical-
ism in order to rhetorically inflame his base during a crucial early December
2020 Georgia run-off rally. Senators David Perdue and Kelly Loeffler were
attempting to defeat Democrats Jon Ossoff and Raphael Warnock and keep
the Senate under Republican control. Republicans had falsely labeled both
Ossoff and Warnock as “socialists” who were “too liberal for Georgia,”
accusing the Democrats of embracing policies such as defunding the police
(Jarvie and Haberkorn, 2020). This, despite the reality that both Democrats
running in Georgia did not share most goals of their party’s “left flank™ such
as single-payer health care, expanding the Supreme Court, or the Green
New Deal (Ember 2020a; Herndon and Corasaniti 2020). Regardless, Trump
warned rallygoers “Let them steal Georgia again, you’ll never be able to
look yourself in the mirror.” At another point, Trump teed up a video for his
base, attacking the incumbent Georgia Senators’ Democratic opponents as
“extreme leftists” (“The Latest: Trump Urges . ..” 2020 . . .).

Despite moving ideologically left, the Democratic Party has remained
tethered to traditional institutions and behavior. As an example, despite “all
the rage” the party felt toward George W. Bush in 2006 and Trump in 2018,
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Nancy Pelosi resisted calls to defund the Iraq War; nor did Democrats ever
attempt to gain leverage by endangering the global financial system. From
this perspective, it is not that members of the Democratic Party never wanted
to seek revenge against Republicans. Rather, it was that elected Democrats
were able to “resist their demand.”

Historical Precedents for Presidents

Although both national political parties have been affected by the same
malady, while the polarization that manifests as tribalism has “given the
Democratic Party the flu” the “Republican Party has caught pneumonia”
(Cummings 2020). To extend the metaphor, while most cases of influenza
never lead to pneumonia, those that do tend to be more deadly (“What Is the
Connection?” 2021). The Democratic Party has been infected before. Until
now, however, their political immune systems were robust enough to fend off
any variation of the virus that might prove fatal to democracy. Notably, fol-
lowing World War 1, social democrats split from their “revolution-minded”
cohorts, with the latter joining other like-minded emerging communist parties
throughout the world. Similarly, progressive Democrats ruptured in 1948,
which might have threatened incumbent President Harry Truman’s chance
to win. In both cases, the bifurcation worked to the “center-left’s” favor.
Olsen (2020) argues Richard Nixon’s 1968 victory is “unthinkable” without
the backdrop of years of urban riots in Democrat-controlled cities. Ronald
Reagan won his first race for governor in part because of the failure of the
Democratic incumbent, Pat Brown, to deal with the Watts riot of 1965. Crime
continued to rise throughout the 1970s, to fuel public discontent to which Bill
Clinton finally responded in 1992.

Mindful post-Trump Democrats should perhaps revisit their own party’s
history as they reflect on how, traditionally, both cohorts of liberal and moder-
ate coalitions apparently “mended fences” as they unified behind centrist can-
didates such as Joe Biden. Consequently, rather than imaging themselves as
the “big tent party,” twenty-first century Democrats might be better served by
first acknowledging and addressing intraparty tribalism, including ruptures
within their own liberal sector (Bade and Werner 2020; Sach and Yuan 2019).
Furthermore, because such political tension is likely to continue to play out
in the nation’s streets, developing and enacting strategies of reconciliation
should be practiced within their own party as well as with Republicans.
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Tribalism as a Rhetorical Form

Contemporary rhetorical scholarship has recommitted itself to a centuries-old
pedagogical practice linking rhetorical education with civic engagement.
Historically, this link has been forged in a classroom, but other forums have
been prioritized within which this symbiosis may be situated, not the least of
which is the American political sphere, the discursive space in which gov-
erning take place. Rhetorical forms that emerge in such forums, including
tribalistic discourse, may be analyzed as language-in-use in order to “better
prepare for meaningful civic public life” (Enoch 2010, 65).

Commenting on the new president-elect, New York Times columnist Bret
Stephens cautioned that Joe Biden’s “too close for comfort” win should serve
as a warning that “too much of the Democratic Party has moved leftward
in a way that turns off too many middle-of-the-road voters and not just a
few Never-Trump columnists” (Collins and Stephens 2020). Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez countered that House losses were the result of outdated cam-
paign techniques rather than her coalition’s progressive goals, insisting that
“we cannot let Republican narratives” alienate Democrat’s emerging core
base of “young, Black, Brown, and working class people and social move-
ments who are the present and future of the party” (House 2020).

“Breakout liberal stars” Jamaal Bowman and Cori Bush, who defeated
moderate House Democrats on the way to winning their congressional seats
in the 2020 election, joined “much of the left” in immediately trying to influ-
ence their party and their country by pressuring “avowed centrist” Democrats
as well as “their” president Joe Biden. Bowman insisted that Biden should
consider specific left-leaning Cabinet appointments while Bush conversed
with House Majority Whip South Carolina’s James E. Clyburn and Biden ally
to complain about the phrase “defund the police,” a rallying cry that Bowman
insisted was alienating but Bush had embraced.

Such efforts continued to face pushback. After an election in which the
nation “opted for a reset, not a revolution,” moderate Democrats rather than
progressives centered their power in the party. Sullivan and Bade (2020)
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believe many in the party argue the polarizing and often extreme themes
championed by progressives to be responsible for Democrat’s House major-
ity and Senate losses despite their party’s candidate winning the presidency.
As a result, recrimination from Democratic leaders, along with skepticism
from some Biden allies, moved some moderates to limit liberal’s influence
(Sullivan and Bade 2020).

MODERATES AS THE TRIBE OF CHOICE

In general, moderate candidates tend to perform better in American elec-
tions. Also, intraparty divisions driven by hyper-partisan extremism tend
to decrease turnout in general elections, skewing the electorate towards
their opponent’s party. Therefore, while election turnout appears to be the
dominant force in determining election outcomes, it advantages ideologi-
cally moderate candidates because extremists appear to activate the opposing
party’s base more than their own. This was the case when Republicans, often
successfully, campaigned against “any Democrat” because “all Democrats”
had the potential to evolve into “socialists” (Hall and Thompson 2018). After
the results of the 2020 election, Democrats’ expectations of continuing the
momentum of the 2018 midterms, which delivered the party control of the
House of Representatives, “fell flat.” Although they maintained a narrow
majority, the Democrats failed to gain ground in key state legislatures, and
lost ground in others. In addition, Senate races, including marquee battles in
Maine and North Carolina were lost.

Conflicting Narratives

However, while Democrats were generally disappointed in the Senate and
House campaigns, the party support of Joe Biden’s centrist appeal facilitated
reclamation of the industrial states’ “blue wall” in 2020 and the defeat of
Donald Trump. In particular, they did so by mobilizing voters in historic
turnout levels (Riccardi and Kastanis 2020; Daniller and Gilberstadt 2020;
Schaul et al. 2020). Victory in the national election had been foreshadowed
by party primary voters who chose Biden over more progressive candidates
and “young emerging stars” because they believed he “represented their best
shot at winning” in a national campaign.

Ultimately, the national election proved bittersweet for Democrats,
“thrilled” that they had coalesced to elect Joe Biden but thwarted by the task
of “sifting through the wreckage of their failures down-ballot.” In the after-
math of their unexpected losses, Democrats argued that they needed to come
to terms with a bigger problem: Republicans had successfully cast the most
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vulnerable Democrats as “socialists” and tied them to liberal ideas, includ-
ing Medicare for all, the Green New Deal, and cutting police budgets (Bade
and Werner 2020). As a case in point, it did not matter that Biden, House
Democratic leadership, and most members rejected calls to “defund the
police,” a position that got lost in attack ads. Consequently, while the 2020
election reclaimed a presidency, it also facilitated Democrats’ splintering into
mutually reactive progressive and moderate tribal sectors from which mem-
bers of each could again vent their frustration at the other (Bradner 2020).

Contrasting and Conflicting Cases

While Joe Biden and the majority of the Democratic Congress, including
Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, did not support defunding the police,
the issue nonetheless became a controversy during the 2020 general election
and contributed to both moderate Democrats and Republicans in general turn-
ing away from endorsing a straight Democratic ticket. Representative Conor
Lamb contends the party, moving into the 2020s, must address tribalism and
so unify through messages of good law enforcement and keeping Americans
safe while simultaneously calling out systemic racism and inequities. Lamb, a
Democrat from a conservative Pennsylvania House district, recalls that “when
we were passing that [legislation] at the time,” those with whom he was on
the phone “were not the freshmen members who are criticizing us today” and
that the crucial difference was that “we listened, we compromised, and we
got something done . . . that’s what this job is really about” (Herndon 2020b).
By contrast, centrists in the party maintain that, as reflected in the 2018
decisive defeat of liberal candidate Cynthia Nixon by New York Governor
Andrew Cuomo, while a liberal agenda may “excite” young progressives,
such a game plan may not resonate for older, working class communities
of color. Representative Hakeem Jeffries, chair of the House Democratic
Caucus, who represents parts of Brooklyn and Queens, is concerned about the
ascension of the socialist left, particularly in Black and Latino neighborhoods
that are “being gentrified out of existence” (Glueck and Rubinstein 2020).
Tiffany L. Caban, a progressive candidate who ran a close but unsuccess-
ful campaign in 2019 for the Queens district attorney race, advised progres-
sives against taking a more cautious and conservative stance during the 2021
campaign for mayor. Caban maintained that an opportunity to “really radi-
calize” must be exploited in order to elect a mayor who is not worried about
“safe, small, incremental changes that tinkers around the edges” (Glueck and
Rubinstein 2020). Two years after her loss in Queens, backed by an endorse-
ment from the Democratic Socialists of America, Tiffany Caban won the
Democratic primary to represent the 22nd Council District in New York City
(Songalia and Murray 2021). Conversely, the progressive cohort within the
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Democratic Party did not fare as well in an early test in the 2021 New York
City mayoral race, a wide-open contest billed as the “city’s most momentous
in decades” (Glueck and Rubinstein 2020). Moderates Eric Adams, a former
police officer, and Kathryn Garcia, a former sanitation commissioner, fin-
ished first and second in their party’s primary while progressive candidate
Maya Wily, “a favorite of younger left-wing voters” finished third (Glueck
2021; “2021 New York City . . .” 2021).

INSURRECTION AS POLITICAL ACTION

Intransigent tribal divisions within the two major American political par-
ties may ultimately produce potentially lethal outcomes for democracy. One
post-election event that occurred as retaliation against the 2020 presidential
campaign stands out as potentially unprecedented in American history. The
New York Times columnist Ezra Klein, commented on the severity of polar-
ization in American politics immediately after the attempt to overthrow the
presidential election in January 2021. While the insurgents who attacked the
Capitol needed to be “held accountable” and “punished to the fullest extent
of the law,” they were also victims, “conned” by elected Republican leaders,
aided by a complicit media, targeted as “marks” and so intentionally manipu-
lated through false flag and groundless discourse (Klein 2020). Rhetorical
actors included an American president who successfully demanded that his
audience participate in his vision of a stolen election as the “Big Lie,” a phrase
Trump appropriated to use against journalists who had legitimately called
him out for his discourses of “fake news” (Woodward 2021). This vision
became more compelling as it was shared by leadership in the Republican
Party including the House Minority Leader, multiple US senators, and dozens
of US congressional members, as well major conservative talk radio hosts
and, essentially, the entire prime lineup of Fox News (Sargent 2021a).

A Distorted Rhetorical Vision

Ultimately, many of the thousands who attempted a violent coup against
Congress that afternoon in Washington, DC were participating in a rhetori-
cally created and compelling vision of America. Their violence, in thought
and action, was a response to what their president and their party leadership
convincingly framed as a “tremendous crime,” the resolution of which could
only be mass action by “patriots.” As inaccurate as that belief was, and as
crucial as it is to hold those who perpetrated the attempted coup, both through
symbolic and literal action, accountable, the follow-through may be indis-
criminate at best. It is likely that only “those we can hit with the law” will
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be held accountable while party leadership will “get off because it would be
too divisive to do anything in terms of their accountability” (Zakaria 2021;
Anwar 2021; Friedman 2021; Gillman and Benning 2021; Rubin 2021).

Shortly after the attack on the Capitol, Berkeley political scientist Steven
Weber commented on how “tenuous our collective hold on civility is right
now, in politics and in other aspects of American life” and argued that
“democracy without civility isn’t worth it.” He defined political civility as the
“simple practice of treating disagreement (and the people who represent it)
with the respect that it deserves” (Anwar 2021). As a case in point, an initial
and crucial strategy for managing the acute exigence of divisions between
and within political tribes is to rhetorically engage Americans situated within
these factions, to “bring down the level of conversation” in order to talk about
“real issues” (Zakaria 2021; Nguyen and Scott 2021; Avlon 2021; Fisher
2021; Folkenflik 2021).

THE REPUBLICAN PARTY AS AN ALLEGORY

It is useful at this juncture to briefly consider the implications of Republican
intraparty tribalism, significantly foreshadowed by a majority membership in
what was known as the “Tea Party.” This loose federation of conservative-
to-right leaning groups initially coalesced in protest to federal government
plans for economic recovery, combined with opposition to President Obama’s
election. Nationwide protests were organized, with congressional placement
in the 2010 midterm elections (Pullum 2014; Courser 2012). Candidates
backed by the Tea Party scored major victories from South Carolina to
Wisconsin to Kentucky including the elections of Nikki Haley, Ron Johnson,
and Rand Paul (Srikrishnan et al. 2010). When only four of the sixteen
Senate Tea Party-endorsed candidates won in 2012, Matt Kibbe, president of
FreedomWorks, a Tea Party-linked group, previewed the trajectory of their
party’s vitriolic evolution when he warned Republicans they were “going to
see a continuation of the fight between the old guard and all of the new blood
that has come in since 2010” (Gray 2012).

The Tea Party Legacy: The Tribe of Trump

Years later, in early January 2021, insurgents ransacked the American Capitol
while both Houses were in session, in an attempt to prevent congressional
confirmation of Joe Biden’s presidential election and so keep Donald Trump
and the Republican Party in the White House (Wolf 2020; Graham 2021;
Taub 2021). These anti-democratic riots were the endgame of a decade’s
worth of tribalistic animosity within the Republican Party. Trump’s refusal
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to accept that he was no longer president was propagated by relentless social
mediated and cable networked messaging that reinforced his baseless asser-
tion. In addition, Republican leadership along with the Trump base, save
for a very few attempts at counter-messaging, fell into lockstep as a unified
and single-minded mass with the former president. Combined, these factors
discursively neutralized any intraparty opposition so that within weeks of the
election, Tribe Trump and the Republican Party were the same entity.
Donald Trump’s “cult of personality” leadership evidenced the power of
his tribe in dominating the Republican Party, regardless of his loss of the
presidency. The strength of his presence and public ethos alone within the
Republican Party became a default rhetorical proof for persuading more
millions of the party to embrace him as a charismatic populist. And with
this leadership came deeper and hostile conflicts between Republicans and
Democrats, the two dominant American political tribes. In addition, the unex-
pected extent of Democratic losses in the 2020 congressional races reflected
the strength of Donald Trump’s appeal with rural, white voters likely to “out-
last his leadership” well into the next decade. The 2020 presidential election
also suggested the possibility that the schism within the Republican Party
that had emerged in 2009 as intraparty competition between “moderates’” and
“Tea Party” Republicans had organically transformed into a single entity of
“Trumpism” (Tucker 2020; Kabaservice 2020). By the time that President Joe
Biden was finally, safely, and officially inaugurated as President of the United
States, the insurrection had already been recast as a noble act of resistance,
and allegiance to a lie had become a litmus test for loyalty to Donald Trump
as well as a means of self-preservation for Republicans (Woodward 2021).

Politicians Not Interested in Politics

It follows that fissures within the Republican Party, unlike those within the
Democratic Party, are not ideological. To illustrate, the tribalism no longer
manifests as “left wing” versus “right wing” or liberal versus conservative.
Rather, each segment consolidated into discrete factions, but not in any ideo-
logical or traditional sense. Instead, while one (albeit very small) segment
is “still dedicated to reality, to using politics to solve problems,” the other
has “done a deal with the devil and decided that politics is about lying.”
As a result, this bloc of the Republican Party has discursively mutated and
expanded into an alternative vision of reality within which only “certain kinds
of voters” and elected leaders live. Specifically, those who are attracted to,
inhabit, and rhetorically perpetrate this world of abject failed, fraudulent, and
stolen elections are the “particularly gullible, particularly angry” voters as
well as “those politicians not interested anymore in politics” (Zakaria 2021).
Sargent (2021b) argues that the Republican Party’s solidification into “One
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Tribe” reflects not only a fealty to (or a fear of) Donald Trump but an aban-
donment of democracy.

Journalist and historian Anne Applebaum maintains that the domestic
terrorism of January 6, 2021 by “members of Donald Trump’s party” was
encouraged by and in collusion with the president, congressional allies, and
“far-right propagandists.” This attempt to violently interrupt the process of
validating the next president evidenced a strategically executed, grave, and
globally significant endgame to ultimately interrupt the American democratic
process (2021). While there is clearly not a direct line between the rhetorical
evolution of Republicans from a party of discrete “moderate” and “conserva-
tive” members and generally communicative tribes into a single and singular
entity that openly embraced a violent insurrection in 2021, this consolida-
tion might well be an allegory for the Democratic Party as it addresses and
engages in rhetorical behavior to mitigate tribalism within its own ranks.

A Closer Look

The assumption that the United States can be divided neatly along “50-50"
lines, with half of over 300 million adults supporting Democrats and the other
half endorsing Republicans is likely anachronistic. As a case in point, five
dominant (instead of the traditional two) American political “tribes” were
identified in a 2020 public opinion survey conducted by RealClear Opinion
Research, a service offered by RealClearPolitics (Cannon 2020). Slightly
more than one-fourth of registered voters in the United States comprise the
“Resistance Camp,” with political views and social attitudes placing them
on one of the far sides of the spectrum, in an anti-Trump and the Trump-era
Republican Party group. On the other side of the spectrum are two “tribes” of
Trump voters, roughly evenly divided, which together make up another quar-
ter of the electorate. One of these groups (12 percent) is the “Make America
Great Again” Trump base that “idolizes™ his brand of conservative populism.
The other (14 percent) consists of traditional Republicans with “less edgy
views” on issues ranging from trade to immigration to race relations.

A fourth group, “The Detached,” represents 24 percent of the electorate
and is mostly male and the youngest of the five factions. Its members tend
to range from being disillusioned to disgusted with traditional party politics.
The “Independent Blues,” the last and “most pivotal” contingent, supported
Hillary Clinton by 12 percentage points and are characterized by a skepticism
of Republicans that continues to grow:

Political professionals from both major parties, along with the news media,
spend far too much time focusing on reactions from the far left and far right of
American politics. Among those too often forgotten are those in the middle, the
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tribes we call the Detached and the Independent Blues—fully half of America’s
registered voters. (Cannon 2020)

Regardless of the “binary ballot choices” presented during elections, cata-
strophized by cable news, and echo-chambered through social media, the two
most recent national American elections evidence widespread dissatisfaction
with and dysfunction of the American “two-party duopoly.” While a coun-
try configured as “all Federalists” or “all Democrats” may have facilitated
national political engagement in a Jeffersonian America, the visceral and
diverse political attitudes of the twenty-first century suggest a tribal perspec-
tive would be a more accurate, pragmatic, and useful configuration, both for
the theory and practice of public life in the United States.

COMMUNICATION ACROSS DIVISION

A 2018 joint European and American study of tribalistic tendencies in the
United States concluded that American public argument is increasingly
focused less on issue substance and more on the “language used to discuss
it.” The resulting “chilling effect” dissuades Americans “away from pub-
lic debate” leaving the “conversation to the loudest, most extreme voices.
The polarization, generally expressed by “talking heads” in the media,
has made tribalism increasingly between and within both political parties.
Consequently, a remedy for such rhetorical pathologies lies in “shifting the
tone of public debate,” empowering the electorate to communicate more
freely, essentially a deal breaker if they are to reach across their divisions.
Innovative rhetorical behaviors are crucial to mitigate, mediate, and neu-
tralize the misrepresentations that convince so many to argue and believe
that their extreme and polarizing positions represent everyone in the country.
Developing discursive habits centered on common ground would be a wise
and practical starting point. To illustrate, Americans who belong to conserva-
tive tribes need exposure to the patriotism of progressives and liberals just
as those blocs need to hear how a majority of conservatives agree that all
citizens are anchored in and answer to the rights and, importantly, own the
responsibilities inherent in belonging to a constitutional democratic govern-
ment. Doing so will not diminish or devalue the need to address legitimate
differences over substantive ideological and effective issues. Instead, by
spotlighting shared realities—including those directly related to “being
Americans”—the electorate will be better equipped to “enable progress on
those issues” (Hawkins et al. 2018, 125, 128). In brief, rather than denigrat-
ing the legitimacy of such differences, rhetorical engagement constitutes
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the spaces within which such strategic discourses of democratic governing
germinate and take root.

Mass Mediated and Poorly Vetted Political Talk

It may be that what appears to be the preferred method of discursive engage-
ment between and within the two dominant political parties in the United
States is, at its core, unproductive. Political talk has transfigured into a rhe-
torical pathology whereby dissension and discord are privileged over consen-
sus and compromise. The Dunning-Kruger Effect, a cognitive bias in which
individuals who are incompetent at something are unable to recognize their
own lack of skill, may be informative. This “metacognitive phenomenon of
illusory superiority” manifests in individuals who perform poorly on a task
believing they performed better than others. Specifically, not only do such
individuals fail to consider their own ineptitude, but they also tend to believe
they are higher achievers at a specific activity or more knowledgeable in a
particular area than they actually are (Kruger and Dunning 1999; Muller et
al. 2020).

This framework suggests ignorance is often invisible to most individuals.
It follows that a “meta-ignorance” (or ignorance of ignorance) results because
this lack of expertise is located within “unknown unknowns” area. Or it may
be insufficient information disguised by erroneous beliefs and background
data that only appear to be “sufficient to conclude a right answer.” In this way,
“poor performers” in multiple social and intellectual domains seem largely
unaware of precisely how deficient their expertise is, which leaves them
with a “double burden.” Not only does incomplete and misguided knowledge
result in mistakes but those “exact same deficits” also prevent individuals
“from recognizing when they are making mistakes” and, significantly, that
others are “choosing more wisely” (Dunning 2011). This confirmation bias
affects citizens’ perceptions of political knowledgeability. In particular, indi-
viduals with moderately low political expertise generally rate themselves as
increasingly politically knowledgeable particularly when partisan identities
are made salient. As a case in point, such strong often uncritical endorsement
of a party’s policies facilitates a reluctance to compromise with political
opponents. In addition, such voters are more inclined to rely on primarily par-
tisan source cues to evaluate the political knowledge of peers (Anson 2018).

It is often daunting, without consulting other more informed individuals,
for one to surmise what one does not know. Doing so is an inherently difficult
task and one that people “fail repeatedly” (Carter and Dunning 2008). While
some may infrequently recognize aspects of their own incompetence, such as
the absolute superiority of the group to which one belongs, they are “far from
perfect in identifying all of them.” Conversely, such people often believe they
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act with “adequate if not excellent expertise, when instead they misstep out
of misunderstanding and miscalculation that they fail to recognize as such.”
This is often the case about tribal affiliations, including perceptions of others
within one’s own party, about which citizens “display remarkable misbeliefs”
with those who are “most wrong” often “expressing the greatest confidence
in their beliefs” (Dunning 2011; Murphy 2017).

Rhetorical Interventions for Errors of Omission

There are circumstances that lend themselves to accurate self-judgment. To
illustrate, if an individual is in circumstances where they are able to be com-
petent, can receive and comprehend information about errors of omission in
their own views, can receive and comprehend feedback, and are working to
complete a clearly identified task, self-judgment and perceptual acuity can
be very accurate. Furthermore, it is important to avoid blaming constitu-
ents—including those who belong to the “wrong” faction within a political
party. This is especially important for errors in self-judgment that foreground
an absolute certainty in the “truths” of the tribe with which an individual
identifies to the exclusion of the “other’s” perspective. Consequently, people
required to make self-judgments regarding their own knowledge in poorly
vetted and insufficient mass mediated Internet and cable-news cultures are
often ill prepared to accomplish the task. Instead, information environ-
ments surrounding individuals anchored in and dependent on such limited
knowledge perspectives should be assessed. How does the Democratic Party
leadership address intraparty discord? What kinds of rhetorical responses
would be most beneficial to the values and goals of the entire party? Of the
entire nation?

Withholding or skewing feedback regarding such judgments in general as
well as specifically to those caught making mistakes perpetuates the impover-
ished information environment responsible for others’ inaccurate judgments.
From this perspective, flawed self-assessments that basically distort and dis-
courage self-awareness, such as those demonstrated by the Dunning-Kruger
effect, are frequently a function of poorly developed information cultures
rather than “wishful thinking, or foolishness” on the part of the individuals.

To counter such cognitive biases, suggestions could be offered to encour-
age more cautious and critical self-assessment. As an illustration, rhetorical
interventions in the form of constructive feedback might introduce perspec-
tives such individuals lack or of which they are unaware, empowering them
to make more accurate assessments of their own information regarding the
assumptions that undergird, justify, and reinforce uncritical, if not unexam-
ined allegiance to one political faction within another political faction. The
polarizing division between self-identified “progressives” and “moderates”
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within the Democratic Party may be a paradigmatic example of uncritical
compliance. So too would the Republicans’ appropriation of and obedience
to inaccurate meanings of redefined terms such as “socialist” and “liberal”
or even “the (Big) lie.” Engaging in dialogic and strategic public talk “may
prove to be a task that is well worth the effort, making each of us a little bit
less of a mystery to ourselves” (Carter and Dunning 2008) and perhaps more
effective and proactive members of a representative democratic republic.

RECONCILIATION

A dominant theme of the 2020 campaign was “mobilization politics,” galva-
nizing voters whose minds were already made up rather than expanding the
electorate pool through discursive appeals to Americans who had yet to com-
mit to a candidate or even a party. An unintended outcome of this strategy is
that successful mobilization of one side often moves the other to do the same.
This was the case when Donald Trump’s win of the “second-most votes” in
an American presidential election helped Joe Biden “win the first-most.”
Furthermore, the support for Joe Biden was not mirrored in the House and
Senate as there were “still some ticket-splitters out there” (Harris 2020).

So, while “mobilization” has motivated an unprecedented number of
American voters to elect (or reject) a president or serve as the dominant (and
not quite so successful) rhetorical ploy to direct a younger cohort of thinkers
and movers into Congress, it also produced results that were the antithesis
of those originally intended. Harris (2020) suggests successful political per-
suasion cannot occur without “engaging consistently—in both political and
substantive terms—people whose views overlap only in part with your own.”
This perspective informs an intraparty tribalism that may be as prescient for
the twenty-first century Democratic Party as its traditional and more familiar
manifestation within the Republican Party. As a result, the rhetorical resolu-
tion of tension between the politics of mobilization and coalition-centric per-
suasion is more likely central to the Democrats’ future than the increasingly
stale debate over whether moderates are too tepid to drive meaningful change
or progressives are too radical to win (Harris 2020).

Constraints and Opportunities

Both progressive and moderate Democrats would do well to acknowledge
that there are cities, counties, and districts throughout the United States
where an impending crisis of tribalism mandates that better arguments be
rhetorically invented, constructed, and delivered that reach the portion of
Democrats who don’t currently support party (or faction) goals. Regardless,
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there are both constraints and opportunities available for such a realignment
of'a modern, diverse, and united Democratic Party. As a case in point, cohorts
within the party might acknowledge the validity of what their internal rivals
say. The left does energize the party, particularly young voters and those in
urban centers. Yet, the centrists are correct in arguing that Democrats must
embrace middle-of-the-road voters, particularly from swing districts who are
essential to building a congressional majority. Progressives encourage the
party to vigorously occupy the moral high ground of asserting racial justice
should not be compromised, an electoral asset as 85 percent of Biden voters
told the exit pollsters in 2020 that the criminal justice system treated Blacks
unfairly. And moderates are right that slogans like “defund the police” can
bring down center and center-left lawmakers. In addition, while the word
“socialist” may engage younger progressives, it also impacts negatively with
older voters who associate the term with the Soviet Union and repressive
Communist regimes.

At its core, the Democratic Party appears grounded in a shared truth that
despite tribal quarrels, the membership wants the nation to move in the same
direction. Doing so would likely mandate decent, affordable health insurance
for every American (79 percent of Biden’s voters supported the Affordable
Care Act), rigorous programs to combat climate change (which 90 percent of
Biden voters saw as a serious problem), and guarantees to redress economic
inequality (Dionne Jr. 2020a).

RHETORICAL FIREWALLS AND DEFENSE STRATEGIES

Rhetorical Education

A destabilizing ethos of self-destructive communication has exploded within
and between contemporary Democratic and Republican Parties. This has
accelerated to such an extent that activist agendas in both are now singularly
laser-focused on consolidating, extending, and maintaining any and all means
of power within members’ own factions and keeping it away from “the other.”
Approaching partisan political tribalism from a heuristic of rhetorical educa-
tion may be an immediate and doable first solution to the behavior.

Creating a grounded sensibility within which the rationale for and skills to
enact a participatory problem-solving rhetoric is essential to the well-being,
survivability, and purpose of American political parties. Such a pedagogy
could begin with informing the politically active groups, and the members
therein, of the disciplines’ twenty-five-hundred-year history. Next, this legacy
could be reimagined into contemporary party-centric contexts that consti-
tute rhetoric as both the delivery system of and the primary mechanism for
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enacting the political and so public culture through meaningful intraparty
civic engagement, specifically in this instance for Democrats. As an example,
centrist criticism of progressives’ self-identification as “socialists” could be
better understood, on both counts, if the situations that provoked the varied
responses were deconstructed by determining the exigences, constraints, and
audiences that “called forth” the different rhetorical acts (Bitzer 1968). This
general framework of educating public organizations such as political par-
ties to “take up rhetorical practices” they consider “relevant and effectual”
authorizes them to start with the question of civic engagement and work
backwards. Such groups (factions/cohorts) are then already working to enact
change in the world; the rhetorical education each espouses is contingent
upon the bloc’s political agenda and specific to the contemporary moment in
which it works (Enoch 2010, 167).

The Possibility of Political Tribalism as a Genre

Determining whether political tribalism could be configured as a rhetorical
genre could be useful in managing its emergence within the nations’ domi-
nant political organizations. Genre criticism initially deconstructs examples
of multiple emergent discourses within similar contexts or environments in
order to discover if shared attributes—exigences, forms, arguments, audi-
ences—have presented within these discrete communication events. A rhe-
torical genre, then, coalesces when similar rhetorical situations (typically
managed through “language-in-action”) are discovered to have produced
similar responses (artifacts) from similar audiences (Campbell and Hall 1978;
Miller and Devitt 2018; Davidson 2018). It follows that once a discursive
artifact such as a political speech, blog, online narrative, or series of tweets, is
recognized as belonging to a discrete genre, it may be facilitated, diminished,
replicated, modified, or even anticipated in a future form.

While conclusively identifying tribalism and its variations as a distinct
rhetorical genre is beyond the scope of Democratic Disunity, tribalism has
clearly presented through traditional rhetorical forms as political discourse
within both major parties. An essentially dysfunctional modification of such
discourse, paradigmatically polarized hyper-partisan language-in-use, has
evolved into a viral default rhetorical form within the Republican Party.
Importantly, it is also germinating within the Democratic Party.

Discursive Interventions

Configuring tribalistic political communication and its intraparty variations as
a rhetorical genre could facilitate discourse-based firewalls. Such rhetorical
interventions might then be introduced on digital platforms or interpersonally
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as first lines of defense at junctures where democracy enabling discourses of
argument and division are vulnerable to being weaponized into destabiliz-
ing discourses of division and hyper-partisanship. To illustrate, “firewalls”
for the algorithms and confirmation bias driven “echo chambers” and the
polarization effects of social media may be simple to initiate. One may like
“everything” (or nothing) on their social media feeds or read and interact
with diverse prestige media or create spaces for fresh perspectives by mut-
ing celebrities or BFFs to “make room for the rest of your efforts to break
through” (Seneca 2020). Other discursive devices could be a personal or
institutional “talk” intervention beginning with the questions such as “Why
do so many Americans say ‘yes’ to compromise, but ‘no’ to compromises?”
followed by suggesting consideration that the latter position undermines the
mutual respect that is essential for a robust democratic process legislation
(Gutman and Thompson 2013). These and other defense or mediation strate-
gies may become more sophisticated, pervasive, and effective as recognition
of toxic tribalism’s impact becomes more obvious. In this way, political
rhetoric (itself a firewall) foregrounds the American system of governing,
regardless of party or polarization, as dependent on healthy democratic dis-
courses for its survival.

STRATEGIC DISCOURSE

In his investigation of whether Donald Trump’s rhetoric caused the January
2021 insurrection at the Capitol, Cherwitz (2021) suggests that because much
communication “operates through implicature and inference” even through
Trump did not directly order the riots to violently disrupt Congress, his words
implied that action:

Basic speech act theory explains this: the seeming question, “Do you have the
salt?” implies that you should pass me the salt. In Trump’s case, phrases such
as “let’s get wild” implied that the insurrectionists should commit insurrection.
They understood precisely what Trump was asking them to do. (Austin 1975;
Bach and Harnish 1979)

Words Matter

The rhetorical concept of language-in-use suggests strategies for discur-
sive intervention in intraparty tribalism before it coalesces into uncivil and
anti-democratic political action. This construct is anchored in the knowledge
that “words matter” (Tyler et al. 2005). Audiences or receivers of public
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communication internalize, mindfully or not, the values and beliefs implied
by the words of a speaker. In this way, implied premises are completed, and
behavior generally aligns with words. This includes the speech acts that
are situated in and essential for maintaining the public space within which
American politics take place. Such a language-in-use frame could empower
Democratic leaders, through counternarratives, to mediate discordant factions
within their party before it ruptures entirely and succumbs to the same fate as
its Republican counterpart.

That many who participate in tribalism are unaware of its effects on healthy
public deliberation or refuse to counter those effects when they do become
informed contributes to a cycle of ignorance and neglect (Kruger and Dunning
1999). Both of these outcomes are counterintuitive to healthy democratic dia-
logue. The focus on factions within and between American political parties
has foregrounded demonization of the “other,” much as ethnic and national
groups have historically experienced. Even so, a “tribe” is not, by default,
either violent or culturally narcissistic. Instead, tribalism is premised on a
change from a social organization based on egalitarian kinship to one struc-
tured by hierarchical administration in a defined territory. This theory became
the frame within which the concept of “tribe” developed. Anthropologist Jan
Abbink of the Netherlands’s Leiden University maintains that tribal rules
governing cases of intergroup violence often involve “culturally sanctioned
reconciliation, with elders and ritual leaders of the local ethnic communities
involved, and an appeal to traditional moral values of co-operation, reciprocal
exchange and compromise” (Mungai 2019).

Rapprochement

In this way, “the other” is rarely discursively recast as “inhuman,” despite
the violence that sometimes presents with ruptures between and within dis-
crete tribes, such as those occurring within American political alliances. That
authorized rapprochement strategies could become integral to political tribal
culture and so function as innate mediatory responses to intraparty conflict is
of consequence, particularly with regard to strategic political discourse.

As Burke (1969) suggests, an understanding and combination of identifica-
tion and division, when individuals are not certain where one ends and the
other begins, is the essence of substance and a “characteristic invitation to
rhetoric” (Burke 1969; Meadows 1957). Therefore, identification functions to
rhetorically intervene in at least the mechanism of “othering,” which allows
“mindlessness” (made concrete as objectification) to substitute for reconnect-
ing with “others,” the sharing of the substance of humanity if not citizenship
within (and between) American political tribes.
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RHETORICAL STRATEGIES

Public discourse is intended to foreground or resolve shared concerns or
issues within a democratic system, including the antecedents of tribalism.
Nonetheless, inflammatory rhetoric and other divisive communication strate-
gies have fractured the cultures both between and within American politi-
cal parties.

Productive Discourse

Specifically, elected leaders who choose to “market their own platforms”
or ideas rather than focus on the “hard work of compromise” weaken the
public sphere, the space in which relationships are built by community mem-
bers. So too does a public “hesitant to become involved in public affairs”
or who “too often mimic” the combativeness, dogmatic, and dichotomous
thinking and speech of such political actors (Abbot et al. 2016, 31-35).
Language-in-use communicative behaviors that counter these tendencies are
grounded in essential democratic principles, characterized by attributes such
as deliberation, inclusiveness, learning imagination, and empowerment (375).
Using such productive discourse may encourage civic participation and so
equip citizens—including leaders—who engage in political culture at any
level to share public space fully and effectively, including that occupied by
Democrats (and Republicans).

Invitational Rhetoric

An additional discursive arbitration strategy for mediating breaches between
moderate and progressive tribes within the Democratic Party is suggested
within the invitational rhetoric framework of Foss and Griffin (1995). An
invitation approach “can and does occur” in various communicative situa-
tions including political speeches and discussions:

In an era in which violence, war, and overt hostility are frequently seen as the
“best” options for communicating a disagreement, and in which a binary of “for
or against” prevails, a continued exploration of the role of invitational rhetoric
in negotiating complex exchanges seems imperative. (Bone et al. 2008, 457)

As with essentially all forms of argument (which are neither entirely persua-
sive nor informative), invitational rhetoric is fundamentally available as a
discursive choice. As a case in point, invitational rhetoric may facilitate pro-
ductive conflict resolution or constructive civic participation. The outcome of
such discourse is respect for the audience (the “other”) and an understanding
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anchored in civility even if the argument is resolved as mutual disagreement.
Such a perspective seems tailored for ameliorating intragroup tensions—such
as those within the Democratic Party—before they do irreparable damage to
the fabric of American public life.

Constitutional Patriotism and Other Lessons

Amy Chua and Jed Rubenfeld, both professors of constitutional law and
comparative politics, argue the United States serves as the best model for how
to overcome its own political tribal divisions. The United States is clearly
equipped to unite a diverse and divided society; conceptualized and created
by revolution, the nation has served as the prototype of modern democracy
from day one:

Alone among the world powers, America has succeeded in forging a strong
group-transcending national identity without requiring its citizens to shed or
suppress their subgroup identities. Its citizens don’t have to choose between a
national identity and multiculturalism. Americans can have both. But the key
is constitutional patriotism. [Americans must] remain united by and through
the Constitution, regardless of our ideological disagreements. (Chua and
Rubenfeld 2018)

Democratic tribal members, by right of membership, possess the agency to
mediate conflict within their party before it becomes pathological. A pivotal
lesson, then, is that leadership matters. Generally, conflict-affected states
have found it “nearly impossible” to overcome tribal divisions without their
respective leadership agreeing to do so. In addition, strong and principled
leaders may facilitate and guide tribal factions toward more united futures.
The “conditions need to be ripe for leaders to move their supporters from
hostility to comity with long-established adversaries,” but a willingness to
renounce violence and contribute effort across tribal divides is crucial, estab-
lishing a line of demarcation between perpetual conflict and durable peace
(Brigety 2021).

Effective communication skills through which to facilitate civic engage-
ment of the electorate (the voting public) are consequential in that, because
“serving leaders” are constrained by politics including their constituents,
groups and individuals dedicated to reconciliation and mediation may be
called on to make compromise and deliberate discourse possible. This may
be an easier fix than might be expected, considering the historical connection
between such strategic discourse in the United States beyond that of rhetoric,
civility, and a robust democracy. Additionally, legal systems and constitutions
can either encourage or discourage co-operation. Americans are “proud of
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the durability of their country’s constitution,” which was “designed to stifle
factionalism,” although its rationale and connection to American citizens’
“lived lives” is often poorly understood and so tenuous. It follows that the
basic road map for a free society with a rigorous and vigorous public life and
platforms for participation is still articulated in the US Constitution. Brigety
(2021) argues that demands will be put on Democrats to personally assume
the responsibility of bridging their own intratribal divisions, noting “the task
will not be easy” primarily because those on whom the burden of addressing
the crisis falls are themselves caught up in the tribalism.”

The mechanism of rhetorical discourse and its antecedents of civic and
civil public interaction have been in place since the nation’s inception in the
eighteenth century. So too have the problems of democracy, including its exi-
gences and constraints. Democratic Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020
makes the argument that the time is right for considering intraparty tribal-
ism as a rhetorical form, albeit situated within the twenty-first century. It is
likely that the state of American democracy, as well as the nation’s position
in the global environment, depends in large measure on whether its citizens
can meet the tribalism challenge. To that point, progressives and moderates
appear, at best, reluctant to any kind of deconstructive deep dive into nor-
mative problem behaviors that might ameliorate their own, as well as “the
others,”” dysfunctional talk. To that end, members of both Democratic tribes
could (re)discover “words-in-use” and “substance-sharing” strategies through
which they might regularly and meaningfully interact with those “other”
Democrats. The goal is not to eliminate differences but to learn how to share
governance because of them.
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RHETORICAL TRIBAL RECONCILIATION

Tribalism between Democrats and Republicans has been a ubiquitous pres-
ence in American politics (Hobfoll 2018; Kornacki 2018; Chua 2018Db).
However, contemporary sectarian and embedded intratribal hostility has so
far anchored primarily within only one of these political parties, congealing
into an ideologically insulated and so fundamentally closed political system.
Republicans’ solidification reflects fealty to (or fear of) Donald Trump as
well as an abandonment of democracy (Sargent 2021b). The other is follow-
ing a similar trajectory.

Despite evidence of latent intraparty division, both moderate and progres-
sive Democrats united to propel Joe Biden into the presidency, more or less
expelling Trump from the White House, if not presidential politics. Both
returned to “old habits and an old rule” that “Republicans fight Democrats
while Democrats battle each other.” Until recently Democrats have gener-
ally affiliated under an inclusive “big tent” assembly, with occasional spats,
while Republicans began solidifying into one ideologically, racially, and
religiously “rigid, radical, unified bloc.” In short, “as the Republicans cast off
free-thinkers, Democrats took them in”” (Dionne, Jr. 2020a).

A CIRCULAR FIRING SQUAD

Democrats have internalized a management challenge in that coalition-based
politics requires substantial work and inevitably produce clashes. That
discord over ideology and policy as well as divisive and ongoing battle
over party identity has emerged from this challenge is a major theme of
Democratic Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020. 1t follows that maintain-
ing the integrity of inclusion while sharing a unifying ideology has become
one of the prescient challenges for the modern Democratic Party, progressives
and centrists alike. Without internal arbitration and realignment, these issues
are likely to shadow and so diminish the party as Democrats move into the
rest of the century.

155
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In particular, as the Biden presidency evolves and positions itself within
a national and global context, tribalism threatens both moderate and liberal
Democrats. Each of these factions is crucial to the party’s ability to hold even
a simple majority in Congress while simultaneously provoking center-left
members, increasingly the mechanism for enacting a Democratic agenda in
urban areas (Dionne, Jr. 2020a). Barack Obama maintained the very “idea
of purity” with its assumptions that “you’re never compromised, and you’re
always politically woke” was something that Democrats needed to “get over
that quickly” (Osnos 2020a). It is also reasonable to guess that one of the two
dominant tribal factions within the post-2020 Democratic Party will ignore
the former president’s advice because the tribal cohort to which Barak Obama
belongs is not “woke”—or at least “awake enough.”

Tribes and Party Structure

Shortly after the 2020 election, moderate Democrat Representative Conor
Lamb suggested that Democrats should try to have a discussion about “policy,
not personality” and that, while he respected how hard progressive House
Democrats worked to get elected and represent their constituencies, “the
fact is that they and others” were advocating policies that were “unworkable
and extremely unpopular” (Herndon 2020b). In addition, David Carlucci, a
former state senator from New York’s Rockland County who lost a House
primary in 2018 to progressive Mondaire Jones, argued that “any politician
that’s part of the old guard” must be “very concerned about a potential pri-
mary.” He warned that while the majority leader “appears relatively secure,
no Democrat should feel immune” (Burns 2021).

As post-inaugural and former president Donald Trump further consolidates
not only his base but the entire Republican Party into his movement to take
back the presidency in 2024 (or sooner), President Biden faces twin rhetorical
assaults. The first is a demagogic-driven unprecedented Republican populism
(which by itself mandates heavy lifting for a Democratic president), and the
second is a re-emergent, vocal, and contentious tribalistic sparring between
progressives and moderates within his own party. It is within this environ-
ment and despite these constraints that Joe Biden, who campaigned on a
platform of unity, as president must somehow appeal to the entire country,
including Trump’s acolytes, all 70-plus million of them (Lockhart 2020).

The absence of cross-party coalitions means that members of Congress no
longer see their colleagues across the aisle as potential resources for advanc-
ing their political and policy goals. This is even true of the few remaining
moderates in both parties, who, in a less centralized, more entrepreneurial
legislative environment, would be allies in creative lawmaking.
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MITIGATING DISCORD

It has been suggested that if Independent Bernie Sanders had not run as a
Democrat in 2016, most Americans would never have heard of him and,
accordingly, he and other left-leaning members of the Democratic Party,
would not have been in the power-brokering position they secured in 2020.
This leverage was evident after democratic socialist India B. Walton’s June
2021 defeat of a four-time incumbent mayor Byron Brown. Claiming the
victory as “ours” and “the first of many,” Walton warned other Democratic
moderates that her victory was only “the first of many, warning that “if you
are in elected office right now, you are being put on notice. We are coming”
(Lerer 2021). Historian Michael Kazin maintains that tribes cannot “just be
a movement outside the party structure” without engaging with the party by
being “both radical and Democratic with a capital D” (Levitz 2019).

Decline of Moderates

While Teles and Saldin (2021) argue that moderates have been an “endan-
gered species” in the Republican Party for essential two decades, they fore-
ground Joe Biden’s victory in the primaries and achieving the presidency as a
“last gap of an exhausted tradition” of political moderation and compromise
as well, for Democrats. After a final but likely futile effort, Democrats will
“hand over the reins” to their party’s left and are likely to be absorbed into the
dominant progressive or liberal political tribe, mirroring a similar outcome of
intraparty division within the Republican Party.

Negative partisanship—party attachment driven by fear and loathing of
the other side more than a genuine commitment to that party’s ideology—has
damaged much of the nation’s ability to participate in a bipartisan government
through demonization of the “other faction,” whether outside or within one’s
own party. The stability of Joe Biden’s presidency and his administration’s
ability to enact that office is contingent to a large extent on how the tribal fac-
tions within the Democratic Party mitigate their mutual discord. Obstruction
from progressive organizations and members of Congress could extend well
into his presidency and so impact the United States well beyond his tenure.

As a case in point, liberals within his party took issue with Biden’s will-
ingness to compromise on progressive’s priorities, rejecting the President’s
consideration of nuanced narratives regarding the nation’s collective his-
tory of systematic racism. He reminded the party that because a “blanket
condemning” of the United States as a “force for repression” failed for
Democrats during the Republican presidencies of Richard Nixon and Ronald
Reagan, doing so again would not work against Donald Trump but instead
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“lead Democrats to ruin” in the midterms. In brief, if Democrats “hold their
own in 2022 it will “be because the president told his American story . . .
not theirs” (Bai 2021).

In this view, the decline of political moderates has bifurcated the two-party
American system to such an extent that both Democrats and Republicans
have become dominated by their ideological extremes. As a result, spaces
within which rhetorical discourse may emerge and thrive and so facilitate
cross-party coalition-building and governance have diminished. It follows
that, with centrists so devalued, the interparty coalitions they once forged
have essentially given way to congressional gridlock. Furthermore, leader-
ship increasingly depends on single-party separatism rather than interparty
alliances integral to a proactive and healthy national governance. This has
occurred to such an extent that a discourse of negative partisanship grounded
in an antipathy of outsiders has silenced deliberative discussion as a conduit
of deliberative democracy. In the short term, if tribalism persists within the
party, a lack of grassroots support for Biden could produce rigorous primary
challenges from liberals going in the 2022 midterm elections (Bade and
Werner 2020).

Shifting and Accommodating

Challenges to centrist Democrats surfaced in the last two election primary
cycles, including during the races of Joseph P. Crowley and Eliot L. Engel,
two senior New York House members who were successfully primaried by
progressive candidates. Senate Democratic Leader Chuck Schumer indicated
he was trying to “do the best job for my constituents and for my country”
and acknowledged a shift in the direction and scope of his governing goals.
To illustrate, regular meetings with national liberal advocacy groups began
intensifying when he spent time with an alliance of New York progressives
elected in 2020. In December, he met with State Senator Jabari Brisport, a
33-year-old newly elected self-described Democratic socialist, to stress his
support for addressing climate change. “We joked about me being a socialist
in Brooklyn,” Brisport said, recalling that Schumer emphasized he “works
well with Bernie Sanders,” also a socialist from Brooklyn (Burns 2021).

It would appear that with Chuck Schumer at the helm of the Senate, the
prospect of progressive tribal-inspired challenge in 2022 could factor into
legislation that comes out of a Biden administration with a Democratic major-
ity (albeit razor thin) in Congress. While potential challengers to Schumer
have not yet committed to running against the majority leader in a primary
battle for his Senate seat, members of that cohort have not been timid about
the possibility. Specifically Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez has not
ruled out challenging Schumer, indicating in January 2021 that she was “still
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very much in a place where I'm trying to decide what is the most effective
thing I can do” (Goldiner 2021). Others have encouraged members of the
Democratic left to openly threaten Schumer with a potential primary chal-
lenge. Waleed Shahid, communications director for Justice Democrats, the
alliance that recruited Ocasio-Cortez to run for Congress in 2018, warned that
during the run-up to his campaign to retain his Senate seat, the Speaker will
have to justify himself and his actions, particularly attempts to “make nice”
with the Senate Minority Leader:

Schumer will have to explain every one of his decisions to one of the most
progressive primary electorates in the country, and if voters think he’s capitulat-
ing to Mitch McConnell and not organizing his caucus to deliver for working
families, then he’s going to be in some trouble. (Otterbein 2021)

Nonetheless, Chuck Schumer has initially been proactive in protecting his
own tribe of Democrats. Specifically, he has engaged with social media such
as Twitter as well as cable-news interviews to call for President Biden to take
executive actions on student debt and climate change. Furthermore, as House
Majority Leader, Schumer has called on “old and new alliances” to help him
govern. He has discussed concerns including pandemic relief plans with some
of the “big policy minds of the Democratic Party,” including centrists such
as former Treasury Department official Antonio Weiss. Others have included
progressive economists Felicia Wong of the Roosevelt Institute and Stephanie
Kelton of Stony Brook University as well as “liberal think-tank” members
Heather Boushey and Michael Linden. Since unresolved intratribal conflicts
could lower voter turnout, which quite possibly could hurt the entire party
during the 2022 midterms and beyond, Schumer’s efforts may be a wise, if
temporary, attempt to address partisan tribalism within the Democratic Party
(Tepperman 2020).

Chuck Schumer is not the only established Democratic member of the
Senate to experience attacks originating within his own party. West Virginia’s
Joe Manchin, elected as a moderate conservative Democrat in one of the
most Republican majority states in the nation, was accused by Representative
Jamaal Bowman of “doing everything in his power to stop democracy.”
Furthermore, Bowman insisted that the West Virginia Senator was “stopping
our work for the people,” was “doing the work of the Republicans by being
an obstructionist” and so had become the “new Mitch McConnell” (Bernstein
2021). Jamaal Bowman joined Ocasio-Cortez and other liberals within the
Democratic Party angry at Manchin as well as other Democratic moderates,
including Arizona’s Kyrsten Sinema, for exerting what they perceived to
be outsized power within an evenly divided Senate. In choosing to publicly
mediate their intraparty conflicts through such unproductive discourse rather
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than deliberative discussion, Bowman and others may have, albeit unin-
tentionally, further destabilized their own party. And in so doing, they may
have also provided more fodder for the intertribal hostilities between the
Democratic and Republican Parties.

TRANSCENDENT REASONING

In Klein’s (2020) view, the “power identity holds”—whether that identity is
as a Democrat or progressive or Republican or “Christian” or “curious” or
“New Yorker”—can be managed (“harnessed”). Consequently, constituents
must “become more aware of the ways that politicians and media manipu-
late” voters as well as a willful ignorance of such manipulation. Because
such organized identities, including those promoted by polarized and polar-
izing coalitions within the major parties, are supported by massive “defining,
politicking, and activating” apparatus (263), their “superstructure” must be
recognized, addressed, and possibly reconfigured, if not deconstructed.

A Novel Rhetorical Form

Democratic Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020 posits a benchmark for
negotiating tribalism as a rhetorical form. Once recognized and understood
as such, the public may develop discursive skills with which to transcend the
compelling and powerful ultra-partisan binaries entrenched in American par-
tisan intraparty tribes. Deliberative discourse can be rediscovered as the origi-
nal delivery system for democracy and platforms constructed from which to
engage with and in a representative, constitutional, and decidedly democratic
system of governing.

A second benchmark derives from recognizing that while intraparty divi-
sions between Democratic factions are primarily driven by genuine ideologi-
cal and fundamental values differences between the “moderate”/“liberal”/*p
rogressive”/“conservative” alliances, evidence also suggests that “treaties”
may be negotiated, if initially only short term for immediate goals.

Finally, the most pressing rhetorical challenge for mediating polarized trib-
alism within the Democratic Party becomes introducing and then reattaching
party members to the nation’s political system, enacted through productive
discourse.

Language-in-Action as Politics

A deconstruction of specific behaviors or policies or programs that might
re-create cultures within American political parties with moderate or centrist

printed on 2/10/2023 11:10 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Conclusion 161

factions as their epicenters is beyond the scope of this study. However, a nec-
essary and pivotal criterion for any such reform is singularly germane: that
such governing innovations be grounded in the rhetorically configured elec-
tion of more moderate legislators, at state and federal levels. Furthermore,
even with “optimal institutional rules,” there are “few shortcuts around the
hard work of organization, mobilization, and engagement” necessary for
such to occur.

Consequently, any sustainable constitutive strategy to counter the suppres-
sion of moderates’ voices by those at the ideological extremes of their respec-
tive parties must persuade centrists within those organizations to actively
engage in the language-in-action that is politics. Doing so would empower
moderates to communicatively counter those occupying the ideological poles
by finding leverage within the two major parties. To accomplish this, cen-
trists will need to speak and act as a synergized entity to recruit capable, if
not charismatic, candidates, mobilize their constituents in each party to join
in the conversation of partisan politics, and so rhetorically move them to
action. Without such a robust discourse-driven tribal center, moderates, pos-
sibly even entire state parties, will be unable to emerge from the shadows of
their respective national brands or “fight for leverage in national politics.” In
brief, this requires the “showing up, organizing, and devoting themselves to
building durable institutions for political and intellectual combat” (Teles and
Saldin 2021).

Securing a healthy public infrastructure within which deliberate discourse
may be nurtured and thrive is therefore crucial. To accomplish this, the
invention, enactment, and integration of such rhetorical communication must
become organic within sustainable environments. As an example, preparing
(or reminding) Americans to participate in public life as citizens could spot-
light civic literacy. In so doing, proactive interest in and responsibility for
government could be routinely encouraged (or reimagined) as communica-
tive interaction, specifically civil person-to-person dialogues with differently
opinioned others (Adler and Goggin 2005).

Moreover, a pedagogical heuristic that foregrounds the symbiotic and nec-
essary relationship between twenty-first-century American democracy and
rhetoric could be useful. This could occur formally within public education
or more casually, perhaps introduced through various digital media platforms
and other social media venues. As a case in point, cultivating an understand-
ing of the interdependence of rhetorical practices (including deliberative
discourse) and the civic engagement of governing could dissuade politi-
cal parties from resorting to divisive and destructive responses to conflict
(Enoch 2010).

“Priming,” discussing, and evoking “civic duty” also tends to reduce
the effect of partisanship on decision making in general. In part, this
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occurs because reminding the electorate (including that portion affiliated
with political parties) of the civic ideas of impartiality, framing evidence
“even-handedly,” and “triggering” facilitates the “desire to form accurate
opinions.” In this way, American citizens may take into account that their
politics have “norms of respecting opinions from both sides of the aisle”
(or polarized corners of one’s own party), and so listen more carefully. As a
result, compromise may legitimately be considered without fear of reprisal
from one’s own tribe or faction. It follows that being “open” to compromise
reduces animosity toward the “other” party or faction within one’s own
cohort with whom conflict is occurring (Levendusky and Stecula 2021a).

POLITICAL TRIBES BEYOND 2020

Joe Biden’s centrist “cross-party” discourse validated the Democrat’s ethos
among moderate and conservative constituencies, regardless of political
affiliation, to such an extent that he won the presidency in 2020 (Igielnik et
al. 2021; Cohn 2021). That said, immediate and obvious melioration strate-
gies of the hyper-partisan tribalism enacted within and between both parties
examined in Democratic Disunity: Rhetorical Tribalism in 2020 may initially
yield only incremental adjustments of the electorate within either organiza-
tion in the near future.

Deconstructing Division

Regardless, there are relatively straightforward discursive interventions for
the political overconfidence and resulting intractable perspectives responsible
for such tribal pathologies. These include discussing unresolved issues in
terms of “probabilities” rather than “certainties,” being “a little bit more care-
ful about what pops out of your head” or “out of your mouth” when engaging
in such discussions, and “if the situation is important” or “fractious” taking a
“time out” to reclaim an emotional frame conducive to dialogue rather than
diatribe. Also, since members of the electorate “not only author their own
opinions” but “their factual beliefs about the world” (as evidenced by how
both parties as well as factions within each differ “wildly” in terms of what
they think is factually true), become comfortable saying “I don’t know.”
Moreover, internalizing a cognitive frame within which to “think about
what you don’t know” and from which to “check your assumptions” would
be useful. Finally, engage those with whom “disagreement” is the most com-
mon bond through dialogue, mindful of one’s own “cognitive blind spots”
and so enacted as “skeptical, humble and aware” deliberative discourse
(Resnik 2019). In brief, cultivating a sense of civic duty through rhetorically
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anchoring the rhetoric of governing in a mindful, deliberative dialogue dimin-
ishes the effect of American political partisanship, including its toxic varia-
tions both between and within American political parties.

Privileging Deliberative Discussion

Astor (2017) suggests that the two dominant political parties provide the most
effective environment within which to organize and influence the public poli-
cies of the United States. Rather than endangering democracy they provide
rhetorical spaces within which the business of government is enacted in its
most basic form as healthy democratic rivalries. However, dueling narratives
of divisive polarization between and within the Democratic and Republican
Parties are increasingly sabotaging the process. As each party’s 2020 cam-
paign platforms suggest (Republicans rolled over their 2016 version), each
is anchored by distinct and often conflicting ideologies and positions (“2020
Democratic Party Platform” 2020; “Resolution Regarding . . .” 2020; Epstein
and Karni 2020).

Rosenbluth and Shapiro (2019) argue that decentralized political
decision making has made political parties less effective and so less able
to address constituents’ long-term interests. Specifically, the relegation of
majority political power to a grassroots base has eroded trust in elected lead-
ers, parties, and democratic institutions, provoking divisive, populist poli-
tics. The result is that parties are directly compromised as they internalize a
mutual dependence with “unrepresentative voters on their fringes and those
who fund them” demand (Cummings 2020).

Defaulting to discursive strategies such as those championed in this text
would enable deliberative discussions of any salient issues that mutually
affect voters regardless of tribal affiliations within or between groups. These
could range from debating economic recovery to combating the coronavirus
to establishing a unified and universal plan for health care to discovering
solutions for problems that have yet to materialize. Doing so would also miti-
gate as well as inoculate against hyper-tribalistic discourse and so simultane-
ously begin to establish and maintain a mutual and robust rhetoric, launched
from socially responsible platforms. It would be from these structures and
through this discourse that an electorate rediscovers how to “speak their
truths” within the constraints and opportunities of a system of government
in place for well over two centuries. It is within this shared rhetorical culture
that political civility, compromise, and dialogue rather than diatribe, all cru-
cial to the health of the Democratic Party as well as American constitutional
democracy, will most likely recover, emerge, and thrive.
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