
 
 

Self-made Men and Scapegoats: 

How America’s exceptional optimism empowered the charismatic leadership of Richard 

Nixon and Donald Trump. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jasper Gerretsen (s0603651) 

Date of submission: 27-07-2017 

First reader: Dr. D. Fazzi 

Second reader: Dr. E.F. Van de Bilt 

 

RESEARCH MASTER’S THESIS 

 

Leiden University Institute for History 

Leiden University 

Doelensteeg 16 

2311 VL Leiden 

The Netherlands 



 
 



 
 

Self-made Men and Scapegoats. 
How America’s exceptional optimism empowered the charismatic leadership of Richard Nixon and 

Donald Trump. 

 

1. Introduction 4 

   

2. The theoretical framework 7 

 2.1. Historiography 8 

 2.2. Charismatic Leadership within American democracy 13 

 2.3. The Just World Hypothesis: Americans believe good things happen to good people 17 

   

3. Charisma in practice 24 

 3.1. Unlikely beginnings: building a political persona 25 

 3.2. Nixon and Trump as self-made men 33 

 3.3. Promoting American Justice 42 

 3.4. Spreading the good word 50 

 3.5. Out-groups as threats to the status quo 62 

 3.6. Why the Democratic Party is to blame for everything 70 

   

4. Conclusion 79 

   

5. Bibliography 83 

 



4 
 

1. Introduction 

 

On July 18, 2016, in an attempt to stir up more media attention for his candidate’s presidential 

nomination acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention, then Trump-campaign 

manager Paul Manafort announced to the press that the speech would mirror the one given by Richard 

Nixon 48 years earlier, citing the belief that it was “…in line with a lot of the issues going on today” and 

even describing it as “instructive”.1 The comparison between Donald Trump and Richard Nixon had 

been making the rounds in the media discussion circuit ever since Trump had announced his 

candidacy for the Republican nomination in 2015, with commentators pointing out Trump’s use of the 

term ‘silent majority’ and divisive rhetoric as clear signs that he was running on the same playbook 

that Nixon had utilized in 1968 to ultimately win the presidency.2 This comparison has only become 

more fitting in recent days following Trump’s firing of FBI director James Comey, which many media 

commentators and politicians have compared to Nixon’s firings of special prosecutor Archibald Cox 

and the subsequent resignations of Attorney General Elliott Richardson and his deputy at the height of 

the Watergate investigation.3 Even the Nixon presidential library was aware of this particular parallel.4 

 In this thesis I will, with a focus on the 1968 and 2016 Republican presidential campaigns, 

seek to answer two questions: to what extent were Richard Nixon and Donald Trump similar 

candidates in the way they conducted their campaign and what was it about these campaigns that 

made them ultimately successful in spite of their poor positioning at the start of the campaigns. Both 

men were unlikely candidates, with Nixon last being seen on the national stage after two humiliating 

back to back electoral losses, one for the presidency in 1960, in which he lost to young upstart John F. 

Kennedy, and one for the governorship of California in 1962, his home state, and Donald Trump in 

2015 being primarily associated with reality television and flashy and exaggerated displays of wealth 

and success. In order to answer the first question I will analyse the campaign trails of both men, 

through both primary sources (memoires and autobiographies, speeches, debates, campaign 

advertising material) and secondary sources (news articles, polls and surveys, opinion pieces, 

historical analyses). In order to answer the second question I will try to elaborate my answers by 

relying on two specific theoretical frameworks, namely charismatic leadership and the Just World 

Hypothesis. 

 Charismatic leadership is a term that is often associated with the exploitation of civil unrest 

and violent totalitarianism, both in ancient and contemporary history. The Gracchi brothers, through 

their passionate populism, brought about years of public unrest and an eventual civil war that would 

mark the end of centuries of Roman republicanism. Genghis Kahn, through his divine mandate to 

                                                             
1 Ashley Killough, "Top aide: Trump will channel 1968 Nixon in speech," CNN, July 18, 2016, accessed May 11, 2017, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/07/18/politics/donald-trump-richard-nixon-speech/. 
2 Michael Barbaro, "Donald Trump, Praised by Former Presiden Nixon, Biography Says," The New York Times, September 8, 
2015, accessed May 12, 2017. https://www.nytimes.com/politics/first-draft/2015/09/08/donald-trump-praised-by-former-
president-nixon/; 
Caitlin Cruz, "Richard Nixon To Trump: You ‘Will Be A Winner’ If You Ever Run For Office," Talking Points Memo, September 
8, 2015, accessed May 12, 2017, http://talkingpointsmemo.com/livewire/donald-trump-richard-nixon-letter; 
Bloomberg Politics, "The Parallels Between Richard Nixon and Donald Trump," Bloomberg, December 12, 2015, accessed May 
12, 2017. https://www.bloomberg.com/politics/videos/2015-12-12/the-parallels-between-richard-nixon-and-donald-trump. 
3 Alayna Treene, "All the people comparing Trump to Nixon," Axios, May 9, 2017, accessed May 12, 2017, 
https://www.axios.com/all-the-people-comparing-trump-to-nixon-2400516338.html. 
4 Zach Schonfeld, "Nixon Library uses Trump to make Nixon look wholesome," Raw Story, May 10, 2017, accessed May 12, 2017, 
http://www.rawstory.com/2017/05/nixon-library-uses-trump-to-make-nixon-look-wholesome/. 

http://edition.cnn.com/2016/07/18/politics/donald-trump-richard-nixon-speech/
https://www.nytimes.com/politics/first-draft/2015/09/08/donald-trump-praised-by-former-president-nixon/
https://www.nytimes.com/politics/first-draft/2015/09/08/donald-trump-praised-by-former-president-nixon/
http://talkingpointsmemo.com/livewire/donald-trump-richard-nixon-letter
https://www.bloomberg.com/politics/videos/2015-12-12/the-parallels-between-richard-nixon-and-donald-trump
https://www.axios.com/all-the-people-comparing-trump-to-nixon-2400516338.html
http://www.rawstory.com/2017/05/nixon-library-uses-trump-to-make-nixon-look-wholesome/
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conquer the world, forged disparate tribes of nomadic horsemen on the Mongolian steppes into a 

conflagration that would set Asia, Russia and the Islamic world ablaze and even singe the edges of 

Western Europe. In the twentieth century Adolph Hitler, by presenting himself as the man who would 

save Germany from the indignities of the Versailles Treaty, plunged the world into the most 

destructive conflict in human history.5 In Russia and China Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong forged cults 

of personality that solidified their authority even as tens of millions died due to totalitarian oppression 

and economic mismanagement. And yet charismatic leadership can be just as potent a force in 

democracies, especially democracies in which the elections for the highest position are as personality 

driven as in the United States. By going through the developments of academic writings on charismatic 

leadership, from the original formulation of the idea by Max Weber to contemporary writers such as 

Jerrold M. Post and Ruth Ann Willner, I will show how concepts of charismatic leadership can be 

applied to the presidential campaigns of Richard Nixon and Donald Trump in very similar ways.6 

 The Just World Hypothesis is an idea from mass psychology can be explained as the belief that 

good things happen to good people and, vice versa, that people who are unfortunate have done 

something to deserve their misfortune. The Just Wold Hypothesis can also be applied in wildly 

different ways to public perceptions of both individuals and societies. In order to show how this 

hypothesis can be used to further our understanding of the electoral success of Nixon and Trump I will 

first specify exactly what the Just World Hypothesis entails, how powerful this belief is among 

Americans, and how intertwined it is with the concept of American exceptionalism. Through the use of 

theoretical secondary sources and research, I will detail how Nixon and Trump both appealed to this 

belief in various ways, ranging from positioning themselves as self-made men who reflect the 

perception that anyone can be successful in America if the work hard enough, to exploiting those same 

beliefs in singling out groups of people within American society who either threaten the ability of the 

U.S. to function as the land of opportunity or who have taken advantages of the opportunities offered 

to them to the detriment of the general public. 

 I will use these concepts to build my comparison along two dimensions. I will use charismatic 

leadership in order to analyse how both candidates appealed to the electorate, and I will use the Just 

World Hypothesis to explain what it was in the candidates’ rhetoric that appealed to the voter. It’s my 

hope that this dipartite comparison will allow for a clearer understanding of the similarities between 

the successes of both candidates. I will study how the rise to the candidacy and eventual presidency of 

both men began from disparate yet similarly unlikely beginnings. Next, I will discuss how both men, 

whether justifiably or not, promoted themselves as self-made men who were living examples of 

                                                             
5 It’s a common misconception that Adolph Hitler was democratically elected. Democratic elections brought Hitler to 
prominence, but even prior to those elections his political behaviour was already totalitarian and the final steps of his rise to 
absolute power were carried out in wholly undemocratic means. 
6 “The term 'charisma' will be applied to a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered 
extraordinary and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. 
These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplar, and on the basis 
of them the individual concerned is treated as a 'leader.'” – Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive 
Sociology, vol. I: 242. 
“It will be observed that I speak not of charismatic leaders but rather of charismatic leader-follower relationships. I will be 
elaborating the political psychology of this tie between leaders and followers, attempting to identify crucial aspects of the 
psychology of the leader that, like a key, fit and unlock certain aspects of the psychology of their followers.” – Jerrold M. Post, 
Leaders and their Followers in a Dangerous World: 187-188. 
“Charismatic authority ... is distinctly personal. It rests on 'devotion to the specific sanctity, heroism, or exemplary character of 
an individual person, and of the normative patterns or order revealed or ordained by him.' Charismatic authority, therefore, is 
lodged neither in office nor in status but derives from the capacity of a particular person to arouse and maintain belief in himself 
or herself as the source of legitimacy.” – Ruth Ann Willner, Spellbinders: 4. 
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America’s unique ability to offer opportunity to anyone who works hard enough to seize it. Following 

this I will show how this self-made man framework was reflected in their electoral rhetoric and how 

they appealed to the belief that their success was attainable for any American. Next I will analyse how 

both candidates used the media, each in their own way, to present their message and spread their 

world view, and how this media presence played a central role in the way both men presented 

themselves as charismatic leaders. I will also discuss which groups were identified by both candidates 

as threats to the American status quo, and how both candidates sought to blame the policies of the 

Democratic incumbents for empowering these groups. Finally I will discuss the way in which both 

candidates presented themselves as the ones who could save the electorate from the threats these 

groups posed. Throughout these chapters I will show how the behaviour of both candidates, and the 

response they got from the electorate, fit within existing literature regarding charismatic leadership 

and the uniquely American belief in the Just World Hypothesis. 
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The Theoretical Framework 
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2.1. Historiography 

 

There is perhaps no American president whose life, political career and psyche have been so 

meticulously picked apart by historians and other academics as Richard Milhous Nixon, the thirty-

seventh president of the United States. This is, given the extraordinary nature of the man and his 

career, no surprise. As Nixon biographer Tom Wicker notes: “Americans seldom have been sure of 

what lies beneath the façade Richard Nixon constantly presents.”1 Richard Nixon fascinates. His public 

career spanned nearly thirty years, with a six year intermezzo announced by a now almost mythical 

press conference in which he left the political stage in melodramatic fashion, and ending in scandalous 

ignominy with the Watergate affair, a scandal that left such a deep mark on the American political 

psyche that the suffix –gate became so synonymous with corruption and abuse of power that it has 

since been applied to any incident that might involve these things, even those not involving politics or 

happening outside of the United States.2 Even the name Nixon has become an adjective, Nixonian, 

identifying something as being similar to the scandalous behaviour that Nixon has become most 

infamous for. Interestingly enough the use of the word ‘Nixonian’ in news media has exploded in use in 

the first ten days of May of 2017, following Donald Trump’s firing of FBI director James Comey.3 

 The Watergate scandal had a twofold effect on the historiography of Richard Nixon. First, it 

created a massive public interest in not just Richard Nixon, the thirty-seventh president, but also in 

Richard Nixon, the man. As more and more details of the Watergate scandal entered the public record 

the question became how any man who could attain the office of President of the United States was 

capable of such a gross, and in retrospect unnecessary, abuse of power. In a way picking apart the 

personality of Richard Nixon became part of a national healing process.4 This interest in Nixon’s 

personality was further bolstered by new developments in the field of psychology during the nineteen-

sixties and seventies. There was a need among the American public to understand what flaws in 

Nixon’s personality led to his ultimate self-destruction. If there was something uniquely Nixonian 

about the events leading up to the Watergate scandal it would be a reassurance that this was the result 

of the flaws of one man, not systemic shortcomings of the American political system. Second, the 

Watergate scandal and the subsequent investigations created a vast public record of testimonies and 

evidence created by those closest to the president that academics from a wide range of disciplines 

found a wealth of information to base their writings of Richard Nixon on. In general any American 

president has a moderate degree of control over to what extent private papers become part of the 

public record, through their presidential library or otherwise. Due to the investigation into the 

                                                             
1 Tom Wicker, One of Us: Richard Nixon and the American Dream (New York: Random House, 1991): xiii. 
2 Gladwin Hill,  "NIXON DENOUNCES PRESS AS BIASED: In 'Last' News Conference, He Attributes His Defeat to Crisis Over 
Cuba Nixon, Bitter at His Defeat by Brown in California, Denounces the Press as Biased SAYS CUBAN CRISIS COST HIM 
ELECTION Gives No Hint of Plans-- Asserts Others Will Have to Lead Coast G.O.P. Blames Cuban Crisis Changes His Plans," 
The New York Times, November 8, 1962: 1, 18; 
Eleanor Maier, OED, "The ‘gate’ suffix | Oxford English Dictionary," Oxford English Dictionary Online, accessed May 14, 2017, 
http://public.oed.com/aspects-of-english/english-in-use/the-gate-suffix/. 
3 Katherine Connor Martin, "Nixonian: what does it mean and why are people using it? | OxfordWords blog," Oxford English 
Dictionary Online, May 11, 2017, accessed May 14, 2017, https://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2017/05/nixonian/; 
As tracked by the Brigham Young University tracking tool NOW Corpus (http://corpus.byu.edu/now/), which allows for the 
tracking of the use of words and phrases in online news articles. As of May 14, 2017, the word ‘Nixonian’ was tracked in 94 news 
articles since the firing of James Comey, compared to 37 news articles using the word ‘Nixonian’ in 2017 prior to the firing.. 
4 J. Anthony Lukas, Nightmare: the underside of the Nixon Years (New York: Viking Press, 1976); 
Aldebaran, Nixon and the foxes of Watergate (Whitestone: Published for the Walter Bagehot Research Council by Griffon House 
Publications, 1980); 
Tom Wicker, One of Us: Richard Nixon and the American Dream (New York: Random House, 1991). 

http://public.oed.com/aspects-of-english/english-in-use/the-gate-suffix/
https://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2017/05/nixonian/
http://corpus.byu.edu/now/
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Watergate scandal Nixon was never afforded this kind of control, something which he contested all the 

way to the Supreme Court.5 Nowhere is this more obvious than in the Nixon Tapes, a set of recordings 

made in secret by Nixon between 1971 and 1973 via a voice-activated tape recorder hidden in his desk 

in the Oval Office. These recordings have since become welcome fodder for researchers, especially 

after the complete collection of the tapes was digitized and released to the public in 2010.6 If it hadn’t 

been for the congressional investigation of the Watergate scandal the existence of these tapes might 

not even be known. Due to the investigation however, the tapes eventually became part of the public 

record, offering unique insights into Nixon’s private thoughts on anything ranging from abortion to 

panda bears. 

 As  the Watergate scandal slowly disappeared in the rear view mirror of history a public re-

evaluation of Nixon, the man and the politician, slowly took place. This re-evaluation can be shown in 

public opinion polls regarding public perception of who the worst president in American history was. 

Data accumulated from the Roper Center iPoll Database showed that the percentage of people who 

consider Nixon the worst president in American history has steadily declined over the past few 

decades.7 This is also reflected in the academic writing regarding Nixon, which several books being 

published in which the authors set out to separate Nixon’s personal and political achievements from 

the scandal that marred them.8 Other biographies even cast Nixon as the resurgent elder statesman, 

who overcame the Watergate stigma to regain a degree of respect in the final years of his life.9 Other 

books focused less on the person and policies of Nixon but rather on the effect that his campaign 

tactics and subsequent reshaping of the relationship between the Republican and Democratic parties 

have had and the way they permanently changed the American political landscape.10 A special note 

should be made for the works of Kevin Phillips, the Nixon campaign strategist who in 1968 

masterminded the Southern Strategy, which he subsequently explained in the book The Emerging 

Republican Majority.11 Since then he has become one of the Republican Party’s most vocal critics.12 

 Nixon himself was a prolific author. Following his 1962 exit from national politics he wrote his 

first book, Six Crises, in which he reflected on his political career through what he considered the six 

                                                             
5 Justia US Supreme Court, "Nixon v. Administrator of General Services (Full Text) :: 433 U.S. 425 (1977) :: Justia U.S. Supreme 
Court Center," Justia U.S. Supreme Court Center, accessed May 14, 2017, 
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/433/425/case.html. 
6 Douglas Brinkley, Luke A. Nichter, The Nixon Tapes: 1971-1972 (Boston: Mariner Books, 2015); 
Douglas Brinkley, Luke A. Nichter, The Nixon Tapes: 1973 (Boston: Mariner Books, 2016); 
Ken Hughes, Chasing Shadows: The Nixon Tapes, the Chennault Affair, and the Origins of Watergate (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2015); 
Ken Hughes, Fatal Politics: The Nixon Tapes, the Vietnam War, and the Casualties of Reelection (Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 2016). 
7 Roper Center For Public Opinion Research, "The American Public’s Attitudes about Richard Nixon Post-Watergate," Cornell 
University, accessed May 14, 2017, https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/the-american-publics-attitudes-about-nixon-post-
watergate/. 
8 Douglas E. Schoen, The Nixon Effect: How Richard Nixon's Presidency Fundamentally Changed American Politics (New 
York: Encounter Books, 2016); 
Lawrence J. Mcandrews, "The Politics of Principle: Richard Nixon and School Desegregation," The Journal of Negro History 
83(3) (1998): 195-196. 
9 Stephen E. Ambrose, Nixon. Vol. 3: Ruin and recovery, 1973-1990 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991); 
Monica Crowley, Nixon In Winter (New York: Random House, 1998). 
10 Rick Perlstein, Nixonland: the rise of a president and the fracturing of America (New York: Scribner, 2008);  
Daniel K. Williams, God's Own Party: the making of the Christian right (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
11 Kevin P. Phillips, The Emerging Republican Majority (James Madison Library in American Politics edition) (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2015). 
12 Kevin P. Phillips, Boiling point: Republicans, Democrats, and the Decline of Middle-class Prosperity (New York: Random 
House, 1993); 
Kevin P. Phillips, Arrogant Capital: Washington, Wall Street, and the Frustration of American Politics (Boston: Little, Brown, 
1994); 
Kevin P. Phillips, Wealth and Democracy: A Political History of the American Rich (New York: Broadway Books, 2002). 

https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/433/425/case.html
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/the-american-publics-attitudes-about-nixon-post-watergate/
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/the-american-publics-attitudes-about-nixon-post-watergate/
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most important moments of it.13 Since then he published two memoires, one immediately following his 

second departure from the political life and one in his twilight years.14 He also produced several books 

in which he commented on the state of international politics, which was always his main passion.15 He 

also published a wide range of articles, especially during his time away from politics and during his 

preparation for his second run at the presidency in 1968.16 Just as Nixon himself produced many 

works on foreign policy, so was the foreign policy aspect of his presidency extensively studied. Nixon’s 

foreign policy goals and actions played a relatively minor goal in his 1968 presidential campaign 

however, so they will not be discussed here. 

 

In terms of the number of books published that list Donald Trump as a (co-)author, he is an even more 

prolific writer than Richard Nixon was. His bibliography spans more than twenty books, although 

most of these focus on his business dealings. Only three titles, The America We Deserve, Time to Get 

Though: How to Make America #1 Again and Crippled America: How to Make America Great Again 

deal explicitly with political topics.17 The first was written to accompany his 2000 run for the 

presidency on the ballot for the Reform Party, the second in anticipation of a potential 2012 run as a 

Republican, the third to accompany his 2016. All three books have essentially been written as 

campaign platforms. Interestingly enough the platform he set out in The America We Deserve 

mirrored that of his 2016 campaign in many issues. Even in 2000 he advocated being tougher on 

China and North Korea, limiting and renegotiating free trade agreements to better suit American 

economic needs, increased military spending, rolling back government oversight, limited social 

security and being tougher on crime.18 His 2016 platform wasn’t copied one for one from this earlier 

work however, as the 2000 book also advocated policies such as universal health care, an assault 

weapon ban, waiting times and background checks for gun purchases and abortion rights (excluding 

partial birth abortions).19 

 Trump’s run for the 2000 presidency as a third party candidate was largely overshadowed by 

the contest between the two largest parties. The Reform Party had more financial means and access 

thanks to their showing in the 1996 election under Ross Perot but attention for Trump’s campaign and 

the book that accompanied it was extremely limited. His 2016 run however was much more high 

profile. Since 2000 he had developed a successful reality television show that created several spinoffs 

and, as a verbal critic of president Barack Obama, had become a frequent guest in right wing media in 

general and FOX News in particular. He had also been making several other appearances to boost his 

celebrity status, most notably as a guest manager for a professional wrestling match at WrestleMania 

23, billed as The Battle of the Billionaires, and as the guest of honour at a 2011 comedy roast for the 

                                                             
13 Richard M. Nixon, Six Crises (Garden City: Doubleday, 1962). 
14 Richard M. Nixon, The memoirs of Richard Nixon (London: Book Club Associates, 1978); 
Richard M. Nixon, In the arena: a memoir of victory, defeat and renewal (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990). 
15 Richard M. Nixon, The Real War (London: Sidgwick and Jackson, 1980); 
Richard M. Nixon, Leaders (New York: Warner Books, 1982); 
Richard M. Nixon, Beyond Peace (New York: Random House, 1913-1994). 
16 Richard M. Nixon, "What Has Happened to America?" Reader’s Digest, October 1967, accessed April 10 2016, 
http://college.cengage.com/history/ayers_primary_sources/nixon_1967.htm; 
Richard Nixon, "Asia After Viet Nam." Foreign Policy Magazine, 111(1967-1968): 111-125. 
17 Donald J. Trump, The America We Deserve (Los Angeles: Renaissance Books, 2000); 
Donald J. Trump, Time to Get Tough: Making America #1 Again (Washington DC: Regnery Publishing, 2011); 
Donald J. Trump, Crippled America: How to Make America Great Again (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015). 
18 Trump, The America We Deserve: 117-118, 274; 145; 14; 44-45; 93-94. 
19 Ibid: 206-208; 102; 31-32. 

http://college.cengage.com/history/ayers_primary_sources/nixon_1967.htm
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cable network Comedy Central.20 While the demand for his 2000 book was limited due to the fact that 

he ran as a third party candidate and demand for his 2011 book was limited due to the fact that he did 

not run at all, the 2015 book Crippled America proved to be far more popular. 

 This arc, from Donald Trump as a real-estate mogul, to a celebrity, to a political commentator, 

to a politician, is also reflected in the books written about Donald J. Trump. During the eighties and 

nineties many books were written on Donald Trump, the real-estate mogul.21 As Trump began to 

profile himself more and more as a celebrity these books became more frequent, along with books 

more focused on his personal life than his business dealings.22 Many of the books published following 

his 2015 candidacy announcement were either written by Trump supporters (some of whom had had 

an active role in his campaign) or opponents.23 So far there have been very few books written on 

Trump from an academic perspective. Even books written prior to his presidency are often written in a 

sensationalist tone, focusing either on Trump’s success as a businessman or his tumultuous personal 

life. There is no true academic historiography of Donald Trump. Prior to his 2016 run there was not 

enough interest, and not enough time has passed for historians and political scientists to assess Trump 

as a politician since then, especially in light of the deluge of scandals and conflicting information that 

have marked Trump’s highly volatile presidency so far. 

 

As with any research subject who has been active in the public domain it would be impossible to 

assume that any truly unbiased book has been written on the subject. However, both candidates’ 

historiographies still hold a core of valuable information, information that becomes more accessible 

when one keeps in mind the various backgrounds of the authors writing the work. What’s more 

problematic is the type of writing that’s available. Richard Nixon has, since 1972, been picked clean 

again and again by historians, political scientists and psychologists, all writing from the very least from 

an academic background, and according to academic standards. The writings on Trump have generally 

been written from a more journalistic perspective, often to a degree that borders on sensationalism. 

These books have been written for mass market appeal, or to promote a specific political agenda, not 

academic use, thus making their value for academic research into Donald Trump as a politician and his 

2016 campaign limited. Furthermore, due to the fact that Trump’s own books have often been written 

through a ghost writer we can reasonably assume that while they do reflect Trump’s ideas at the time 

of writing they have been phrased and framed not by Trump himself but with whomever was asked by 

                                                             
20 World Wrestling Entertainment, WrestleMania 23. DVD. Stanford: World Wrestling Entertainment, 2007; 
Internet Movie Database, "Comedy Central Roast of Donald Trump (TV Movie 2011) - IMDb," accessed May 8, 2017, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1865333/. 
21 Jerome Tucille, Trump: The Saga of America's Most Powerful Real Estate Baron (London: Penguin Group, 1985); 
John O'Donnell & James Rutherford, Trumped!: The Inside Story of the Real Donald Trump – His Cunning Rise and 
Spectacular Fall (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991); 
Timothy O'Brien, TrumpNation: The Art of Being the Donald (New York: Warner Books, 2005). 
22 Robert Slater, No Such Thing as Over-exposure: Inside the Life and Celebrity of Donald Trump (Upper Saddle River NJ: 
Prentice Hall, 2005); 
Simone Payment, Donald Trump: Profile of a Real Estate Tycoon (New York: Rosen Publishing, 2007). 
23 Ann Coulter, In Trump We Trust: E Pluribus Awesome! (New York: Sentinel Publishing, 2016); 
Jeffrey Lord, What America Needs: The Case for Trump (Washington DC: Regnery Publishing, 2016); 
Roger Stone, The Making of the President 2016: How Donald Trump Orchestrated a Revolution (New York: Skyhorse 
Publishing, 2017); 
Michael Kranish & Mark Fisher, Trump Revealed: An American Journey of Ambition, Ego, Money, and Power (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2016); 
Matt Taibbi, Insane Clown President: Dispatches from the 2016 Circus (New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2017). 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1865333/
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writing down those ideas on his behalf. It is my intent to provide a more academic approach to the 

Donald Trump phenomenon, specifically from the perspective of Trump as a charismatic leader. 

 For my primary sources, besides the aforementioned autobiographical works, I will mainly rely 

on campaign materials such as speeches at rallies, broadcast news appearances and physical artefacts 

such as campaign posters, buttons and other memorabilia. I will also focus on print media such as The 

New York Times and The Washington Post. I will favour larger newspapers due to accessibility for two 

reasons. First, due to the fact that newspapers such as these focus on national coverage, they will often 

have the same reporters and editors covering candidates for extended periods of time, and due to the 

prestige associated with their employer they generally have better access to sources, both within the 

campaign and outside of it. Second of all, these larger newspapers are more accessible for research, 

with vast digital archives available online through databases such as ProQuest and LexisNexis. For the 

2016 campaign however a much larger amount of news media becomes available, mainly due to the 

proliferation of online news reporting. I will also use survey data from institutions such as Gallup, the 

Pew Research Center and various United States government agencies. 

 It’s my hope that through the approach of this thesis – combining the Just World Hypothesis 

with charismatic leadership and applying it to the 1968 and 2016 presidential campaigns of Donald 

Trump and Richard Nixon – new insights can be reached in the way campaign rhetoric specifically 

addressing the idea of American exceptionalism can be used to better understand the leader/follower 

relationships that are inherent to charismatic leadership, especially in the context of a western 

democracy.24 It should be noted that the focus will be entirely on campaign rhetoric, not subsequent 

policy making and rhetoric surrounding that. The focus will be on the traditional foundations of 

charismatic leadership, i.e. the relationship the leader builds with their followers, and the way the 

leader shapes the perceptions their followers have of them and their opponents. 

                                                             
24 For a further discussion as to why western democracy would be expected to make charismatic leadership less likely to succeed 
see chapter 2.2.  
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2.2. Charismatic Leadership within American democracy 

 

The term ‘charismatic leadership’, as first set out by German sociologist Max Weber early in the 

twentieth century, is part of a larger typology of leadership in which Weber differentiated between 

three types of leader: the traditional, the rational-legal and the charismatic.1 Of these three the 

charismatic leader could be argued to be by far the most powerful one. Even the title of Ruth Ann 

Willner’s seminal book on charismatic leadership, Spellbinders, suggest that those who are leaders in 

the charismatic mould have a unique ability to enthral their followers, to push them beyond common 

sense and rationality through almost supernatural means. Weber went beyond charisma as simple 

likeability and instead defined charisma as a quality that assigns the leader certain extraordinary 

qualities or abilities, unobtainable to the ordinary person, which gives the leader the ability to appeal 

to an authority that’s based on the way their followers perceive them on an emotional level. 2 Unlike 

the traditional leaders, such as kings who inherit their power, or rational-legal leaders, who obtains 

their authority from the institutional framework of the polity they rule, the charismatic leader is by 

definition unique – dependent entirely on a relationship between him- or herself and their followers, a 

relationship that’s built on and fuelled by unique characteristics that leader alone possesses. By 

definition charismatic leaders are irreplaceable, as they represent a unique vision and a unique ability 

to call on the adulation of the masses that their successors, even when appointed by the leader 

themselves, do not possess. In order to better clarify the manner in which the 1968 and 2016 

presidential campaigns of Richard Nixon and Donald Trump might be understood in terms of 

charismatic leadership this chapter will first set out how the topic of charismatic leadership has been 

explored throughout the twentieth century. Beyond this general assessment of the way charismatic 

leadership has been used in academics there will also be a discussion as to how charismatic leadership 

can be applied to the specific institutional framework of western liberal democracies in general and the 

American institutional framework in particular. 

 

The power of charismatic leadership can be seen in the academic explorations of the term during the 

twentieth century. These explorations focused on two events – World War II and the subsequent wave 

of decolonization that swept across Asia and Africa.3 The role of charismatic leadership in World War 

II especially illustrates how charismatic leadership can be a downright frightening concept. Adolph 

Hitler was undeniably a charismatic leader, and through his leadership he had set the world ablaze. 

Being a charismatic leader in the truest sense of the word, being able to appeal to the emotional needs 

of the masses, being perceived as uniquely gifted to a degree that can even transcend mere mortality, 

allows the charismatic leader to drive his followers to participate in, or at least be complicit in, a 

system of atrocities that goes far beyond what might be expected to be the limitations of human 

decency and morality in the twentieth century and beyond. As Weber notes, charismatic leadership is 

transcendent. They present a mission or vision to their followers that their followers accept, which 
                                                             
1 Jay A. Conger, "Charismatic Leadership." Oxford Handbooks Online, December 12, 2012, accessed May 21, 2017, 
http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195398793.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780195398793-e-21. 
2 Jerrold M. Post, Leaders and Their Followers in a Dangerous World: The Psychology of Political Behavior (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2004): 188-189; 
Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, vol. I (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978): 
242-243.. 
3 Conger. 

http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195398793.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780195398793-e-21
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legitimizes the leader’s claim to obedience.4 Hitler’s charisma allowed him to direct his followers into 

behaviour that the leadership of the prior Weimar Republic never could have expected from its 

inhabitants, as its leaders did not possess the charisma that Hitler possessed. 

 Just like Hitler was responsible for atrocities at home and abroad, Joseph Stalin and Mao 

Zedong each oversaw regimes that were marked by man-made famines, flawed economic 

modernization policies and systematic oppressions of not just political opponents but entire segments 

of the population that were considered to be subversive that resulted in tens of millions of deaths. In 

spite of these horrifying conditions their authorities were justified by a charismatic leadership that was 

so powerful that it took the form of a cult of personality. Interestingly enough, after their respective 

deaths the communist party cadres of neither the Soviet Union nor China allowed a new charismatic 

leader to rise from their midst. Yet even so the academic discussions surrounding charismatic 

leadership were not merely focused on totalitarian dictators. Mahatma Ghandi, Winston Churchill and 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt were all considered to be charismatic leaders as well, and due to the role 

they played in their respective nations’ history their charisma was seen as a force for good.5 Ghandi’s 

pacifistic resistance brought independence to the Indian subcontinent. Churchill’s stoic leadership 

allowed the inhabitants of the British isles to persevere in the face of the Battle for Britain and the 

merciless bombardments of the German Luftwaffe. Roosevelt’s ability to bring together disparate 

forces within the American political systems to push through unheard of government interventions in 

the American economic system brought the country back from the brink of the stock market crash and 

subsequent economic crisis of the late twenties and early thirties. 

 For the purpose of this thesis charismatic leadership will therefore be approached as a set of 

behaviours that define it, both on the part of the leader and of their followers, rather than a set of 

traits. As Beckhard notes: “Leadership comes into being when followers perceive the leader’s behavior 

in a certain way, accept the leader’s attempt to influence them, and then attribute leadership status to 

that individual. Without the followers’ perceptions, acceptance, and attributions, the phenomenon 

simply would not exist.”6 Likewise, successful charismatic leadership will not be defined in terms of 

Nixon’s or Trump’s ability to convert their rhetoric into policy. The focus of this research is on the 

campaign, not the subsequent administrations, and on the relationship between and behaviour 

interchange between the leader and their followers, not the traits they possess. Subsequently, 

leadership effectiveness will be defined in terms of attributions of favourable qualities by followers 

towards the leader, their compliance behaviours and their commitment to attitudes and values 

espoused by the leader.7 

 Following World War II the writings on charismatic leadership had two focuses. First, 

attempts were made to define the charismatic personality, a certain set of traits that was universal 

among all charismatic leaders.8 Second, there were attempts to define a set of circumstances in which a 

society might exist that might make the emergence of a charismatic leader more likely.9 The first focus, 

concentrating on the psychology of the individual, has born little academic fruit. While efforts have 

                                                             
4 Thomas E. Dow Jr., "The Theory of Charisma," The Sociological Quarterly, 10(3) (1969): 307. 
5 Conger. 
6 Jay A. Conger & Rabindra N. Kanungo, Charismatic Leadership in Organizations (London: SAGE Publications, 1998): 38-39. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ann Ruth Willner, The Spellbinders: Charismatic Political Leadership (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984): 14-15. 
9 William H. Friedland, "For a Sociological Concept of Charisma," Social Forces 43(1) (1964): 20. 
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been made to define certain common behaviours a charismatic leader might exhibit there appears to 

be no real consensus on any common personality traits that are universal to charismatic leaders.10 

Likewise, there has been only limited success in finding a uniform set of personality traits for those 

followers who might be attracted to charismatic leaders.11 In more recent writings on charismatic 

leadership a dichotomy is proposed – socialized or personalized charisma – that seeks to distinguish 

between positive and negative outcomes of charismatic leadership. Essentially, socialized leaders serve 

the interests of the collective while personalized leaders seek to serve their own needs.12 This is an ideal 

model however, with several authors noting that in reality charismatic leaders often possess both 

traits.13 Likewise, there is no uniform consensus on which societal conditions might lead to the 

emergence of a charismatic leader. There are conditions that might make the emergence of a 

charismatic leader more likely – exceptional, unique or dynamic situations – yet none of these 

conditions are necessary.14 

 It seems that a functioning western democracy in general and American democracy in 

particular, with its focus on checks and balances and a separation of powers, is anathema to the 

practice of charismatic leadership. A leader might present a mission or vision for their followers, but 

institutional constraints such as term limits, judicial oversight and parliamentary control on the 

executive branch will severely restrain the leader’s ability to push through the laws and policies 

necessary to complete this mission. If a leader can only hold the top job for a maximum amount of 

years, and is dependent on the support of a parliament made up of a plurality of parties or political 

thoughts, they are severely limited in what can be achieved. Even if the leader then seeks an 

institutional shakeup such as an amendment of the constitution that would allow them more freedom 

to exercise their power the process of such constitutional change is so convoluted and drawn out, in 

both the institutional and temporal dimension, that the leader will have left office by the time they 

could benefit from it. The system might even adjust itself. The idea that a president of the United 

States could only serve two terms was a result of tradition, going all the way back to George 

Washington, not of a formalized constitutional restraint. It should be noted that Washington in his 

farewell address gave his age as reason for stepping down, not concerns about a disruption in the 

balance of power.15 These concerns were still present, as evident in the writings of Thomas Jefferson.16 

For the majority of American history however tradition, not constitutional restraints, had set the term 

limits for American presidents. Although several presidents had run for office more than twice only 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt had, against the twin crises of the recession of the thirties and World War 

II, been elected to the office of president an unprecedented four times. Yet after his death Congress 

passed the twenty-second amendment establishing that “no person shall be elected to the office of 

                                                             
10 Jay A. Conger & Rabindra N. Kanungo, "Perceived Behavioural Attributes of Charismatic Leadership," Canadian Journal of 
Behavioural Science 24(1) (1992): 96; 
Willner: 14. 
11 Robert J. House & Jane M. Howell, "Personality and Charismatic Leadership," The Leadership Quarterly 3(2) (1992): 174. 
12 Conger. 
13 Ronit Kark & Boas Shamir, "The Two Faces of Transformational Leadership: Empowerement and Dependency," Journal of 
Applied Psychology 88(2) (2003): 253. 
14 Boas Shamir & Jane M. Howell, "Organizational and Contextual Influences on the Emergence and Effectiveness of 
Charismatic Leadership," The Leadership Quarterly 10(2) (1999): 278. 
15 George Washington, "Avalon Project - Washington's Farewell Address 1796," Accessed May 21, 2017, 
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp. 
16 Thomas Jefferson, "Letter to the Legislature of Vermont | Teaching American History," December 10, 1807, accessed May 21, 
2017, http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/letter-to-the-legislature-of-vermont/. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/letter-to-the-legislature-of-vermont/
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President more than twice.”17 In response to Roosevelt’s charismatic leadership a new institutional 

check was put in place to constrain future presidents. As noted before, this self-correcting behaviour 

following a charismatic leader leaving the scene to stymie the ability of future charismatic leaders to 

rise to power is not exclusive to democracies. 

 These self-corrections on excesses of executive power within the United States are limited 

however. As shown in Arthur M. Schlesinger jr.’s The Imperial Presidency the twentieth century saw a 

marked shift in the use of executive power as the lines between domestic policy and foreign security 

blurred. Starting with the 1919-1920 anarchist bombing campaigns targeting American business, 

political and law enforcement interests there has been an increasing trend of foreign threats to the 

stability of the United States operating in a non-conventional manner. Faced with foreign threats that 

took the form of infiltration and espionage by foreign agents rather than armies massing at the border 

there was no longer a clear line to be drawn between domestic and foreign policy. In particular, the 

1936 Supreme Court decision U.S. v. Curtiss-Wright Corporation et al ruled that the office of the 

President had an inherent authority in foreign affairs and that it did not require an act of Congress to 

exercise this authority.18 Although the United States presidency had a history of being more powerful 

in times of crisis, such as during the Civil War or World War I, the peaceful aftermath of these crises 

often saw a reassertion of Congressional authority. Following World War II however the aftermath was 

far from peaceful, with the looming Cold War and the Korean War. While the twenty-second 

amendment was a clear repudiation of the Presidency and Congress repeatedly thwarted president 

Truman’s attempts to transition from Roosevelt’s New Deal policies to Fair Deal policies the looming 

spectre of Cold War nonetheless created a situation in which, as Schlesinger, put it, “The menace of 

unexpected crisis hung over the world, demanding, it was supposed, the concentration within the 

government of the means of instant decision and response. All this, reinforcing the intellectual doubt 

about democratic control of foreign relations, appeared to argue more strongly than ever for the 

centralization of foreign policy in the Presidency.”19 With the office of President coming to represent 

the final authority on how the United States is to defend itself from foreign threats, both conventional 

and unconventional, it’s easy to see how a charismatic candidate for the presidency might, in the 

framework of Willner’s leader as saviour charisma, be empowered in their charismatic leadership by 

presenting themselves as the only ones who are knowledgeable and determined enough to confront 

America’s foes. As later chapters of this thesis will show both Nixon and Trump sought to present 

themselves as the only ones who had the knowledge to identify foreign threats and the willingness to 

combat them by any means necessary. 

 

The institutional restraints that are inherent in the American system do not disqualify charismatic 

leadership for the purpose of this thesis, not simply because of the existence of democratically elected 

charismatic leaders. While checks and balances might limit a leader’s ability to put their charismatic 

vision in practice there is nothing inherent in democracy that disqualifies charismatic leadership as a 

strategy to seek power, which is where the focus of this thesis lies. Charismatic leadership is a valid 

                                                             
17 National Archives, "The Constitution: Amendments 11-27," accessed May 21, 2017, https://www.archives.gov/founding-
docs/amendments-11-27#toc-amendment-xxii. 
18 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. The Imperial Presidency (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1973): 101-102. 
19 Schlesinger, 127-128. 

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/amendments-11-27#toc-amendment-xxii
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/amendments-11-27#toc-amendment-xxii
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method for politicians to seek the popular support necessary to obtain office. The focus of this thesis is 

on the presidential campaigns of 1968 and 2016 and the way Richard Nixon and Donald Trump 

conducted them, not how they used their power once they obtained it. As such the focus will be on 

campaign behaviour and the relationship between Nixon and Trump and their respective followers. 

Charismatic leadership, as defined by Weber and further explored by other academics is a concept 

that’s defined by the relationship between the leader and their followers, especially in terms of how the 

followers regard the leaders. As other writers have noted there is no uniform charismatic leader 

personality profile. As such the personalities of Nixon and Trump are irrelevant for the use of 

charismatic leadership in the comparison this thesis sets out. 

 While this thesis will pay extensive attention to the contextual conditions from which both 

men emerged as charismatic leaders, especially in chapters 3.3, 3.5 and 3.6, the focus will be on how 

Nixon and Trump used these conditions to strengthen their charismatic appeal for their followers, not 

how these conditions might been responsible for the emergence of Nixon and Trump as charismatic 

leaders. Given the nature of democracy and its inherent institutional makeup and its plurality of 

political ideologies and beliefs it should be noted that a leader using charismatic methods to obtain a 

position of authority does not need to appeal to the electorate as a whole. A charismatic leader in a 

democracy only needs to appeal to enough of the electorate to obtain a majority.20 When using 

charismatic leadership theories in this thesis the assumption will therefore be that the objective of 

both Nixon and Trump in using charismatic leadership was to achieve a majority of votes, not to obtain 

absolute control. Furthermore, given that the dichotomy of socialized versus personalized charismatic 

leadership is an ideal type that belies the complexities of the practical reality this thesis will not seek to 

establish a psychobiography of either candidate. Giving an accurate assessment of the campaign 

behaviour of Nixon and Trump in terms of socialized and personalized would not provide any 

significant new insights in their behaviour for the purpose of this thesis, as earlier literature has shown 

that charismatic leaders can generally be expected to possess both. 

                                                             
20 As the 2016 election results have shown institutional idiosyncrasies might mean that a leader does not even need to obtain a 
popular majority in order to achieve an electoral victory. 
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2.3. The Just World Hypothesis: Americans believe good things happen to good people 

 

In March of 2017, at the height of the Republican efforts to repeal the Affordable Care Act and replace 

it with their own American Health Care Act of 2017, Republican congressman Jason Chaffetz 

remarked that “…maybe, rather than getting that new iPhone that they just love and they want to go 

spend hundreds of dollars on, maybe they should invest in their own healthcare. They've got to make 

those decisions themselves.”1 It was a staggeringly callous remark, especially when one considers that 

at the time he made that remark the most expensive model iPhone when bought directly from Apple 

cost $769, while annual premiums for employment-based insurance averaged $6.250 in 2015 and was 

projected to rise to $6.400 in 2016.2 This would mean that an individual would have to buy eight of the 

most expensive model iPhones a year to spend the same amount of money that the average working 

American would spend on insurance premiums in 2016. The dismissive remarks about people who are 

unable to afford health insurance are indicative of an attitude that’s prevalent among Republican 

voters, a belief that’s summarized in the Just World Hypothesis – the belief that good things happen to 

good people. The Just World Hypothesis has been phrased as follows: “Individuals have a need to 

believe that they live in a world where people generally get what they deserve. The belief that the world 

is just enables the individual to confront his physical and social environment as though they were 

stable and orderly.”3 In order to fully understand how this belief affects perceptions of leaders and 

society among Republican voters a fourfold explanation of the Just World Hypothesis is posed: 

 

1. Good things happen to good people. 

2. Therefore, bad things happen to bad people. 

3. Therefore, those who have bad things happen to them must have done something to deserve 

this. 

4. Conversely, those who have had good things happen to them must have done something to 

deserve this. 

 

In the this chapter I will set out how each of these four beliefs is a prevalent attitude among American 

voters in general and Republican voters in particular. In subsequent chapters I will show how these 

attitudes were confirmed and reinforced in the rhetoric and campaign behaviour of Richard Nixon and 

Donald Trump, in 1968 and 2016 respectively. First however, I will set out what the Just World 

Hypothesis entails exactly. I will also discuss the link between believing in a just world and Evangelical 

Christianity and show to what extent this belief has shaped the views of the American electorate, both 

in terms of perceptions of the individual and of society as a whole. 

 The first uses of the Just World Hypothesis in the psychology of perceptions of the individual 

came through several research papers published in the sixties. Melvin J. Lerner in particular was at the 

                                                             
1 Ian Simpson, "U.S. congressman stirs backlash over healthcare versus iPhone comment," Reuters, March 7, 2017, accessed May 
14, 2017, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-obamacare-iphone-idUSKBN16E2RM. 
2 Apple, "Buy iPhone 7 and iPhone 7 Plus - Apple," accessed May 14, 2017, https://www.apple.com/shop/buy-iphone/iphone-
7#; 
Congressional Budget Office, "Private Health Insurance Premiums and Federal Policy," February 2016, accessed May 14, 2017, 
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/reports/51130-Health_Insurance_Premiums_OneCol.pdf. 
3 Melvin J. Lerner & Dale T. Miller, "Just World Research and the Attribution Process: Looking Back and Ahead." Psychological 
Bulletin 85(5) (1978): 1030. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-obamacare-iphone-idUSKBN16E2RM
https://www.apple.com/shop/buy-iphone/iphone-7
https://www.apple.com/shop/buy-iphone/iphone-7
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/reports/51130-Health_Insurance_Premiums_OneCol.pdf


19 
 

forefront of using this theory to better understand group dynamics. First, by conducting an experiment 

wherein observers watched a pair of individuals work on a task, in which one of the two workers was 

randomly assigned the reward for completing that task at the end, he showed that observers found the 

person being rewarded more attractive, regardless of actual contribution to the task.4 Next, he showed 

that observers of a suffering victim, feigning being subjected to electrical shocks in an experimental 

setting similar to the infamous Milgram experiment, would find the individual on whom the feigned 

electrical shocks were inflicted less attractive, especially when they themselves were unable to do 

anything to alleviate that suffering without breaking with the instructions given to them by the 

supervisors of the experiment.5 This experiment showed the strength of the Just World Hypothesis as 

a coping mechanism. By reassuring themselves that the victim of the fake shocks was somehow 

deserving of her suffering that suffering became more morally acceptable. 

 

In their 1968 article The Protestant Ethic as a Personality Variable Herbert L. Mirels and James B. 

Garrett set out a methodology which sought to define to what extent an individual subscribes to 

Protestant ethics and how these beliefs can be measured in terms of a personality variable. This work 

was inspired by the work of German sociologist Max Weber, who posited a causal relationship between 

Protestant ethics and the rise of capitalism in western society.6 This formalized approach to Protestant 

ethics as something that could be measured in an individual’s personality was used in research 

regarding the Just World Hypothesis by Zick Rubin and Letitia Anne Peplau, who found a strong 

correlation between being religious in general and holding Protestant ethics in specific and believing in 

a just world.7 Other researchers found strong links between belief in a just world and personal views 

closely related to conservatism, authoritarianism and law and order related value systems.8 

 A strong link exists between these beliefs (conservative and authoritarian personality traits, 

valuing law and order) and voting Republican. Simultaneously, Evangelical Christians have 

consistently voted Republican over the past five decades.9 This strong link between Evangelical beliefs 

and voting Republicans is something that has been actively fostered by the Republican party since the 

advent of Nixon’s Southern Strategy, which fostered the link between Republican political campaigns 

and influential Evangelical preachers.10 In 2016 in particular Evangelical support for Donald Trump 

was remarkably strong. A Pew Research Center survey found that 81% of polled Evangelicals voted for 

Trump, compared to 78% of Evangelicals voting for Republican candidate Mitt Romney in the 2012 

elections. Perhaps just as remarkable is the drop in Evangelical support for the Democratic candidate, 

                                                             
4 Melvin J. Lerner, "Evaluation of performance as a function of performer's reward and attractiveness," Journal of Personality 
and social Psychology 1(4) (1965): 358-359. 
5 Melvin J. Lerner & Carolyn H. Simmons, "Observer's Reaction to the "Innocent Victim": Compassion or Rejection?," Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 4(2) (1966): 209-210. 
6 Herbert L. Mirels & James B. Garrett, "The Protestant Ethic as a personality Variable," Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology 36(1) (1971): 40-41. 
7 Zick Rubin & Letitia Anne Peplau, "Who Believes in a Just World?," Journal of Social Issues 31(3) (1975): 78-79. 
8 Norman T. Feather, "Human Values, Global Self-Esteem and Belief in a Just World," Journal of Personality 59(1) (1991): 103-
104. 
9 One notable exception here is Jimmy Carter’s election in 1976. This can be explained by the fact that Carter was the only 
Democratic candidate in the last fifty years who openly identified as a born-again Evangelical Christian. Furthermore he 
specifically appealed to Southern identity in his campaign and he benefited from backlash against the Republican party 
following Watergate and President Ford’s pardon of Richard Nixon. 
10 Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (New York: Oxford University Press 2010): 91 
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from 21% in 2012 to 16% in 2016.11 This strong Evangelical support for Trump is noteworthy, as his 

past behaviour seems to disqualify him as a credible candidate among Evangelicals. Not only does he 

have a well-documented record of marital infidelity, as well as participations in radio and television 

shows in which he openly bragged about this, but he also flubbed a reference to a Bible verse during a 

speech on the campaign trail, using the phrasing ‘Two Corinthians’ rather than ‘Second Corinthians’, 

which led many to question his familiarity with the Bible and his Christian credentials.12 In spite of this 

he not only drew more voter support from Evangelical Christian voters than previous candidates, 

especially George W. Bush, who himself identified as an Evangelical Christian, but he also drew 

enthusiastic support from many Evangelical leaders such as James Dobson, Ralph Reed, James 

Robison, Robert Jeffress and Jerry Falwell, Jr..13 

 

Belief in a just world is something that separates Democrats and Republicans – a separation of world 

view rather than of policy. As a recent survey published by the Pew Research Center points out: 

“Beyond partisan differences over economic policies, there are stark divisions on a fundamental 

question: What makes someone rich or poor? Most Republicans link a person’s financial standing to 

their own hard work – or the lack of it. Most Democrats say that whether someone is rich or poor is 

more attributable to circumstances beyond their control.”14 This assertion is backed up by the survey, 

in which 66% of Republican or leaning Republican voters asserted that a person’s wealth depends 

more on whether a person has worked harder rather than whether that person has had advantages in 

life. Likewise, according to 56% of Republican respondents, poverty is a result of lack of effort on the 

part of the poor person rather than circumstances beyond their control. Conversely, among 

Democratic or leaning Democratic respondents only 29% believes that hard work is the primary 

explaining factor in personal success, and only 19% responded that poverty is primarily explained by 

lack of effort.15 This ties back to congressman Chavetz’ remarks regarding iPhones and healthcare. 

After all, if one believes that wealth and poverty are primarily contingent on personal responsibility, it 

makes sense to assume that those who can’t afford health insurance must have made some personal 

decisions in their life – in this case buying iPhones – that explains why they can’t afford their 

insurance. Party affiliation plays a role in whether or not a person believes the American socio-

economic system is unfair in general. When asked whether the system is fair to them personally 

however, the answers from respondents become much more uniform. Republicans are slightly more 

likely to believe that the system is fair while Democrats are slightly more likely to believe the opposite. 

                                                             
11 Pew Research Center, "How the Faithful Voted: A Preliminary 2016 Analysis," November 9, 2016, accessed May 19, 2017, 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/how-the-faithful-voted-a-preliminary-2016-analysis/ft_16-11-
09_relig_exitpoll_religrace/. 
12 Eric Bradner, "Trump blames Tony Perkins for '2 Corinthians'," CNN, January 22, 2016, accessed May 19, 2017, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/01/20/politics/donald-trump-tony-perkins-sarah-palin/. 
13 Kyle Mantyla, "Trump Is Giving His Evangelical Advisory Board Unprecedented Access To Help Shape His Administration," 
Right Wing Watch, December 7, 2016, accessed July 2, 2017, http://www.rightwingwatch.org/post/trump-is-giving-his-
evangelical-advisory-board-unprecedented-access-to-help-shape-his-administration/. 
14 Samantha Smith, "Why people are rich and poor: Republicans and Democrats have very different views," Pew Research 
Center, May 2, 2017, accessed May 7, 2017, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/05/02/why-people-are-rich-and-poor-
republicans-and-democrats-have-very-different-views/. 
15 Ibid. 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/how-the-faithful-voted-a-preliminary-2016-analysis/ft_16-11-09_relig_exitpoll_religrace/
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When it comes to the question as to whether the system is fair to them personally however, equal 

numbers of Democrats and Republicans, about two thirds, believe that it is.16 

 The way the Just World Hypothesis influences one’s perception of society as a whole can be 

observed in a 2014 experiment by Judith Niehues, in which residents of various Western countries 

were asked what they believed was an accurate representation of income distribution among its 

population. These survey results were then mirrored with the actual income distribution for each 

country, thus determining how accurate inhabitants of each countries perceived the distribution of 

income among its population. Remarkably, of the countries surveyed this way the United States was 

the only country in which its population underestimated the percentage of its population that had an 

income that was lower than the median.17 Similarly, Americans vastly underestimate how much wealth 

is held by the top quintile of its population measured by income. A survey held in December of 2005 

(notable because it was held before the social unrest following the 2008 housing market crash) found 

that Americans estimated that the upper quintile held nearly 60% of all wealth when in reality they 

held nearly 85% of all wealth at the time of the survey. In a reflections of the findings of the Niehues 

survey respondents also vastly overestimated how much wealth the bottom three quintiles held.18 This 

can be explained through a belief in the Just World Hypothesis. After all, if a person is to believe that 

the economic system is inherently fair they are less inclined to believe that poverty can exist within the 

system to the extent that it does in America. 

 These perceptions of poverty also affect individual policy preferences. African Americans are 

more likely to be perceived as poor, and European Americans who most overestimate the number of 

African Americans living in poverty are also most likely to oppose welfare policies.19 The contrast 

between Republican and Democratic support for a $15 Federal minimum wage is stark, with 82% of 

Democrats supporting the idea of such a minimum wage, compared to only 21% of Republicans. 

Similarly, 72% of Democrats believe the federal government should do more to aid the needy, 

compared to only 21% of Republicans.20 Both Democratic and Republican administrations have 

pushed policies that placed tighter restrictions and work requirements on those receiving government 

benefits.21 They also affect the perceptions of the working poor, those who live in relative poverty in 

spite of the fact that they have at least part-time employment. The percentage of Americans who live in 

poverty in spite of the fact that they held employment for at least 27 weeks out of the year has been 

steadily rising.22 In spite of this there seems to be very little awareness of the existence of the working 

poor among the American public. The idea that someone can live in relative poverty in spite of working 

is anathema to the Just World Hypothesis and the Horatio Alger myth of rags to riches by way of 
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bootstraps.23 These debates on the nature of labour, poverty and the role government has in fighting it 

are not unique to the past two decades. In 1964, a mere four years before Nixon’s second run for office, 

Lyndon Johnson launched his War on Poverty, and a year later Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his 

American Dream speech, laying out the ideas that would eventually form the foundation of his 1968 

Poor Peoples’ Campaign. In the speech King argued about the problem of poverty among working 

people: “This is why we must join the war against poverty and believe in the dignity of all work. What 

makes a job menial? I’m tired of this stuff about menial labor. What makes it menial is that we don’t 

pay folk anything. Give somebody a job and pay them some money so they can live and educate their 

children and buy a home and have the basic necessities of life. And no matter what the job is it takes on 

dignity.”24 

 The Just World Hypothesis is a coping mechanism. As sociologist Nathan Glazer notes: “What 

we have today is outrage against those who do not play fair – not outrage over inequality as such.”25 

Americans justify inequality as something that is earned – rich people work harder and poor people 

don’t – and come to resent those who are wealthy and successful without being perceived as deserving. 

If one believes that success is contingent on a certain amount of effort then it logically follows that 

those who appear to achieve success without the required amount of effort must have somehow 

cheated the system.26 This can offer an explanation of the push among Republican politicians and 

commentators for Barack Obama to release his college records beyond a simple cynical attempt to 

undermine his credibility. After all, if one believes, as most Republicans do, that Barack Obama is a 

bad person, then it would make sense that his academic achievements, graduating Harvard Law 

School, were not the result of hard work and effort, since believing in the Just World Hypothesis would 

mean that someone who is successful would have to be a good person. Rather, he must have been 

guilty of some academic indiscretions that allowed him to cheat the system. These claims that Obama’s 

college records would somehow show that he did not earn his academic achievements first originated 

on right wing website World Net Daily. Donald Trump himself was one of the key figures in spreading 

this misinformation, repeatedly falsely claiming that Obama spent $4 million  in legal fees to keep 

these records sealed.27  

 

The Just World Hypothesis is a fairly simple premise – the belief that the universe is inherently fair, 

and thus will reward good behaviour while punishing bad – yet its implications are myriad, both for 

the perception of the individual and society as a whole. It’s a system justification theory, a way for 

those who believe in it to cope with the simple fact that sometimes bad things happen to good people, 

                                                             
23 Shipler: 5; 
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something that allows them to stave off the existential horror of the possibility that fate might deal 

them an undeserved wildcard.28 Those who believe in it most strongly tend to view those who have 

achieved wealth and status more favourably while holding those who haven’t in less regard. When one 

believes in a just world the logical assumption is that those who are successful must be good persons, 

and those who aren’t must have done something to deserve it. It can make an individual overly 

optimistic about the socio-economic conditions of their fellow countrymen, as shown in the way 

Americans consistently underestimate the percentage of Americans who live in relative poverty. If an 

individual believes that those who are poor must have done something to deserve this, as the 

victimhood justification aspect of the Just World Hypothesis suggests, they are less likely to support 

policies specifically designed to aid the poor. These beliefs can also lead to cognitive dissonance when 

success is perceived in someone whom the individual is likely to regard negatively for some other 

reason. The conservative outcry for the release of Barack Obama’s college records has shown this. 

 These beliefs are not uniform among all Americans. A wide range of surveys has shown that 

they are most likely to occur in Protestants in general and Evangelical Christians in particular. They 

are also more pervasive among those who vote Republican, and those who have an authoritarian 

personality. Yet while Democrats and Republicans are divided on whether the American capitalist 

system is to society in general they seem to perceive the system as being fair to them personally in 

roughly equal measure. This shows that while the belief in a just world is more common among 

Republican voters it does also exist, although to a lesser degree, among Democrats. This makes 

affirming and reinforcing the Just World Hypothesis through campaign rhetoric and policy proposals a 

valuable strategy to appeal to American voters. In subsequent chapters I will set out how both Richard 

Nixon and Donald Trump, each in their own way, showed political behaviour on the campaign trail 

that appealed to those who believe in a just world. 
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3.1. Unlikely beginnings: building a political persona 

 

On March 15 2011 Comedy Central aired the Roast of Donald Trump. It was part of a larger series of 

comedy roasts of celebrities, a modern revival of the traditional New York Friars Club events which 

have been held at least since 1910, in which a guest of honour was subjected to a series of good-natured 

jokes by his or her peers.1 Surrounded by (pseudo-)celebrities and comedians Trump sat centre stage 

as every aspect of his public persona, from his diction to his litigious tendencies and his use of 

branding, was picked apart and mocked, before each individual speaker finished by reassuring Trump 

that they really loved him, that they were huge fans, that it was all said in good humour. Host Seth 

McFarlane immediately set the tone for the evening by using his opening remarks to joke: “By the way, 

Donald, it's pronounced ‘huge,’ not ‘eyuge’. Also, it's pronounced ‘I am fucking delusional,’ not ‘I am 

running for President.’”2 It’s typical for the perception that existed of Donald Trump in 2011. He was a 

caricature, and the very idea that he had a shot at the presidency of the United States was ludicrous. 

The theme of mocking Trump for his presidential ambitions continued throughout the night. 

 It’s a problem that is essential to the campaigns of both Richard Nixon and Donald Trump. 

Both were seen, even months before they announced their candidacy, as extremely unlikely candidates 

– Nixon due to the electoral defeats of 1960 and 1962, and the subsequent dramatic exit from the 

public stage, and Trump due to his complete lack of political experience and odd celebrity status, 

which seemed to be entirely based on his (claimed) wealth and the success of his reality TV show – yet 

both not only won the nominations but the presidency. The question then becomes: how did both men 

build themselves up as credible candidates from such unlikely beginnings? This chapter will set out the 

steps both presidents took on the earliest stages of their respective roads towards the White House, 

how they built up the foundations of their eventual electoral victory, before their electoral campaigns 

had even started. 

 

Richard Nixon’s press conference on November 8, 1962, was essentially little more than Nixon 

handing in his resignation to the American public at large. He had suffered back to back electoral 

defeats – first succumbing to young upstart John F. Kennedy in the 1960 presidential campaign and 

then failing to win the governorship of his home state, a state he had carried in 1960 as a presidential 

candidate – that had left him visibly drained. During the press conference, in which he famously 

announced “You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore,” Nixon repeated and doubled down on his 

1960 assertions regarding the press and their repeated failures to fully represent his views in their 

writings, singling out two reporters as exceptions to this as he accused them repeatedly of twisting his 

words and delighting in his recent electoral defeats.3 The New York Times dutifully not only published 
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an article on the press conference from a journalistic perspective, but also a full transcript.4 Besides his 

repeated lambasting of the media and their reporting on him Nixon also devoted quite a bit of time 

playing to his favourite subject, foreign politics, discussing the Cuban Missile Crisis and noting that 

while president Kennedy was currently enjoying increased popularity thanks to the way he handled it 

the resolution did very little to deal with the larger problems of having a communist nation mere 

dozens of miles from the United States coast. Following these remarks he seemed to come to a 

conclusion, announcing his intentions to take “a long holiday from political life” and “getting 

reacquainted with his family,” only to double down on his criticisms of the press once more. It’s a 

testament to his confrontational attitude that Nixon considered the press conference an “opportunity 

to test wits with you” and finished his statement by saying that the press should “…recognize that they 

have a right and a responsibility, if they're against a candidate, give him the shaft, but also recognize if 

they give him the shaft put one lonely reporter on the campaign who will report what the candidate 

says now and then.”5 It was about as dramatic as an exit he could have made. Outside of his brief 

remarks about the Cuban missile crisis, his opponent in the gubernatorial election and his perspective 

on the upcoming 1964 elections, it was entirely dedicated to airing out the grievances he felt he had 

had with the press at least since 1960. He left the public stage with the stigma of being bitter in defeat, 

having lashed out one last time at his perceived enemies, and it was a stigma he would have to 

overcome if he were to make his 1968 return to politics a successful one.6 

 The first step on Nixon’s journey back to relevance was a change of scenery. He was vague 

about his exact plans for the near future entailed in his press conference, but he soon moved to New 

York to resume practising law, the first stage of what Nixon would later dub his ‘wilderness years’.7 The 

move to New York was ostensibly simply a career move – becoming a full partner in the law firm 

Mudge, Rose, Guthrie and Alexander, which added his name, against an impressive $250.000 a year 

salary – but it would also put him in a new political landscape, right in the back yard of New York 

Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller, a prominent member of the Republican Party’s liberal wing and 

briefly a challenger to Nixon for the 1960 nomination.8 Nixon staved off Rockefeller’s challenge with 

what would become known as the Fifth Avenue Pact, but it would not be the last time the two clashed 

over the soul of the Republican Party.9 The move to New York was engineered by Elmer Bobst, 

chairman of the board of the Warner-Lambert Pharmaceutical Company and longtime friend of Nixon, 

going back to Nixon’s time as vice president under Eisenhower.10 Although Nixon himself framed 

Bobst’s reasoning behind the move entirely for professional and personal reasons, arguing that life in 

New York would offer better employment opportunities and that life there would be “much more 

interesting and stimulating,” it had an almost immediate impact on the future of Nixon’s political 

career.11 It was at the now renamed Nixon, Mudge, Rose, Guthrie and Alexander that Nixon met and 
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befriended Leonard Garment, who would go on to be closely involved with Nixon’s political rebirth 

during the wilderness years and become a key member of the Nixon White House.12 

 One could wonder whether this move as a full partner at a prestigious New York law firm was 

suitable for Nixon. On a professional level he had relatively little experience practicing law. He 

certainly had the academic credentials – graduating third in his class of twenty-five at Duke – but in 

practical terms his career as a lawyer spanned roughly five years, working for Wingert and Bewley in 

his hometown of Whittier from 1937 until 1941, and for Los Angeles based law firm Adams, Duque and 

Hazeltine in 1961.13 The former ended with Nixon taking a series of government jobs that saw him 

more and more involved in the American efforts in World War II, the latter ended with his 1962 

gubernatorial run. On a personal level Nixon seemed to have little love for the New York City 

environment, describing it as “a cold and expensive city” in his memoirs when discussing his first trip 

there during his 1936 Christmas break from his studies, which he and several fellow students had 

taken in order to gauge to what extent the city offered them opportunities for employment.14 

 Two electoral milestones remained between Nixon’s 1962 press conference and the 1968 

candidacy. The first, the presidential elections of 1964, was the year of the infamous Barry Goldwater 

campaign and the most crushing Republican defeat since World War II. Lyndon Johnson, heir 

apparent to the assassinated John F. Kennedy, easily defeated the divisive arch-conservative Barry 

Goldwater, who won only six states: his home state of Arizona – by less than 1% of the votes – and 

Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi and South Carolina, all part of the Deep South.15 As the 

Republican candidate in the previous presidential election Nixon gave a speech presenting Goldwater 

to the convention. It had been a contentious primary season, which saw the Republican electorate split 

between the conservative Goldwater, who was slated by his opponents as belligerent and dangerously 

aggressive, and the liberal Rockefeller, who was primarily attacked on the marital infidelities he had 

been involved with. The heated political battle between the two would spill over into the Republican 

National Convention that year, with Rockefeller’s speech being drowned out by shouts, boos, and even 

cow bells and squeeze horns.16 

 Although Nixon used his presentation speech to emphasize the importance of unity within the 

party Goldwater’s subsequent acceptance speech was described by Nixon himself as “strident, 

divisive”, and identified as the moment Goldwater lost any hopes of unseating Johnson.17 In the 

subsequent campaign Nixon made numerous appearances on behalf of local candidates who 

repeatedly asked him not to associate them with the Goldwater campaign. The biggest impact on 

Nixon’s political future came in the days following the defeat however. Nelson Rockefeller, the New 

York governor who Goldwater had defeated in the primaries, released a statement the day after the 

election placing the blame for the crushing defeat squarely at Goldwater and those who had supported 

him. In response Nixon gave a press conference on November 5 in which he blistered Rockefeller as a 
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“spoilsport and a divider”, and wrote him off as irrelevant as a Republican leader outside of New 

York.18 It was a confrontation between the two that had been more than a year in the making, ever 

since Rockefeller approached Nixon in September of 1963, seeking his support for his 1964 run for the 

Republican candidacy, an offer that Nixon rejected in favour of remaining neutral for the sake of 

Republican Party unity.19 

 The 1964 press conference placed Nixon centre stage when it came to rebuilding the 

Republican party. It was a role he considered a personal responsibility, claiming that this was the 

moment that he realized that: “there was no other life for me but politics and public service.”20 His role 

in supporting Goldwater and denouncing Rockefeller, even after the former’s electoral defeat, more 

thorough and humiliating than anything Nixon himself had ever endured, placed him squarely at the 

heart of the Republican party once more. During the 1966 midterm elections Nixon once again took to 

the campaign trail on behalf of Republican candidates for Congress and the Senate, this time in a much 

more public fashion. In an interview for the US News & World Report published on October 3, 1966, 

Nixon talked extensively on the scale of his work campaigning on behalf of Republicans challenging 

Democrats for their seat and even speculated that the 1968 candidacy race would be decided between 

himself and Michigan governor George Romney.21 It was the first time Nixon hinted at once again 

seeking elected office. 

 The preparations Nixon made during his wilderness years weren’t limited to the domestic 

stage. Following his 1962 electoral defeat Nixon started 1963 by taking a six-week vacation with his 

wife and children. Even as the Nixon family toured the pyramids of Egypt, the Berlin Wall and the 

Eiffel Tower Nixon dedicated a substantial amount of time to meeting foreign heads of state.22 This 

vacation was followed by a series of visits to Vietnam in 1964 and 1965 and trips throughout 1967 

which were, in Nixon’s own words, meant “to renew my contacts and refine my ideas about current 

conditions in the world.”23 Foreign policy had always been Nixon’s first passion and it was one of the 

few issues he would publicly speak on during his wilderness years outside of the 1964 and 1966 

campaign trails. These trips abroad became the lynchpin of the foreign policy rhetoric of the Nixon 

campaign. Throughout the campaign he repeatedly stressed not only his own foreign policy credentials 

but his personal familiarity with many world leaders and his first-hand experience with a perceived 

weakening of American respectability on the foreign stage, something that he was uniquely qualified to 

push back against.24 

 

In the same month that Seth McFarlane joked about Donald Trump being “fucking delusional” about 

his presidential aspirations he took the first official step onto the platform that would allow him to 

transition from being a reality television star to a credible voice in American politics. On March 31, 

2011, Trump was formally announced as the guest host of a weekly segment on the Fox News talkshow 
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Fox and Friends titled Mondays with Trump.25 It was the start of a long and fruitful relationship 

between Trump and the conservative news network. A potential Trump presidency was often 

speculated about by Fox News hosts and hinted at in on screen graphics, and between January 2013 

and April 2015 Trump made 48 appearances on prime-time Fox News programming.26 At the time Fox 

News already employed several prominent members and former elected officials of the Republican 

party such as Herman Cain, Newt Ginrich and Rick Santorum.27 The relationship between Fox News 

and Donald Trump has not always been a fully positive one however. When Fox News hosted the first 

primary debate among Republican candidates for the nomination of the presidency host Megyn Kelly 

challenged Trump on past sexist statements he had made about women. In response, Trump attacked 

Kelly viciously in both media appearances and on Twitter, infamously claiming that she had “…blood 

coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever.”28 When Fox News refused his demand that 

Kelly be removed as host of the final primary debate Trump blasted the network and went through 

with his threat not to attend.29 

 Donald Trump’s unique contribution to the media landscape was his ability to give credibility 

to ideas that up until he voiced them only existed on the fringe of American politics and media.30 The 

moment he contacted Joseph Farah, owner of conservative website WorldNetDaily, to inform him of 

the fact that he shared his beliefs that Barack Obama was not in fact a natural born citizen, having 

been born in Kenya rather than Honolulu, Hawaii, and as such was ineligible for the presidency, he 

brought that idea into the mainstream. What had until then been a fringe conspiracy theory suddenly 

became part of the mainstream news narrative, with broadcast outlets repeatedly airing Trump’s views 

on the matter, even if they did not repeat the questions of eligibility.31 Prior to the March 31 

announcement that Trump would become a regular contributor he had already been making frequent 

appearances on Fox News, and several Fox News hosts picked up on Trump’s comments surrounding 

Obama’s birth to promote the conspiracy theory on a mainstream media platform.32 A Gallup poll held 

around this time, conducted to measure the impact that Obama’s release of his long form birth 

certificate had had on public opinion regarding his status as a natural born citizen, highlights the fact 

that although up until then mainstream news media paid relatively little attention to the theory, a large 

percentage of Americans nonetheless questioned whether Obama was born in Hawaii. Prior to the 

April 27, 2011 release of his birth certificate, only 38% of Americans believed that Obama was 

“definitely born in U.S.”, with 15%, 9% and 19% of those polled believing that he was probably or 
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definitely born in another country or believing that they did not know enough to say for certain, 

respectively. While the release of the birth certificate did seem to change the opinions of those 

surveyed a substantial amount of respondents still questioned Obama’s legitimacy, with 23% of 

Republicans, 14% of independents and 5% of Democrats still believing that he was definitely or 

probably born in another country.33 

 His relationships with Fox News got him attention, but not the institutional access he needed 

to get his foot in the electoral door. In 2015 he began expanding his political staff in preparation of his 

campaign. One of the most notable hires from that time, one that links directly back to Richard Nixon, 

was Roger Stone, a Republican operative who had been working on campaigns to elect Republican 

officials since 1972, when he was part of Nixon’s Committee to Re-Elect the President, colloquially 

known as CREEP. As an operative for CREEP Stone had been actively involved in undermining the 

primary campaign of Pete McCloskey, a Republican congressman who was challenging Nixon on a pro-

peace platform.34 While working for CREEP Stone donated money to the McCloskey campaign on 

behalf of the Young Socialist Alliance, then sent the receipt for the donation to a local newspaper in an 

anonymous letter.35 Although Stone had been active in Republican campaigns since 1972 he had left 

the party behind following a scandal during the 1996 campaign on behalf of Clinton challenger Bob 

Dole, where it was revealed that Stone and his wife placed advertisements looking for partners in a 

swingers magazine.36 The fact that Stone had been out of active Republican campaign work since then 

made him a perfect advisor for Trump: with decades of experience campaigning on behalf of 

Republicans, yet now far enough removed from them not to threaten Trump’s outsider credentials. 

Stone departed the Trump campaign in August of 2015, of his own free will according to Stone himself 

but forcibly ousted according to Trump, although he remained a vocal Trump supporter.37 

 Those who held key positions in the Trump campaign were either drawn from the fringes of 

the Republican party or were, like Stone, operatives who had in the past worked for Republican 

campaigns but were several years removed from active involvement, allowing Trump to maintain the 

outsider narrative. Cory Lewandowski, who joined the Trump campaign formally as campaign 

manager at the launch of the campaign on June 16, 2016, had been tapped for the job six months 

earlier. Prior to joining the campaign he had been involved in several state-level campaigns and 

employed by Americans for Prosperity, a Koch brothers-backed conservative lobbying operation.38 He 

was fired almost a year later.39 Prior to his firing he had been replaced as campaign manager by Paul 
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Manafort, who, along with Roger Stone, had founded a political consulting company in 1980.40 

Manafort was a Republican campaign veteran, having participated in the 1976 campaign for Gerald 

Ford, the 1980 campaign for Ronald Reagan, the 1988 campaign for George H.W. Bush and the 1996 

campaign for Bob Dole, along with indirect involvement in the 2008 campaign for John McCain.41 He 

was removed from the campaign following revelations that he had received more than $12 million in 

payments from ousted Ukrainian president Viktor Yanukovych.42 He was replaced by Kellyanne 

Conway and Steve Bannon. Conway, now a White House aide, entered the Trump campaign in in the 

summer of 2016.43 She had made her career as CEO of a polling company and political commentator 

and had gotten herself involved in the 2016 presidential campaign on behalf of Ted Cruz.44 She became 

a trusted member of the Trump campaign team and subsequent administration in spite of her vocal 

criticisms of Trump early in the 2016 campaign. She represented the super-PAC of Robert Mercer, co-

founder of the Renaissance Technologies hedge fund and major contributor to the Ted Cruz 

campaign.45 Bannon entered the Trump campaign as an investment banker turned documentary 

maker, once described by Andrew Breitbart, founder of Breitbart News, as “the Leni Riefenstahl of the 

Tea Party Movement.” Bannon would become executive chairman of Breitbart News following 

Breitbart’s death in 2012.46 Like Conway Bannon would go on to become an integral part of the Trump 

White House staff, and his involvement in the campaign gave Trump access to a wide network of right-

wing populist news media that exists on the fringes, yet commands a vast audience.47 Following 

Trump’s victory these news media would become part of the White House press room landscape, much 

to the dismay of more traditional news outlets.48 

 

When looking at the period of time that can essentially be seen as ‘campaign preparation’, those five 

years leading up to the actual election where both candidates jockeyed for position in order to come 
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out of the starting blocks in the most advantageous way, an immediate and clear distinction 

immediately pops out. For Richard Nixon this process, between his November 1962 press conference 

and his January 1968 announcement that he would run for the candidacy, this process played out 

almost entirely internally. In the timespan of five years Nixon stayed behind the scenes, making only 

limited public appearances other than on behalf of other Republican candidates but always working, 

building up his contacts, both within American politics in general and in the Republican party in 

particular, and always keeping in touch with those foreign leaders with whom he had built a 

relationship during his years as Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president, developing cordial relations with 

political leaders from a wide ideological and geographic spectrum. The former provided him with the 

crucial institutional support to overcome the fact that Ronald Reagan had edged him out in popular 

votes during the primaries, the latter gave him the credentials he needed to present himself as 

uniquely able to assess and address the challenges American faced abroad and to restore the credibility 

of the United States, both militarily and politically, that he claimed had been squandered during the 

past eight years of Democratic rule. 

 By contrast Donald Trump’s campaign preparations were expressly public and almost entirely 

outside of the institutional confines of the Republican party. After already being featured frequently 

calling in on Fox News shows to challenge the credibility of Barack Obama and critique his policies, he 

became a weekly guest on the Monday morning talkshow Fox and Friends in March of 2011, the same 

month the Comedy Central roast aired. Even then there were those who thought he might run for the 

nomination in 2012. Trump himself did little to discourage those ideas as evident by the fact that he 

published a book of his political ideas that same year, something he had done previously for his 

candidacy in 2000 as the candidate for the Reform party. Like with Nixon before him, those five years 

prior to his candidacy set the tone for his campaign rhetoric: presenting himself as uniquely capable of 

representing the American people in the White House due to the fact that he wasn’t a product of the 

Republican party, subscribing to their ideals but not corrupted by the outside influence of lobbyists 

and donors (even as he integrated numerous staff members into his campaign who, while not formally 

a part of the Republican party, had nonetheless worked on high profile political campaigns for its 

candidates), and the only man who was able to confront the multi-headed monster that was the 

Democratic party, with Hillary Clinton as the most dangerous head of them all. 

 Their methods were vastly different – Nixon prepared in private, behind the scenes wherever 

possible and making public appearances only where he was truly obligated to, within the party, Trump 

in public, outside of it – but the impact it had on their campaigns was surprisingly similar. Both Nixon 

and Trump used the five years leading up to their respective campaigns to not only lay the ground 

works in term of the contacts and exposure they’d need to win the presidency, but also to set the tone 

of the campaign, to give it a voice with which they could speak to the electorate, and to craft the 

foundations of a rhetoric that they would use throughout their run for the White House.
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3.2. Nixon and Trump as self-made men 

 

With the very first line of his first memoirs, published in 1978 and written in the years following the 

Watergate scandal, Richard Nixon begins his life story with the line “I was born in a house my father 

built.”1 It immediately sets the tone for the memoirs in general and the first chapter in particular, 

which deals with Nixon’s life from his birth in 1913 up to 1946, when he first ran for public office. 

Nixon is a man who earned everything he has through hard work and dedication, a standard that was 

set for him by his family. He describes a college experience in which his rigorous discipline in 

maintaining his studies compensated for a lack of natural talent that certain fellow students seemed to 

possess, an experience that was mirrored in his participation in collegiate sports and his preparations 

for his first run for public office.2 Thrift was another recurring theme in Nixon’s early adulthood, with 

Nixon saving money in college by using university facilities for his daily hygiene needs and even 

subsisting on canned food during his two week honeymoon.3 It’s easy to see the virtues pushed in the 

early life narrative that Nixon sets out. Hard work. Discipline. Perseverance. Frugal living. The Richard 

Nixon in these memoirs managed to achieve through determination and hard work what those around 

him had handed to them by virtue of their innate talents. 

 It’s a narrative that lies at the very core of American identity and the Just World Hypothesis. 

America as the land of opportunity, the one country in the world where anyone can make a success of 

themselves if they just work hard enough. In order to fully understand the role that the image of the 

self-made man played in the campaigns of Richard Nixon and Donald Trump a logical first step would 

be to examine why the self-made man is such a powerful image, not just in American politics but in 

American life in general. The self-made man has been a staple of American life for at least the past 

century and a half. The occupation of the man shifted – from the frontiersmen and fortune seekers of 

the mid nineteenth century such as Davey Crockett and Buffalo Bill to wealthy industrialists such as 

John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie to modern day kings of Silicon Valley like Bill Gates and 

Mark Zuckerberg who managed to turn one or two breakthrough ideas into billions of dollars – but he 

has always had a presence in the American psyche as living proof that anyone could obtain success 

through hard work. Even when running for office being a self-made man is often a recurring theme. 

Candidates who can’t reliably present themselves as one will instead point to their fathers or 

grandfathers, noting how they often either fled from war-torn countries or oppressive regimes to find a 

better life for their children or worked long hours at exhausting jobs to put their kids through college. 

In 2016 Marco Rubio and Ted Cruz, both candidates for the Republican nomination, repeatedly 

brought up the fact that they were sons of Cubans fleeing the Castro regime in order to assert 

themselves within the American Dream narrative.4 

 Even if the candidates themselves can’t realistically portray themselves as self-made, they can 

still fit their family history into the narrative to increase their credibility and appeal to a shared vision 

of what America represents. Conversely, depicting an opponent’s success as less than legitimate has 
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also become a common tactic, the most notorious example of which was probably the campaign put 

out by a group called the Swift Boats Veterans for Truth (SBVT), which sought to counter 2004 

Democratic candidate for the presidency John Kerry’s claim to legitimacy via his service in the 

Vietnam war by putting out campaign ads and a book that sought to discredit his military record.5 

Since then swift-boating has become part of the vernacular of American politics as a verb describing 

performing or being on the receiving end of a political attack or smear.6 In 1952, during his infamous 

Checkers Speech, discussed more extensively later, Nixon sought to make the Democratic candidate 

Adlai Stevenson less than legitimate in the eyes of the American public by claiming that his candidacy 

for the presidency was only possible because of the money he had inherited from his father, whereas 

he, living relatively modestly, had earned everything he had through hard work.7 Likewise, Barack 

Obama’s 2008 campaign was plagued by repeated attacks based on the suggestion that affirmative 

action, not academic abilities, were the reason he was able to make it through Harvard Law School, 

attacks that Donald Trump himself carried on well after the 2008 campaign was over.8 

 

The ostensible autobiography of Davy Crockett, published in 1834, can provide some insights into why 

this self-made man narrative took off when it did. Crockett, born in 1786, ten years after American 

independence but ten years before his home state of Tennessee became incorporated into the United 

States, was the poster-child of a new generation of Americans.9 Where the previous generation of 

American politicians could draw their political credibility from their own or their family’s participation 

in the war of independence these younger politicians had to find a new source of legitimacy. That 

legitimacy was found in the frontier. As America expanded west those who led the expansion became 

figures of myth, which some of them managed to translate into electoral success. Crockett himself 

turned his role in establishing the community that would eventually become Lawrence County, 

Tennessee, serving as a justice of the peace and a colonel of the local militia, into several electoral 

victories.10 This idea of frontier democracy becoming part of the national narrative of American 

politics was first put forward by American historian Frederick Jack Turner in his seminal work The 

Frontier in American History. Turner put forth his thesis at an interesting time in American history, 

starting in 1893, the waning years of the frontier and the end of the first economic boom in the 

American steel industry.11 Turner’s book cites several examples of frontier politicians who rose to the 

presidency of the United States during the first half of the nineteenth century, supplanting the original 

stock of presidents whose credentials tie back to the American revolution. Men such as Andrew 

Jackson, Martin van Buren, James Polk and Abraham Lincoln all represented a class of politician who 
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rose through the highest office from frontier origins, deriving their legitimacy from the harsh 

conditions they faced growing up and their contributions to the building of America.12 

 These wild west frontier myths were not limited to American political life, or even its primary 

expression, at home or abroad. The frontiersman standing against everything the elements and savage 

nature could throw at him became a central figure of American popular literature and theatre, with 

touring acts such as Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show not only drawing large audiences domestically but 

also taking the frontier abroad, solidifying it as a core ingredient of European perceptions of America 

during the mid to late nineteenth century.13 Likewise, the frontier became a popular theme in both 

popular literature catering towards adults and that marketed towards children and teenagers. Authors 

such as James Fenimore Cooper, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry David Thoraeu all drew inspiration 

from either growing up on the American frontier or at least making tours of it, and laced their prose 

with heroes coming face to face with the hardships of it and subsequently overcoming it through force 

of character, skill and perseverance.14 This interdependence between the American frontier, the culture 

of its inhabitants and the kind of attitudes it fosters is illustrated by Albert von Frank: “The provincial 

mind, as it is usually understood in relation to the American context, is one that has succumbed to 

environmental pressures and has been drawn away from its cultural heritage; frontier consciousness is 

the provincial mind in protest and is, therefore, in its essential genius, conservative. It is a mind that 

knows the meaning of a loss of heritage; it is a mind that identifies itself in cultural terms and so 

regards the threat to culture as a threat to personality as well.”15 

 Interestingly, the post-Civil War era saw a new type of literary contribution to the self-made 

man mythos that supplanted the frontier literature of the first half of the nineteenth century. Horatio 

Alger, author of over 120 young adult novels, created a repeating narrative of the poverty-stricken boy 

who through respectable behaviour and perseverance eventually becomes the beneficiary of the charity 

of some wealthy man whose eye he catches through his virtuous conduct.16 Again and again, the heroes 

of Horatio Alger continue to struggle against a harsh world until they’re finally uplifted to middle class 

prosperity by someone whose eye they catch. This charity isn’t framed in terms of good fortune but 

rather the deserved reward for a life well lived in the face of adversity. Alger’s moral lessons were the 

result of a combination of classical education at antebellum Harvard and his perceived responsibility 

as a “genteel moralist” to speak to the nation’s youth on the importance of virtue from a position of 

moral authority.17 Like the frontier authors before him he wrote a reflection of the environment he 

lived in, this time urban New York rather than the untamed wilds of the west, where he met his target 

audience, those who were most in need of his teachings, the stray youths that littered the city streets.18 

This narrative pattern has become known as the Horatio Alger myth. It’s a pattern that fits neatly into 

the Just World Hypothesis, both for its perpetuation of the idea that hard work and virtuous life will 
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always be rewarded and for the fact that it provides a psychological coping mechanism against the 

painful realities of inequality in daily life.19 

 

Nixon’s appeal to self-made man status goes back all the way t0 1952, during what had become known 

as the Checkers Speech. It was a speech that Nixon gave in response to accusations of him using a 

campaign donations fund to pay for personal expenditures. A fund set up by California businessmen 

was seen as a supplementary salary.20 It had been brought to the attention of the press by an 

anonymous source who supported the Republican candidacy of California governor Earl Warren, who 

in part due to the involvement of Richard Nixon had lost the Republican candidacy for president at the 

1952 Republican National Convention.21 The tone of the reporting was set by The New York Post, 

which broke the headline “SECRET NIXON FUND,” followed by the subhead “Secret Rich Men’s Trust 

Fund Keeps Nixon in Style Far Beyond his Salary,” and discussed the fund in terms of “The existence 

of a ‘millionaire’s club’ devoted exclusively to the financial comfort of Senator Nixon, GOP Vice 

Presidential candidate.”22 The speech became most famous for Nixon’s claim that the only personal gift 

he had received was a dog that his six-year-old daughter had named Checkers, and that he had no 

intention of returning it. In the moments leading up to the Checkers statement however, Nixon first set 

out a brief biography of himself, highlighting his upbringing in relative poverty, the hard work he and 

his family put in and the thrift he lived in to this day.23 This segment of the speech was more or less a 

brief summary of the first chapter of his 1978 memoires, in which he, as noted before, described a life 

of hard but honest work and thrift that eventually gave him both the knowledge and discipline 

necessary to first successfully run for office. It allowed him to frame the accusations made against him 

not as untrue but as unfair. The $18.000 he was accused of spending through the fund were necessary 

expenses to continue to carry out his work as a politician since he, coming from a poor background, 

did not have the financial means to do so on his own dime. The speech was a rousing success. Nixon’s 

appeal to the framework of himself as a self-made man being unfairly attacked by those who could rely 

on their family fortunes to build their political careers resonated powerfully with the public.24 

 This appeal to the self-made man mythology was not only applied to Nixon himself but also to 

the policies he proposed to the benefit of the American people. His campaign rhetoric prior to and 

during the 1968 campaign especially pushed this idea. In an article published in the October 1967 

edition of Reader’s Digest titled What Has Happened to America he concludes by saying: “To heal the 

wounds that have torn the nation to asunder, to re-establish respect for law and the principles that 

have been the source of America's growth and greatness will require the example of leaders in every 

walk of American life.”25 It discusses the theme of the article – a perceived rise in permissiveness and 

declining respect for law and order that’s the cause of the riots that plagued American cities in the late 
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sixties – in terms of this idea that America is the land of the self-made man; America is a land of 

growth and greatness, although opportunities for people to capitalize on that growth and greatness are 

stymied by a rising lawlessness. It’s a sentiment that Nixon expanded on in his 1968 acceptance speech 

at the Republican National Convention. Nixon stated that “America is in trouble today not because her 

people have failed but because her leaders have failed. And what America needs are leaders to match 

the greatness of her people.” He explicitly identifies himself as that leader by going back to his self-

made man roots at the conclusion of the speech, describing himself as the product of “A father who 

had to go to work before he finished the sixth grade, sacrificed everything he had so that his sons could 

go to college. A gentle, Quaker mother, with a passionate concern for peace, quietly wept when he went 

to war but she understood why he had to go. A great teacher, a remarkable football coach, an 

inspirational minister encouraged him on his way. A courageous wife and loyal children stood by him 

in victory and also defeat. And in his chosen profession of politics, first there were scores, then 

hundreds, then thousands, and finally millions worked for his success. And tonight he stands before 

you—nominated for President of the United States of America.”26 

 And this is clearly the point where charismatic leadership and the Just World Hypothesis are 

brought together in the persona of the self-made man. Nixon positions himself as uniquely gifted, 

uniquely able to address the concerns of those who “For the past five years we have been deluged by 

government programs for the unemployed; programs for the cities; programs for the poor. And we 

have reaped from these programs an ugly harvest of frustration, violence and failure across the land.”27 

He can help America achieve greatness because he is living proof of its potential: that through hard 

work, discipline and respect for authority, any American can achieve what he has achieved, the 

nomination for the presidency of the United States as the candidate of the major party. The policy 

platform that he sets out during the speech is a reflection of his desire to bring back that American 

ideal to the American people, to give them the ability to pursue the success and happiness all 

Americans are hypothetically able to achieve within America’s exceptional system without having to 

worry about those who would take advantage of it or those leaders who put in place the policies that 

empowered them to do so. Nixon is exceptional in the sense that he fulfils the ideal-type of the self-

made man who overcame the economic limitations of his background through hard work and 

perseverance and who offers the American voters a vision of an America where only he can restore the 

exceptional American opportunities that Democrats have squandered for the past eight years. 

 

For Donald J. Trump the foundations of his fortune were built on government grants and programs. In 

the midst of the Great Depression the funds made available through the Federal Housing Act (FHA) 

allowed his father, Fred Trump, to make millions constructing houses in Brooklyn. During and after 

World War II that same Federal Housing Act gave Fred Trump access to lucrative contracts building 

homes for naval personnel near the shipyards of the east coast.28 In spite of the simple fact that his 

father’s fortune and by extension his own was built on government contracts Donald Trump himself 

does not seem to believe that it’s the government’s place to hand out grants like the ones included in 
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the FHA that allowed his father to make millions. In The America We Deserve he notes that 

government should get: “…back in the business of providing for public convenience (transportation, 

public works) and safety (police and firefighters), and make sure it does so efficiently. Then judge its 

efforts by visible, definable results and fine-tune as needed.”29 

 For someone looking to present themselves as a self-made man these kind of details – a father 

who built his fortunes on government grants and an inheritance that lay at the very foundation of one’s 

own personal wealth – are anathema to the narrative that they are trying to create. As such, 

throughout his career, Donald Trump has repeatedly downplayed to what extent his father depended 

on government support and to what extent his own business empire was contingent on his father’s 

fortune. This came to a head at the first presidential debate where Hillary Clinton challenged Donald 

Trump on his repeated assertions that his business empire was entirely the result of his own hard 

work. She pointed out that Trump had received $14 million in loans from his father’s company, Trump 

countered by stating he had only borrowed $1 million, a fraction of his self-proclaimed worth. In a 

way, both were right. The $1 million statement from Trump is based on a single loan he received from 

his father in 1975. The $14 million comes from a 1985 court filing that lists $14 million in debts that 

Trump held to his father’s company.30 Trump had made the $1 million loan claim in his 2015 book 

Crippled America: “He loaned me a small amount of money — loaned, not gave — around $1 million — 

money that I probably could have gotten from a bank — and the biggest part of my journey began. I 

paid my father back a few years later, with full interest, after my Manhattan deals started to come in — 

and very successfully.”31 The first time Trump threw out the $1 million “small” loan line on the 

campaign trail was at a Town Hall campaign event in October of 2015, where he also tried to downplay 

the extent to which he benefited from the loan by stating that “…a million dollars isn't very much 

compared to what I've built.”32 He repeated the claim at a February 26, 2016, press conference, in 

response to Republican rival Marco Rubio’s attacks challenging his self-made man status, stating “He 

(Marco Rubio) also said I got $200 million from my father. I wish. I wish. I got a very, very small loan 

from my father many years ago. I built that into a massive empire and I paid my father back that 

loan….The number is wrong by a factor of hundreds of — I mean, by a fortune. I got a small loan. I 

started a business.”33 It’s the self-made man narrative in a nutshell, Trump downplaying the role his 

father played in building his empire, emphasizing that the $1 million loan dwarfed in comparison to 

the billions of dollars he made since then. 

 These discussions about Trump’s alleged status as a billionaire and the role his father and 

other financial backers played in allowing him to build his empire have been going on for some time. 

For Donald Trump, being perceived as wealthy and successful has become part of his business. The 

Trump name has become a brand that has been licensed to both real-estate and consumer goods. On 
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the real-estate side, Trump is frequently paid millions to allow developers around the world to use his 

name for their project. As such, a Trump hotel or resort may have no actual involvement with Donald 

Trump beyond that payment to license the Trump brand – the mere association with Donald Trump is 

considered to increase the value and prestige of a real-estate project.34 The Trump name licensing for 

consumer goods has been applied to an incredibly wide range of products, such as perfume, vodka, 

mineral water, men’s wear and mattresses.35 Trump licensed products are sold next to his books in the 

lobby of Trump Tower, creating the air of the cornerstone of Trump’s real-estate empire as a tourist 

destination.36 In 1989 the Trump brand and likeness were even loaned to a board game, simply named 

Trump: The Game, a Monopoly-like board game in which players circle a board representing New 

York City while bidding on various properties. In the end the player who has accumulated the most 

wealth wins. The game shows how pervasive the Trump brand can get: his face not only dominates the 

box art but also takes centre stage on the game board and even the paper money that players use to pay 

their transactions.37 This perception of wealth through building remains at the core of the Trump 

identity even after his electoral victory, with former congressman and Trump supporter Newt Gingrich 

claiming that “He really is Queens and not Manhattan,” and that “He is blue collar, middle-class 

America. He builds buildings. He doesn't finance them.”38 

 This same presentation of Donald Trump as a wealthy and successful businessman has carried 

over as he transitioned into the world of reality television. Starting in 2004 Donald Trump starred in 

the show The Apprentice, in which teams of aspiring Trump employees competed in challenges 

tangentially related to their supposed business acumen, with a member of the losing team being 

dismissed at the end of each episode with what has become a catchphrase for Trump: ‘You’re fired!’. 

This phrase became so synonymous with Trump that he tried to trademark it almost immediately after 

the first episode aired.39 The shows has had several international adaptations, as well as a celebrity 

spinoff. Since then Trump has appeared in several other projects that bolstered his status as a 

celebrity. In 2007 he became part of a storyline rivalry with Vince McMahon, owner of World 

Wrestling Entertainment (WWE), that was billed as the Battle of the Billionaires. Both men managed a 

wrestler, with Vince McMahon choosing a primitive-looking Samoan billed as ‘Umaga’, complete with 

face paint, loincloth and braided hair, and Trump being represented by a former United States Army 

sergeant named Bobby Lashley. At that year’s WrestleMania, the biggest WWE show of the year, both 

wrestlers met in the ring with the stipulation that the manager of the losing fighter would get his head 

shaved.40 For his participation in this storyline, and his hosting of several major WWE shows in the 
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eighties, Trump has since been inducted in the WWE Hall of Fame in 2013.41 As noted in chapter 3.1 

he also participated in a comedy roast of himself in 2011, organized by broadcaster Comedy Central, in 

which he was ridiculed by several celebrities and comedians.42 Many speakers at the event ridiculed 

Trump’s presidential aspirations.43 

 The importance of a perception of wealth and prestige associated with the Trump brand, which 

Trump himself has contributed to establishing in many ways, is also shown in several high profile 

lawsuits that he ran. In 2008 he sued Deutsche Bank for $3 billion in response to the bank’s attempts 

to collect a $40 million payment on financing they had provided for a Trump-backed construction 

project in Chicago.44 Also in 2008 Trump’s licensing company, Trump Marks LLC, was involved in a 

lawsuit against New York legal firm Morrison Cohen LLP, in part over the way Morrison Cohen 

advertised their employment by Trump from 2001 until 2006 on their website.45 That same year he 

sued the author of the book Trump Nation: The Art of Being the Donald for defamation over the 

author’s estimations that the net worth of Donald Trump was approximately $150 to $250 million, 

rather than the billions of dollars Trump himself claimed.46 The lawsuit was dismissed, then appealed 

by Trump in 2011, where it was dismissed again.47 A common thread throughout these litigations is 

that Trump repeatedly argued that attempts to collect debts he owed or estimations that undervalued 

his net worth were not only false but also damaged his ability to earn money off of his name, which is 

why he felt he was owed hundreds of millions or even billions in compensatory payments. Over the 

years litigation has become a key part of the Trump brand even though he has lost or settled out of 

court all the lawsuits described in the preceding paragraph. As ghost writer of the Donald Trump book 

The Art of the Deal Tony Schwartz explains: “…if you lose, declare victory. And that’s exactly what 

happened there. He lost as clearly as you could lose but he loudly proclaimed his victory.”48 

 

This appears to present an odd dichotomy. On the one hand Donald Trump is, in his own eyes, the 

pinnacle of wealth and prestige, uniquely gifted with the business acumen and shrewd negotiating 

skills that have allowed him to turn that “small” $1 million loan into a business empire worth several 

billions of dollars, based on the twin ideas that he is so successful that other developers will pay him 

millions simply to have his name on their buildings and that he has such a discerning taste that any 

consumer good bearing his name must be of the highest quality. On the other he presents himself as 

concerned with the American working class, wealthy yet down to earth enough that he understands 
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their problems and concerns.49 But it fits in with the Just World Hypothesis – the idea that through 

exceptional talents and abilities Trump was able to turn ‘just’ $1 million into a massive empire, and 

that anyone who works hard enough can do the same, that his success, while the result of hard work 

and sacrifice, are attainable for anyone who is willing to work hard enough. Trump has also made this 

part of his political persona, repeatedly claiming that his skills at making business deals would 

translate to making diplomatic deals that would benefit the American people, warning that treaties like 

NAFTA had been a “ total disaster for the United States”  and that it “has emptied our states of our 

manufacturing and our jobs.”50 

 Like Richard Nixon and many American politicians before him, and like some of his 

Republican rivals in the 2016 primaries, Donald J. Trump needs his electorate to believe that he is 

essentially a self-made man, someone who has built an empire out of almost nothing. This isn’t true of 

course. But it’s a narrative that he managed to sell to his audience. It’s where he deprives his 

charismatic leadership from, the fact that he is perceived as wealthy and successful by the virtue of his 

business acumen, not any kind of government support or inheritance from his father. It’s American 

exceptionalism writ large, the idea that the American system is the only one in the world where a man 

like Donald J. Trump can fully exercise his talents and become a multi-billionaire. It goes beyond 

Horatio Alger, whose heroes were merely rewarded for their virtuous living with middle class 

respectability. To those who believe in a just world, Trump is a good person because he is wealthy, and 

because he is wealthy he must be a good person. Even his repeated assertions that his father loaned 

him ‘just’ a million dollars fit into this narrative – if his wealth was inherited rather than earned it 

would make him not just less deserving of that wealth, but less morally superior. 

                                                             
49 Ronald Brownstein, "The Billionare Candidate and His Blue-Collar Following," The Atlantic, September 11, 2015, accessed 
June 6, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/09/the-billionaire-candidate-and-his-blue-collar-
following/432783/. 
50 BBC, "Donald Trump's top four 'deals' for foreign policy," BBC News, April 27, 2016, accessed June 6, 2017, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-36154988. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/09/the-billionaire-candidate-and-his-blue-collar-following/432783/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/09/the-billionaire-candidate-and-his-blue-collar-following/432783/
http://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-36154988


42 
 

3.3. Promoting American justice 

 

“The great Reagan myth lives on and the country with the highest incarceration rate in the world is the 

one with the absurdly liberal criminal justice system.”1 With this one line the author of a review of the 

movie Punisher: Warzone neatly sums up the political message of the movie in which a lone vigilante 

singlehandedly murders hundreds of low level criminals and one of the most bizarre discrepancies 

between perception and reality in American society. No country imprisons more of its population than 

the United States, per capita or in absolute numbers.2 And yet law and order, harsher punishments 

and more money for law enforcement have all become part and parcel of Republican campaign 

rhetoric. This chapter will discuss how both Richard Nixon and Donald Trump utilized law and order 

rhetoric to appeal to their voters, how this rhetoric can be used to diminish legitimate grievances that 

certain groups in America might have with American society as a whole and the policies of the 

Republican party in particular and why appeals to law and order resonate so strongly with large 

segments of the American electorate, in a wider context of the Just World Hypothesis. I will also 

discuss the societal context of the 1968 and 2016 elections to show why the law and order narrative 

was more appealing to American voters during those particular years. 

 

1968 was a year of unrest in a long line of years of unrest. During the mid to late sixties violent riots 

broke out, in various degrees of intensity, in New York, Atlanta, Philadelphia, Tampa, Chicago, Los 

Angeles and other urban areas, usually preceded by acrimonious interactions between the police 

departments of those cities and its African American inhabitants.3 Race and police oppression were a 

major catalyst for riots, but they weren’t the only ones. At the 1968 Democratic National Convention in 

Chicago violent clashes broke out between a loose coalition of various anti-Vietnam war protestors and 

the Chicago police. These riots were especially noteworthy because among those targeted by the 

Chicago police were dozens of journalists, which led to the unusual sight of mainstream American 

media turning against government institutions.4 Another aspect of the urban riots of the sixties that 

made them unique compared to similar race-related unrests prior to World War II was the increasing 

proliferation of television sets in American households and an increasing capability to broadcast 

unrests live into the living rooms across America, thus vastly increasing their visibility. Riots that 

Americans earlier in history would have read about in newspapers the following day could now be 

broadcast right into their living room, complete with ominous background commentary. Most notably 

during the 1965 Watts riots in Los Angeles local television station KTLA-TV had a first in broadcast 

television history – the first riot filmed from the air. They were the first station in the country with a 

news helicopter, a relic from the Korean War, and it gave viewers across the nation a bird’s eye view of 

the riots, complete with a broadcaster constantly describing it in Old Testament terms: “Then with the 
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suddenness of a lightning bolt and all the fury of an infernal holocaust, there was HELL in the City of 

Angels!”5 

 This increasingly violent urban unrest, and the increasing fears of it, were major themes in 

Richard Nixon’s rhetoric before the campaign even started. In the October 1967 Reader’s Digest article 

discussed earlier in this thesis Nixon stated that “There has been a tendency in this country to charge 

off the violence and the rioting of the past summer solely to the deep racial division between Negro 

and white. Certainly racial animosities--and agonies--were the most visible causes. But riots were also 

the most visible causes. But riots were also the most virulent symptoms to date of another, and in some 

ways graver, national disorder--the decline in respect for public authority and the rule of law in 

America. Far from being a great society, our is becoming a lawless society.”6 This is, in a nutshell, 

Nixon’s law and order rhetoric – riots were not only an issue that needed to be addressed, by increased 

repression and increased police spending, but also symptomatic of a larger problem, a growing decline 

in trust in the American system, a decline that has been empowered by liberal politicians and judges 

and that only the Republican party in general and he in particular can avert. The article also shows 

another side of the law and order rhetoric: its ability to diminish and discredit legitimate grievances 

that certain minority groups might have with the wider institutional context of American society.7 

Specifically Nixon writes, in the introduction to the article, that “Just three years ago this nation 

seemed to be completing its greatest decade of racial progress and entering one of the most hopeful 

periods in American History. Twenty million Negroes were at last being admitted to full membership 

in the society, and this social miracle was being performed with a minimum friction and without loss 

of our freedom or tranquillity. With this star of racial peace and progress before us, how did it happen 

that last summer saw the United States blazing in an inferno of urban anarchy?”8 In one fell swoop 

Nixon trivializes the entirety of the Civil Rights Movement of the fifties and sixties by claiming not only 

that those victories gained by the movement had come about with “minimum friction” and “without 

loss of our freedom or tranquillity”, but that with what had been achieved so far the Civil Rights 

movement essentially no longer had any legitimate grievances, and that the riots of the past few years 

were thus entirely unjustified. 

 Nixon didn’t pull this framework out of thin air. It was language used by news commentators 

throughout the sixties in a vain attempt to make sense of what seemed like a spontaneous outbreak of 

lawlessness and breakdown of societal values. The KTLA-TV broadcast of the Watts riots described Los 

Angeles as having “…a virtually ideal climate, surrounded by natural beauty, and the benefits of 

economic prosperity,” and a community that “had prided itself on its relatively harmonious racial 

relations, few demonstrations, no massive civil disobedience, little trouble from militant factions.”9 

Broadcasts framed the riots in terms of civil war, talking about battles, snipers on rooftops and even 

open war.10 When rioters fired on the KTLA-TV news helicopter, it was widely reported.11 But it wasn’t 
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just the riots as war against the American way of life narrative or the suggestion that rioters were 

burning down paradise that Nixon drew from the media. On August 1, 1966, a former United States 

Marine sharpshooter climbed the bell tower at the University of Texas and started opening fire at 

random, killing fifteen people and injuring more than thirty others before police were able to gun him 

down. It became almost impossible for the media to explain. Whitman had been an eagle scout at age 

twelve, highly successful in school and scoring in the top five percent of the nation on standardized 

testing.12 When he began basic training as a marine in October of 1958 he showed similar dedication 

and skill, especially on the shooting range.13 It seemed to go against all common sense – the model 

student and eagle scout turned marine sharpshooter lashing out so violently without warning. News 

broadcasters found their answer in another major theme of What Has Happened to America?: moral 

licentiousness. Initially struggling with the idea that Whitman, an “all-American boy” was capable of 

such senseless violence, they found their answer in the account of an Austin merchant who claimed 

that Whitman attempted to sell him “a nice supply of pornography.”14 Whitman’s acts were just 

rationalized by the fact that he was, essentially, a pervert, a man without morals. It was confirmation 

of a larger narrative that existed within American media that linked the apparent increase in violent 

crime, not just in the form of riots but of every day criminal acts, to an apparent breakdown of 

American values. 

 It’s a sentiment that Nixon doubled down on during his acceptance speech at the 1968 

Republican National Convention. In his opening remarks, asking his audience to take a look at the 

state of America, he noted that “As we look at America, we see cities enveloped in smoke and flame. 

We hear sirens in the night. … We see Americans hating each other; fighting each other; killing each 

other at home. And as we see and hear these things, millions of Americans cry out in anguish.”15 Later 

on in the speech, addressing the domestic unrest the United States faced, he stated “Let us always 

respect, as I do, our courts and those who serve on them. But let us also recognize that some of our 

courts in their decisions have gone too far in weakening the peace forces as against the criminal forces 

in this country and we must act to restore that balance. Let those who have the responsibility to 

enforce our laws and our judges who have the responsibility to interpret them be dedicated to the great 

principles of civil rights.”16 The domestic policy portions of the speech repeat in essence what was 

already set out in the Reader’s Digest article – America is under threat from civil unrest and rioting, 

this rioting is a direct result of Democratic policy makers and elites creating a society in which 

permissiveness and licentiousness have empowered the lawless to do as they please, and the 

Republican party is the only choice for Americans who wish to return to the peaceful stability of the 

status quo. 

 Calling out protesters as dissatisfied malcontents causing unrest for unrest’s sake rather than 

giving voice to legitimate grievances wasn’t just campaign rhetoric for Nixon. It became part of his 

everyday campaign strategy. At a campaign rally in Teterboro, New Jersey, Nixon campaign staff 

instructed the police detail that secured the event to let a small group of protestors, large enough to be 
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heard but small enough not to pose any real threat, and as they began disrupting his speech by 

chanting obscenities aimed at the Vietnam war and Nixon personally Nixon responded in almost 

patriarchal fashion: “Is that the voice of America? I say to you it is not. It is a loud voice but, my 

friends, there is a way to answer: Don't answer with violence. Don't answer by shouting the same 

senseless words that they use. Answer in the powerful way that Americans have always answered. Let 

the majority of Americans speak up, speak up on November 3, speak up with your votes. That is the 

way to answer.”17 It was a devious yet effective rhetorical turn. In those brief remarks he not only 

trivialized the grievances of those who protested against the Vietnam war and the policies Nixon 

campaigned on but he also positioned himself as the father figure, the one who understood that those 

protesters were in essence just children throwing a tantrum, and Americans could fight back by voting 

for him. 

 Nixon’s call for law and order was almost immediately met with scepticism from civil rights 

leaders, even those who identified as Republicans, with one NAACP board member stating: “Nixon's 

appeal for law and order has a special meaning when he uses it. I'm all for law and order, but he is 

trying to get the support of the white backlash around the country.”18 They placed the law and order 

rhetoric of the Nixon campaign within a wider historical context, associating it not with the numerous 

urban riots of the sixties but with the violent suppression of Civil Rights activism in the Jim Crow 

south. Segregationists such as governor George Wallace of Alabama often equated their violent 

repression of peaceful civil rights protests with maintaining law and order.19 The fact that doubling 

down on a law and order rhetoric and trivializing the grievances of African American movements 

would cost them certain groups of voters, especially on the east coast, was offset by the fact that it 

would allow them to gain massive support from white voters in the traditionally Democratic bastion of 

the Solid South. Nixon’s campaign strategy was predicated on the fact that on a nation-wide basis he 

only needed two percent of the African American vote.20 Introducing law and order rhetoric and 

combining them with calculated demographic targeting was part of a larger campaign strategy based 

on demographic shifts since World War II. The disastrous Goldwater statement during the 1964 

presidential campaign that America would be better off if the entire eastern seaboard were to be cut off 

and cast out to sea, one that was extensively capitalized on by the Johnson campaign, was quietly put 

into practice.21 

 As Nixon campaign strategist Kevin Phillips put it in The Emerging Republican Majority: “By 

dint of the 1964 election, the Republican Party shed the dominion of its Yankee and Northeastern 

Establishment creators, while the Democrats, having linked themselves to the Negro socioeconomic 

revolution and to an increasingly liberal Northeastern Establishment shaped by the success of the New 

Deal, sank the foundations of their future into the Northeast.”22 It was a realization that lay at the heart 
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of Nixon’s Southern Strategy and the shifting of the magnetic poles of American politics that marked 

the 1968 Nixon campaign. Civil Rights and emancipation had pushed the balance of power within the 

Democratic Party firmly towards the urban areas of the eastern seaboard, at the cost of the Dixiecrats, 

those southern Democrats who back in 1948 had dramatically walked out of the Democratic National 

Convention in protest of an attempt by the more liberal wing of the party to add a progressive policy 

plank to the 1948 presidential election program and to ignore their own push for a states’ rights policy 

plank that would essentially result in a Federal government unable to deal with segregation, 

suppression of voting rights and lynching in the Deep South.23 They had been brought back into the 

party fold since then, but it was always a tenuous relationship, especially in the years following the 

landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision ending school segregation. 

Strom Thurmond, who had ran as presidential candidate in 1948 for the States’ Rights Democratic 

Party, a party organized by those southern Democrats who walked out of the 1948 convention, drafted 

the Southern Manifesto, which was an attempt to unify southern Democrats as a power bloc within the 

party and expand their influence. In the manifesto Thurmond stated: “We reaffirm our reliance on the 

Constitution as the fundamental law of the land. We decry the Supreme Court's encroachment on the 

rights reserved to the States and to the people, contrary to established law, and to the Constitution. We 

commend the motives of those States which have declared the intention to resist forced integration by 

any lawful means.”24 The manifesto is a prime example of how states’ rights had become the tool by 

which the Deep South justified the segregation and oppression of the Jim Crow era. The manifesto was 

signed by nineteen senators and seventy-seven congressmen, with only a few holding out, most 

notable of whom was Lyndon Johnson, then senator representing the state of Texas.25 With the various 

Civil Rights laws of the Johnson era being pushed through the break seemed permanent. Nixon’s Law 

and Order rhetoric were the answer to a question that Goldwater had failed to deal with – how can the 

former Dixiecrats be brought into the Republican electoral fold in a way that doesn’t alienate the rest 

of the country? The answer was states’ rights. By picking up the states’ rights banner that the 

Democrats had dropped in the process of pushing through civil rights legislation Nixon brought 

millions of former Democratic voters into the Republican fold. At the same time the Southern Strategy 

essentially left the liberal wing of the Republican party, still led by New York governor Nelson 

Rockefeller and losing ground in the same coastal urban areas where the Democrats were now gaining 

more and more support based on their role in passing civil rights legislation, completely isolated. 

Furthermore, the end of the New Deal Coalition meant that Nixon would not only find millions of new 

voters in the Deep South, but also, as the number of signees on the Southern Manifesto showed, 

Dixiecrats on all levels of government who could be welcomed into the Republican party fold. 

 

When Donald Trump announced his candidacy in June of 2015 his announcement speech was 

relatively light on the themes of law and order. He only mentioned crime once, in his now infamous 

statement about Mexican immigration: “When Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best. 

They're not sending you. They're not sending you. They're sending people that have lots of problems, 
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and they're bringing those problems with us. They're bringing drugs. They're bringing crime. They're 

rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”26 The rest of the speech was relatively light on themes 

of law and order, with Trump playing to his strengths, or at least what he believed his strengths to be, 

focusing on employment, free trade and other economic subjects, along with a strengthening of 

America’s military and some nebulous statements about America being taken advantage of by other 

countries, in terms of trade and military support, something that would end under his presidency. Yet 

even though his acceptance speech was light on law and order it was by no means unfamiliar ground 

for Trump. In The America We Deserve, the 2000 book to accompany his candidacy for the presidency 

that year on behalf of the Reform Party, Trump seems to echo What Has Happened to America? on 

several key points, challenging the idea that there are societal factors that might be partially 

responsible for criminal behaviour, calling for the ousting of lenient judges and attributing criminal 

behaviour to immoral influences from the media.27 

 In his 2015 book Crippled America, which, like his speech announcing his candidacy, was 

relatively light on Law and Order rhetoric, Trump stated that “Our country, our people, and our laws 

have to be our top priority.”28 Outside of Crippled America and his campaign announcement speech 

however, Trump proudly bore the law and order banner. When protests broke out in Charlotte, North 

Carolina following the police killing of an African American man, Trump speculated that “If you're not 

aware, drugs are a very, very big factor in what you're watching on television at night,” and that “Our 

country looks bad to the world, especially when we are supposed to be the world's leader. How can we 

lead when we can't even control our own cities?”29 Immediately after the Trump inauguration on 

January 20, 2017, a section titled Standing Up For Our Law Enforcement Community was added to 

the official White House website, claiming that “The Trump Administration will be a law and order 

administration,” and that “Our job is not to make life more comfortable for the rioter, the looter, or the 

violent disrupter. Our job is to make life more comfortable for parents who want their kids to be able 

to walk the streets safely. Or the senior citizen waiting for a bus. Or the young child walking home from 

school.”30 In May of 2017 at a memorial event for police officers killed in the line of duty Trump stated 

that “We are living through an era in which our police have been subject to unfair defamation and 

vilification, and even worse … hostility and violence.”31 

 Like Nixon before him in 1968 Trump was also confronted with protests at his campaign 

events. Unlike Nixon however, he adapted a far more aggressive, confrontational stance towards them. 

In August of 2015 trump speculated that if a Black Lives Matter (BLM) protestor tried to take his 

microphone like one had done at a Bernie Sanders event earlier that month: “I don't know if I'll do the 

fighting myself, or if other people will. It was a disgrace. I felt badly for him, but it showed that he was 
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weak.”32 In November Trump responded to a protestor being ejected from a rally he held in 

Birmingham, Alabama by saying that “Maybe he should have been roughed up because it was 

absolutely disgusting what he was doing.”33 In December of that year, at a campaign event in Grand 

Rapids, Michigan, after disruptive protestors had been ejected, Trump speculated that they might have 

been “on drugs”, and simultaneously chided them for being “so weak” in not resisting security as they 

were escorted out of the building while also wondering why protestors “would draw attention to 

themselves in a group of 9,000 maniacs who want to kill them.”34 In February of 2016 Trump 

responded to a protestor being ejected from a Las Vegas campaign rally by claiming that he was “nasty 

as hell” and expressing his desire to personally punch him in the face.35 In March of 2016 so many 

protesters had managed to get into the Chicago arena where he was to hold a campaign rally that it was 

abruptly cancelled.36 These are a handful of incidents but they mark a recurring pattern in the way the 

Trump campaign dealt with protesters and how they compared to the 1968 Nixon campaign in that 

regard. Both candidates sought to marginalize those who protested against their candidates, to 

emphasize the fact that their supporters vastly outnumbered them and to create a narrative in which 

the grievances the protesters might have had with their candidacies were illegitimate. However, while 

Nixon chose an almost paternalistic approach, emphasizing that those who protested were misguided 

youth led astray by failing leadership and noting that he would not stoop to their level, Trump was 

aggressively confrontational, directing security personnel from the stage and speculating multiple 

times that he would have personally fought his detractors if he had only been given a chance. 

 Interestingly enough the Trump campaign, like the Nixon campaign, also launched during a 

time where racial unrest in general and protests in response to perceived racism of police forces 

against African American communities in particular. In August of 2014 unrests broke out in the city of 

Ferguson, Missouri, following the fatal shooting of Michael Brown by the local police department. In 

April of 2015 riots broke out in the city of Baltimore following the death of Freddie Gray due to injuries 

sustained while being transported in police custody. In August of 2016 several days of riots broke out 

in Milwaukee, Wisconsin following another police shooting of an African American man. In September 

of that year the aforementioned riots in Charlotte broke out following another police killing of an 

African American man. One thing that is notable about these riots is that they seem almost trivial 

compared to the ones of the sixties, in terms of duration, damage done and number of casualties. In 

1965, the Watts riots in Los Angeles led to 34 deaths, more than a thousand injuries and more than 

600 damaged and destroyed buildings, most of them due to arson.37 By comparison the damages of the 
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Baltimore riots in 2015 were relatively low: no deaths, 113 police injuries and 61 damaged buildings.38 

Yet in spite of the fact that both the number of casualties and the number of buildings injured are a 

factor of ten lower in the Baltimore riots compared to the Watts riots they nonetheless dominated the 

news cycle in much the same way. Like the Watts riots of 1965 and other riots of that era the impact of 

the riots of the years preceding the 2016 elections was magnified by new ways in which the media 

operated, especially in terms of their online presence.39 

 

Both Richard Nixon and Donald Trump relied heavily on law and order rhetoric to empower their 

charismatic leadership, in a way that appeals to the Just World Hypothesis. Both crafted narratives in 

which perceived rises in criminal activity and civil unrest were attributed to declining moral values 

rather than legitimate grievances. They were both confronted by protestors at their campaign events 

and they both responded to those protests in a way that both trivialized their message and reinforced 

their own charisma. Both men presented a framework in which they were the only ones who would see 

to it that criminals would be punished, which in turn was the only thing that would deter criminal 

behaviour. They both wanted to make sure bad things happened to bad people. 

 However, where Nixon’s language regarding law and order and the way he dealt with 

protesters was patriarchal, creating a framework in which he and his followers would not stoop to their 

levels but rather respect the law of the land and respond to these protesters at the ballot box, Trump 

was far more confrontational, pushing the idea that he himself might physically fight those who would 

challenge him, and encouraging others to do so, to the point where he is currently facing a lawsuit for 

inciting a riot due to his encouragement of supporters who physically assaulted protesters at his 

rallies.40 And where Trump mostly framed protesters as attacking him personally Nixon painted them 

as attacking the American system as a whole, pushing the idea that the Civil Rights movement had 

been a brief moment of upheaval, mostly peaceful, and that any race-related unrest following it was 

therefore unjustified. Trump actually tried to appeal to African American dissatisfaction, albeit in a 

very awkward manner, saying “To those I say the following: What do you have to lose by trying 

something new like Trump? What do you have to lose? You live in poverty, your schools are no good, 

you have no jobs, 58 percent of your youth is unemployed — what the hell do you have to lose?”.41 In 

many ways this was an awkward attempt by Trump to appeal to a group that, since 1968, has been 

supporting the Democratic party more and more. According to a Pew Research Center poll 79% of 

Clinton supporters claimed that the treatment of racial and ethnic minorities was very important in 

determining their choice for their preferred presidential candidate, compared to only 42% of Trump 

supporters. 

 Of all the issues included in the poll the treatment of racial and ethnic minorities showed by 

far the biggest disparity between Republicans and Democrats in terms of how important they 
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considered it to be in making their choice.42 In the end, both candidates pushed a very similar 

message, one that fits within a Just Wold Hypothesis framework – law and order as a way to protect 

their supports from real or imagined threats in the form of criminality and civil unrest – although 

there were notable differences in the ways in which they put the message in practice. In the campaign 

rhetoric for both Nixon and Trump criminal justice was explicitly separated from social justice, which 

fit in their overarching rhetorical strategy of delegitimizing those protestors for whom the two are 

explicitly linked. The institutional impact of their message was also profoundly different. By making 

the Republican party the party of law and order, and by taking up the banner of states’  rights, Nixon 

brought millions of Southern Democrat voters and hundreds of Democrat officials on all levels of 

government into the Republican party. For Trump Law and Order was simply reaffirming a message 

that already existed, and doing it louder and more brashly than any Republican candidate before him. 
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3.4. Spreading the good word 

 

The importance of studying the relationship between candidates for political office and the media 

should be obvious. Politicians rely on media not just to get elected, but to achieve their policy goals 

once they are in office.1 Due to the highly commercialized nature of the American media, the mutual 

relationship between the news world and political candidates is a unique feature. On the one hand, 

candidates rely on news media coverage to disseminate information on campaign activities and their 

standpoints to the general public. This is part of a larger process in which consumption of news media 

plays a fundamental role in the development of political beliefs and behaviour of those who consume 

the media. 2 It should be obvious that media consumption behaviour consists of a self-reinforcing 

cycle; individual consumers are more likely to access and trust news media produced by outlets which 

align with their political views and these outlets in turn reinforce already existing ideas and ideals that 

the consumer holds. 3 This behaviour is often referred to as the drunkard’s search, an analogy which 

likens the media consumer to a drunk man who has lost his house keys on his way home from the bar 

and is now trying to find them under the streetlights, not because that’s where the keys are most likely 

to be found but because it’s easier to search there4. Likewise, a media consumer conscious of their 

political ideas and ideals is more likely to consume media that present political news and viewpoints in 

a framework that confirms their already established beliefs. As will be shown in this chapter both 

candidates employed not only very specific messages to broadcast to the public, but also carefully 

picked the platforms they used to get these messages across. This chapter will compare the way both 

candidates used the media to further their election campaigns, not only in terms of what they said and 

where they said it, but also in terms of the broader media landscape they operated in and how they 

both at times sought to make the media itself a part of the political narrative they put forward. 

 

A core component of the American media landscape in 1968 was the so-called Fairness Doctrine. 

Arguably the biggest battle over the role of media in society was fought in the forties, over radio 

broadcasts. In 1941 the Mayflower Doctrine had become the law of the land, essentially banning any 

kind of political editorializing in radio broadcasts.5 This was part of a larger debate surrounding the 

increased commercialization of radio broadcasts and the fact that increased dependence on advertising 

revenue would make radio broadcasters more likely to be pro-business.6 It was the classic dilemma of 

free speech vs. public interest – should radio broadcasters be allowed to fill the airwaves without any 

kind of restriction on them, even to the detriment of the listening public? The fairness doctrine was 

meant as a compromise – give broadcasters the ability to discuss politics on the air once again, but in 

such a way that they increased the public’s ability to form their own opinions rather than stifle it.7 It is 
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within this context of legislated fairness that Richard Nixon found himself in when he gave what was 

undoubtedly the most important speech of his early political career in 1952. 

 In 1952, under fire for alleged improprieties in his handling of campaign funds, Nixon gave his 

infamous Checkers Speech, in which he deflected (but not denied) the allegations by stressing that he 

was a man from humble beginnings who did not have millions of dollars to throw at his political career 

like some of his opponents, and the only actual gift he had received had been a puppy that his six year 

old daughter had named Checkers.8 The popular response to the Checkers speech taught Nixon the 

value of television as a means to broadcast a controlled image and reach millions of viewers without 

having to be subjected to questioning.9 The speech had been carefully crafted. Broadcast from an NBC 

studio in Hollywood, a venue chosen for its superior lighting, Nixon delivered a speech in which he 

candidly discussed his personal finances, detailed the extent to which legal experts had examined the 

fund’s administration and found no wrong, and challenged Illinois governor and Democratic 

presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson to be as open in regards to his finances as he had been.10 The 

message had been an undeniable success. In response to his call to the public to let the RNC know 

whether or not he should stay on as vice president based on the contents of his speech more than four 

million telegrams, letters and calls were put out, even to Nixon’s parents in Whittier. The response was 

overwhelmingly positive.11 Controlled television became a central tenet of his 1968 campaign, allowing 

him to move past the stigma of 1960 to present a new, warmer Nixon to the audience.12 In spite of the 

fact that media in general and television in particular was a useful tool for him at times Nixon had a 

relationship with the media that was acrimonious at best. He first showed his true colours in the 

infamous 1962 press conference following his loss in the California gubernatorial elections – blasting 

the press as biased, complaining that they didn’t cover him fairly, that they were delighted at his 

defeat, singling out two reporters he believed to be the exception among hundreds of press corps 

members by being fair to him, pleading with the press to “put one lonely reporter on the campaign who 

will report what the candidate says every now and then,” and concluding that “you won’t have Richard 

Nixon to kick around anymore, because, gentlemen, this will be my last press conference.”13 Even 

though he decried the press in this particular press conference he had, a decade earlier, learned just 

how useful the press could be. 

 In the years leading up to the Nixon candidacy American television consumption, already 

ahead of the world, had expanded rapidly. UNESCO data shows that in 1953 90% of all television 

broadcasting transmitters were located in North America. By 1960 that number was 32%, although 

that was a matter of the rest of the world catching up to the massive proliferation of television 

                                                             
8 Richard M. Nixon, "The "Checkers Speech"," The American Presidency Project, accessed June 1, 2017, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=24485. 
9 John Herbers, "THE 37TH PRESIDENT; In Three Decades, Nixon Tasted Crisis and Defeat, Victory, Ruin and Revival," The 
New York Times, April 24, 1994, accessed June 10, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com/1994/04/24/obituaries/37th-president-
three-decades-nixon-tasted-crisis-defeat-victory-ruin-revival.html. 
10 Roger Morris, Richard Milhous Nixon: The Rise of an American Politician (New York: Henry Holt, 1990): 825; 
Gladwin Hill, "I'M NOT A QUITTER': Senator Says He'll Let Republican National Committee Decide HE REVIEWS HIS 
FINANCES Accepts Bid to Meet General -- Cites Legal Opinions on Use of $18,235 Fund NIXON PUTS FATE UP TO G. O. P. 
CHIEFS," The New York Times, September 24, 1952: 1, 23. 
11 Ibid: 844. 
12 Joe McGinniss, The Selling of the President 1968 (New York: Trident Press, 1969): 34. 
13 Gladwin Hill,  "NIXON DENOUNCES PRESS AS BIASED: In 'Last' News Conference, He Attributes His Defeat to Crisis Over 
Cuba Nixon, Bitter at His Defeat by Brown in California, Denounces the Press as Biased SAYS CUBAN CRISIS COST HIM 
ELECTION Gives No Hint of Plans-- Asserts Others Will Have to Lead Coast G.O.P. Blames Cuban Crisis Changes His Plans," 
The New York Times, November 8, 1962: 1, 18. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=24485
http://www.nytimes.com/1994/04/24/obituaries/37th-president-three-decades-nixon-tasted-crisis-defeat-victory-ruin-revival.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1994/04/24/obituaries/37th-president-three-decades-nixon-tasted-crisis-defeat-victory-ruin-revival.html


53 
 

broadcasts in the United States.14 That same UNESCO report showed that the number of televisions in 

the United States had risen from an estimated 27 million in 1953 to an estimated 56 million in 1960.15 

Television broadcasts were playing a larger role in the way politicians communicated with their 

electorate with every passing year. In 1960 Nixon debated his opponent John F. Kennedy on live 

television, the first debate of its kind among American presidential candidates to be broadcast in this 

way. It became a milestone in the history of the relationship between politics and media, with the 

common perception being that the younger, more photogenic Kennedy was considered the winner by 

television audiences, while the more experienced Nixon was considered the winner by radio listeners 

who did not process Nixon’s visibly uncomfortable performance as part of their evaluation. This 

perception has since been challenged, but it nonetheless remains a key feature of the politics-media 

relationship.16 In his own memoirs Nixon did highlight the role appearances played in the debate, 

mentioning that Kennedy looked “tanned, rested and fit”, and that he himself, underweight from a 

bout of illness, foolishly declined any make up beyond concealing his perpetual five o’ clock shadow.17 

He does note however that the television debate seemed to have little impact on the razor-thin margins 

in the polls during the campaign. With Nixon’s own estimation that the television audience 

outnumbered the radio audience by a factor of five to six, one would expect a noticeable shift in the 

polls following the first debate.18 Nonetheless Nixon considered this first television debate to be one of 

his biggest mistakes on the campaign trail, not because of his appearance but because he agreed to let 

the first debate be about domestic rather than foreign policy, allowing Kennedy to draw him out of his 

comfort zone for the first televised confrontation.19 

 The tone for Nixon’s relationship with the media was set early in his presidency. On November 

13, 1969, Nixon’s vice president Spiro Agnew gave a speech in Des Moines, Iowa, which he concluded 

by saying that “In tomorrow's edition of the Des Moines Register you will be able to read a news story 

detailing what I said tonight; editorial comment will be reserved for the editorial page, where it 

belongs. Should not the same wall of separation exist between news and comment on the nation's 

networks? We would never trust such power over public opinion in the hands of an elected 

government--it is time we questioned it in the hands of a small and unelected elite. The great networks 

have dominated America's airwaves for decades; the people are entitled to a full accounting of their 

stewardship.”20 These remarks were made well after the 1968 election but they highlight the extent to 

which Richard Nixon seemed to consider the broadcast media hostile opposition to not only his 

politics but to his person. The remarks reduced the heads of broadcast media to a shadowy cabal of 

unelected elites who nonetheless wielded tremendous power in shaping the nation’s public opinion 

and thus its policies. 

 In his first set of memoirs, written in the years immediately after Watergate, Nixon talks about 

“my adversaries in the press,” but he also talked about using speculation about a potential run in 1968 
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to create more media attention.21 In a private conversation with reverend Billy Graham Nixon 

remarked that “…Newsweek is totally, it’s all run by Jews and dominated by them in their editorial 

pages. The New York Times, the Washington Post, totally Jewish too…” When Graham expresses the 

belief that “their stranglehold has got to be broken or this country will go down the drain,” Nixon asks 

whether Graham believes that. When he answers in the affirmative, Nixon states “I can’t ever say it, 

but I believe it.”22 It’s hard to gauge whether Nixon was sincere in his remarks about Jewish control of 

the media. He might have simply been agreeing with Graham for the sake of his support, since the 

popular televangelist had become a valuable political ally for Nixon.23 Yet regardless of whether or not 

Nixon sincerely believed in some sort of vast (Jewish) conspiracy of control over the media and thus 

public opinion, his remark that he can’t say it shows that he is very much aware of the fact that open 

hostility to the media is not a viable strategy for him. In fact, when Nixon was critical of the media, 

with the exception of his outburst at the 1962 elections, he always seemed tactful in the way he went 

about his business in that regard. He had been, throughout his career, very much aware of the power 

the media had in directing American public opinion, and used it as such a tool whenever he could. He 

was very much aware of the fact that he needed the media. 

 In order to understand how Richard Nixon sought to use the media to spread the new tone of 

his 1968 campaign and bring his views to new audiences two articles by his hand should be analysed. 

First, in an article titled What Has Happened to America?, Nixon discusses the growing atmosphere of 

urban unrest that marked the second half of the sixties. 24 Second, Asia After Viet Nam deals with 

America’s involvement in the Vietnam war and from there discusses its broader role in global politics. 

These articles were published almost concurrently, in October of 1967, in Reader’s Digest and Foreign 

Policy Magazine, respectively. They form an interesting diptych, one dealing with the challenges 

America faced at home and one dealing with challenges abroad, neither part of the official Nixon 

campaign in spite of the fact that they were published on the eve of the Republican primaries for the 

1968 elections. 25 They are also clearly targeted at two different audiences. 26 Reader’s Digest, which, 

according to its mission statement, strives to “…deliver expertly curated content that is concise, 

timeless and accessible. We create content that is real, optimistic, authentic, inspiring and actionable. 

Reader’s Digest is a read of lasting value and importance—an oasis from snark, celebrity hype and 

pessimism,” has a far more informal readership, less politically engaged, catering to families with a 

combination of advisory articles and light-hearted anecdotes. 27 Foreign Policy meanwhile touts itself 

as “A Trusted Advisor for Global Leaders When the Stakes are Highest.” 28 The magazine targets an 

audience who are interested in global affairs with articles written by both journalists and leaders from 

the political, financial and academic worlds. 

 The Reader’s Digest article shows how Nixon catered to its readership’s sensibilities right from 

the start. The title What Has Happened to America? shows that Nixon sympathizes with the reader’s 
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concerns regarding the growing political unrest that America faced during the second half of the 

decades. It’s noteworthy that Nixon starts out describing the Civil Rights Movement as a “…social 

miracle was being performed with a minimum friction and without loss of our freedom or 

tranquillity.”29 It’s an assertion that would be heavily contested by those either involved in the 

movement or the opposition to it, yet one that resonated with the sensibilities of those not actively 

participating in the struggle. Nixon goes on to state that the rising crime rates and numerous riots 

aren’t the result of lingering racial tensions but rather of permissiveness, of certain segments of social 

leadership having created a culture in which respect for law and order and societal institutions has 

diminished. In Nixon’s own words: “Men of intellectual and moral eminence who encourage public 

disobedience of the law are responsible for the acts of those who inevitably follow their counsel: the 

poor, the ignorant and the impressionable.” 30 The article shows Nixon taking a very paternalistic 

attitude towards the rioters: they are not directly responsible, rather, they are misguided, led astray by 

authority figures, requiring not just a firm hand but also a renewed respect for the establishment in 

order to be brought back into the fold of civil society.31 The Foreign Policy Magazine article meanwhile 

is much more formal in its tone. It shows Nixon’s confidence in matters of foreign policy. He had stood 

toe to toe with Nikita Khrushchev in full view of the world in 1959, when both attended the American 

National Exhibition in Moscow which, combined with a similar Soviet exhibition in America, was 

meant to foster understanding between the two Cold War antagonists by giving each other’s 

populations a better understanding of their respective lifestyles.32 He had spent the time between his 

1962 electoral defeat and his 1968 fostering the foreign diplomatic ties he had first developed during 

his time as vice president in the Truman administration, building diplomatic ties that would go on to 

serve him well during his presidency and personally gauging the attitudes towards America held by 

both its diplomatic allies and its adversaries.33 

 Of the two articles, the Reader’s Digest one is clearly more interesting when analysing the 

personality framework Nixon sought to project. The Foreign Policy Magazine article is well written 

but argues from Nixon’s foreign policy expertise, utilizing complex language in order to convey 

complex ideas. The Reader’s Digest article meanwhile argues from emotion. It appeals to the concern 

and outrage its target audience would feel over the rising crime rates, the numerous riots and the 

perceived licentiousness of American youth. It simultaneously argues for a strengthening of the 

capabilities of the police and judiciary to appropriately deal with these crises as well as the importance 

of rebuilding the understanding that the American justice system is, in Nixon’s own words: “There is 

little question that our judicial and legal system provides more safeguards against the concoction of an 

innocent man than any other legal system on earth. We should view this accomplishment with pride, 
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and we must preserve it.” 34 Nixon repeatedly states and reemphasizes the belief that those who engage 

in the kinds of destructive behaviour the article laments are not malicious but simply misguided. The 

Reader’s Digest article shows that Nixon’s 1968 campaign sought a new message, different from 

Nixon’s earlier writings in not just its contents and tone, or the complexity of the language used, but in 

the media platform he published it on. 

 

Whereas Nixon kept his contempt for the media hidden during his political career Donald Trump had 

no qualms criticising them loudly and frequently. A substantial amount of the opening pages of his 

book Crippled America are devoted to it, including the entire second chapter, which is titled “Our 

“Unbiased” Political Media”.35 Trump brags about his relationship with the media, stating that “The 

cost of a full-page ad in the New York Times can be more than $100,000. But when they write a story 

about one of my deals, it doesn't cost me a cent, and I get more important publicity. I have a mutually 

profitable two-way relationship with the media--we give each other what we need. And now I am using 

that relationship to talk about the future of America,” and he talks about journalists as being “…honest, 

decent and hardworking; they bring honor to their profession,” yet even as Trump repeatedly claims 

that he loves the media and journalists and that they love him he also claims that the media is abusive. 

Trump claims that “I’ve definitely met people at both the very top as well as the lowest end of the food 

chain. I mean, the very bottom: They are horrible human beings, they are dishonest. I’ve seen these so-

called journalists flat-out lie. I say that because incompetence doesn’t begin to explain the inaccurate 

stories they have written. There is no other explanation.”36 Herein lies the crux of the way Trump has 

framed his relationship with the media: anyone who gives him coverage he likes is honest, decent and 

hardworking, anyone who criticizes him is a horrible human being, and not just being incompetent in 

their reporting but actively out to get him. Later in the book he complains that “It's incredible to me 

how dishonest the media in this country really is. People sometimes forget that the newspapers and 

television stations are profit-making business – or at least they're trying to be. If they have to choose 

between honest reporting and making a profit, which choice do you think they will make? The sad 

thing is that all it does is prove that both liberal and conservative news outlets can lie and distort the 

news shamelessly. I've had meetings with reporters who faithfully recorded what I said, then changed 

the words and the meaning.”37 It’s a framework that resonates because it fits what Americans already 

believe – that the media is more concerned with profit than accurate reporting – then applies it to him 

personally, thus fostering the idea that any critical reporting on him is simply scandalmongering for 

the sake of circulation and ratings. 

 Trump created a narrative in which the majority of mainstream media was directly opposed to 

him, and thus, by extension, to his supporters. Perhaps the most notable example of the way he 

depicted the media as hostile to him was an incident at a campaign event in Biloxi, Mississippi. In the 

middle of the event he suddenly singled out a single camera operator saying “Look at the guy in the 

middle. Why aren’t you turning the camera? Terrible. So terrible. Look at him, he doesn’t turn the 
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camera. He doesn’t turn the camera.”38 He would go on to say that “It’s so damn unfair, the press… 

That guy right there, who do you shoot for? That guy right there has not moved that camera. It’s 

disgusting. All right… He’s instructed by his bosses to not move the camera.”39 Trump is correct in that 

the camera man had been instructed not to move the camera, to focus on tight shots of the speaker, but 

he used the cameraman as part of a larger narrative – that the media was deliberately refusing to show 

the size of the crowds at his rally in order to downplay his popularity. That single cameraman, simply 

following instructions and focusing on filming the candidate, was turned by Trump into the 

representative of a vast media conspiracy to discredit him. This was not an isolated sentiment. By 

putting forward the idea that the media could not be trusted to accurately inform the public about 

politics in general and his campaign in particular he was playing to a rising distrust in the media 

among the American public. Trust in mass media had been steadily declining for the past twenty years, 

with those aged 18 to 49 years old being more distrustful than those over fifty, and Republicans being 

far more distrustful than Democrats of mass media. In a Gallup survey held in 2016 only 14% of 

respondents identifying themselves as Republican reported a great deal or fair amount of trust in mass 

media, compared to 51% of democrats.40  

 Nonetheless, Trump found the platform for his transformation from reality star to serious 

political contender in the mainstream media, on Fox News, as noted before.41 The cable news station 

had already built a close relationship with the Republican party, having given employment to several 

prominent Republican politicians, most of whom used the station as a way to stay in the public eye in 

between runs for office.42 He found his voice outside of the mainstream, however, by giving credence 

to conspiracy theories such as Obama’s alleged Kenyan birth previously only entertained by fringe 

conservative websites such as WorldNetDaily.43 When Trump hired former Breitbart editor Steve 

Bannon to lead his campaign it was an obvious signal that these right wing websites were no longer on 

the fringes of American media – they had become a key part of the Trump apparatus in a very public 

way.44 Internet pseudo-journalism had burst into the mainstream on January 17, 1998. On that day 

Matt Drudge, owner of the website Drudge Report, broke the news story that president Bill Clinton 

had had a sexual relationship with White House intern Monica Lewinsky. The article not only noted 

that Clinton had had this extramarital affair, but that Newsweek, a weekly news magazine published 

since 1933 and very much a part of the main stream media, had known about it but decided not to 
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pursue it. 45 It marked a new era in American journalism, in which the internet not only changed how 

fast the news could be reported, but also who could report the news, bypassing the journalistic checks 

and balances of traditional print and broadcast media. The Drudge Report article circumvented any 

hesitation that Newsweek had had in publishing it. Newsweek reporter Michael Isikoff had been 

investigating the story for more than a year, but the editorial board had held off on publication due to 

concerns over the authenticity of a recording of a conversation between Lewinsky and a friend that was 

at the core of the story.46 Drudge showed no such hesitation. The way the Lewinsky story was broken 

showed that such concerns were becoming less and less relevant in news reporting.47 As Trump’s 

involvement with the birther conspiracy shows the internet had drastically changed the way 

information was reported on. As evidenced by incidents such as the videos targeting Planned 

Parenthood and the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), the 

gatekeeping role of traditional media was undermined. 

 The case of the edited Planned Parenthood videos produced by the Center for Medical Progress 

(CMP) provides a perfect cross-section on how the internet has fundamentally changed the agenda 

setting power of traditional news media. The Center for Medical Progress, which touts itself as “…a 

group of citizen journalists dedicated to monitoring and reporting on medical ethics and advances,” 

is an anti-abortion organization which counts among its board members several radical anti-abortion 

activists.48 In July of 2015 the CMP released a series of videos claiming to show hidden camera footage 

that confirmed their belief that Planned Parenthood illegally profited from the sale of tissue harvested 

from aborted foetuses.49 These videos, which had been proven to be deceptively edited, not only led to 

several congressional investigations, including through a congressional select committee, but were also 

used by Republican presidential candidates Carly Fiorina and Bobby Jindal in order to support their 

pro-life standpoints and bolster their pro-life credentials.50 Fiorina became especially notorious for her 

insistence that the videos were not only real, but that she had personally seen videos she claimed 

showed the actual harvesting process being performed on an aborted but still living foetus.51 All this is 

in spite of the fact that a Texas grand jury investigation into Planned Parenthood of the Gulf Coast not 

only found no wrongdoing on the part of Planned Parenthood but actually indicted David Daleiden 
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and Sandra Merritt on a felony charge of tampering with a government record.52 The videos have 

spurred a cycle of disinformation in which they are initially discussed on internet news websites which 

have a strong anti-abortion agenda such as Breitbart and The Blaze, who accept the videos on face 

value without even discussing the possibility that they are the result of deceptive editing.  53 From there 

the news coverage surrounding the videos moves on to more mainstream conservative news outlets 

such as FOX News. This process of deception gaining legitimacy through media coverage is 

reminiscent of the work of James O’Keefe, who through his Project Veritas campaign has made a name 

for himself since 2009, disseminating deceptively edited hidden camera footage in order to promote 

conservative causes and conspiracy theories. 54 

 The fact that these deceptions are capable of influencing policy making is shown in the way his 

videos succeeded in terminating funding for ACORN. In these videos, O’Keefe and a female accomplice 

dressed up as a prostitute and her pimp, soliciting the aid of ACORN employees in several illegal 

schemes. These videos were then published through conservative media outlets such as FOX News and 

Breitbart.com affiliate BigGovernment.com. 55 In spite of the fact that ACORN had been cleared of any 

wrongdoing in the case by several investigations the organization was forced to file for bankruptcy in 

2010 due to the loss of government contracts, private donations and government funding.56 Since his 

success in bringing down ACORN O’Keefe has made numerous attempts to discredit liberal individuals 

and organizations through similar hidden camera recordings of dubious credibility, for which he has 

received a welcome platform on conservative media outlets. 57 Project Veritas’ business model appears 

more concerned with gaining attention for their videos than actually exposing anything, often only 

releasing heavily edited clips while making nebulous statements promising that their raw footage holds 

even more damning material. 58 Even though O’Keefe has yet to prove any kind of substantial 

wrongdoing by the target of his videos, they have nonetheless become part of conservative news 

discourse, and even been discussed on the campaign trail as factual and accurate by Donald Trump. 59 

 The way the edited videos regarding both Planned Parenthood and ACORN became a part of 

national debate and national policy highlights the way news gathering, dissemination and 

consumption has changed in the era of the internet. They gain traction through non-traditional news 
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outlets who rely on sensationalism and partisan reporting to bolster their viewership and in turn their 

advertisement income, bypassing standard journalistic practices regarding confirmation and 

corroboration. These stories reach the consumers faster, and are spread faster through social media 

such as Twitter and Facebook. It’s a cliché maxim to say that falsehood flies while the truth comes 

limping after it but it has never been true than in the era of modern internet reporting. By the time that 

official investigations have definitively rebuked these false claims they have already become part of 

national discourse, and even led to adjustments in national policy. What’s new about the situation in 

2016 compared to previous election cycles is that these deceptive news stories now gain credibility by 

being discussed by political candidates.  

 The term ‘citizen journalist’ is oddly paradoxical. On the one hand, it appeals to the traditional 

authority of journalism, yet at the same time caters specifically to a public that has become far more 

sceptic of traditional journalism, which, especially among conservative Republicans that groups such 

as the CMP appeal to, is considered exceptionally biased. 60 It’s a term that simultaneously grants those 

who use it to mask their political activism a veneer of respectability while also placing them firmly 

outside of the mainstream of American media, which is often distrusted by those they seek to 

influence. After all, if a CMP report is ignored by mainstream media it’s a confirmation of their beliefs 

that these media deliberately ignore unfavourable news, yet if it’s discussed by these media, it’s seen as 

a legitimization of their cause. Likewise, any factual refutation of these videos by mainstream media is 

seen as simply confirming the existing belief that these media are biased. The fact that non-

mainstream news organizations are more likely to accept the narrative presented by s0-called ‘citizen 

journalists’ only adds to their perceived legitimacy in the eyes of those already sceptical of more 

mainstream media. These nonconventional conservative news organizations have profited massively 

from their support for the Trump campaign. Their journalistic credibility has been bolstered by 

increased access to the White House press corps, with many fringe websites and reporters being 

granted White House press credentials and access to briefings by White House press secretary Sean 

Spicer. 61 

 

Both Nixon and Trump respected the media, in terms of what it can be achieve, how powerful it can be 

in swinging public opinion, one way or another. They both considered the media openly hostile to not 

just their politics but their persons. Yet whereas Nixon always tried to hide his true feelings about the 

media Trump proclaimed them openly and proudly, noting how he used the media to build his brand 

and to get attention for his political campaign. Crippled America discusses the American media in 

typical Trump rhetoric: he loves the media, and they love him, yet at the same time the media is also 

part of a vast conspiracy against him. By openly making the media out to be a single monolithic and 

shadowy organization Trump has created a narrative in which he is the victim of a vast conspiracy to 

stop him, a conspiracy that also hurts the American people, because he is the only one that will tell 

them the truth. By making the media part of the conspiracy against him Trump used it to bolster his 

charismatic leadership in a way that Nixon never did. For Nixon television broadcasts were certainly a 
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tool, a way to reach the audience in a way that was convenient for him, but he never went as far as 

Trump did. But the 2016 presidential campaign was part of a vastly different media landscape than the 

1968 one. As the reporting on Monica Lewinsky has shown internet reporting has drastically changed 

how the news reaches people. Trump’s birtherism showed a knack for circumventing traditional media 

in favor of these new outlets as a way to make his personal opinions part of the national conversation. 

He had the advantage that two of the major checks that existed on political speech on television 

broadcasts during the Nixon years had vanished since then. First, he Fairness Doctrine had been 

abolished in 1987.62 Second, cable news channels such as Fox News exist outside the context of 

traditional regulation by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) because they transmit their 

program over privately owned and maintained broadcast infrastructure rather than the publicly owned 

airwaves.63 In practice the media was merely a tool for Nixon. He kept his low opinions of the media 

mostly private. For Trump the media was more than just a tool – although obviously also that, as 

evident in the way he brags about using the media to create and advertise his brand – it became a key 

part of the narrative he created for himself. The suggestion that there existed a vast media conspiracy 

against him that was part of a larger overarching effort by the political mainstream to keep him out of 

power and deny his followers the representation they deserved. For Nixon the media was merely a way 

to bolster his charismatic leadership. For Trump it became not just a way to transmit the message but 

part of the message itself. 
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Appendix 1 – A comparison of linguistic complexity of the two Richard Nixon articles. 

 

In order to better illustrate how the Reader’s Digest and Foreign Policy Magazine articles not only 

fundamentally differed on target audience and subject matter but also in the complexity of language 

presented I have processed both according to different formulas designed to quantify the level of 

intricacies of both texts independent of their actual length. These formulas include the Dale-Chall 

Readability Index, the Automated Readability Index, the Coleman-Liau Index, the Flesch-Kincaid 

Grade Level Index and the Gunning Fog Index64. 

 The Dale-Chall score is derived from two variables – average sentence length in words and the 

prevalence of words outside the Dale list of 3.000 common words. The Automated Readability score is 

based on the average length of sentences in words and the average length of words in characters. The 

Coleman-Liau score is calculated on similar variables used in a different formula. The Flesch-Kincaid 

Grade Level score is derived from the ratio between simple (mono- and disyllabic) and hard 

(polysyllabic) words divided by average sentence length. The Gunning Fog index is likewise calculated 

by a formula that uses sentence length and the number of polysyllabic words as its variables. Using 

these five different methods allows us to quantify both texts in terms of both their syntax and 

vocabulary. The texts have both been processed in their entirety as printed with minor adjustments for 

idiosyncrasies in spelling and punctuation. 65 When analysing both texts according to these various 

formulas we get the following results: 

 

Table 1: Quantitative analysis of two Richard Nixon texts according to five different formulae. 

 Asia after Viet Nam66 What Has Happened to 
America?67 

Dale-Chall Readability Index 10.3 9.3 

Automated Readability Index 18.8 13.8 

Coleman-Liau Index 19.6 18.8 

Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 14.6 10.4 

Gunning Fog Index 17.9 13.6 

 

Looking at the table it quickly becomes obvious that the Foreign Policy Magazine article scores higher 

on each of the five complexity indices used. This confirms the earlier observation that the Reader’s 

Digest article was written to be read by a much wider audience. By each standard used the text is more 

accessible than the one of the Foreign Policy Magazine article. What’s interesting is that the indices 

that show the greatest degree of variance (Automated Readability, Flesch-Kincaid, Gunning Fog) are 

the ones that place more relative weight on word length in their formulae, which suggests that the 

increased complexity of Asia after Viet Nam is found in its vocabulary rather than its syntax.
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3.5. Out-groups as threats to the status-quo 

 

Charismatic leadership does not require something to push back against, although it definitely helps, 

especially when talking in terms of the leader-as-saviour framework. A charismatic leader is, as Weber 

notes, a leader who can present a singular empowering vision in which the leader is the only individual 

who can achieve it. It’s easy to see how in such a vision, some sort of adversarial threat to be fought 

back again can empower the leader in presenting themselves as a potential saviour. Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt fought back against the Great Depression, then the Axis forces in World War II. Adolph 

Hitler promised to restore Germany to its former glory by ending the vast international Jewish 

conspiracy that oppressed the German people and Aryans everywhere. Postcolonial leaders like 

Mahatma Ghandi and Kwame Nkrumah were empowered by their promise to end foreign occupation 

of their peoples’ homelands and lead them into independence. 

 If such threats, real or perceived, can be used to empower charismatic leadership, it logically 

follows that creating a narrative in which the danger that these adversarial forces pose for the followers 

is a sound tactic in gaining more power or, in case of a democracy like the United States, votes. This 

chapter deals with the way both Richard Nixon and Donald Trump identified certain groups of people 

as threats to the American system, either implicitly or explicitly, and how they presented themselves as 

the ones who could save their voters from these threats. I will discuss the various out-groups both 

candidates identified as dangerous, what rhetoric they used to achieve this and why these particular 

groups were suitable to be identified as such by the candidates. 

 

The nineteen-sixties were a turbulent time in American history. The post-World War II generation was 

coming of age and with it a whole new host of political issues. It was the rise of what would later be 

identified as post-materialism – a new generation who had grown up in relative luxury thanks to the 

post-World War II economic boom and who as a result of that were less concerned with economic 

matters and more concerned with non-materialist matters such as civil rights, feminism, 

environmentalism, access to higher education and decolonization. By the late nineteen-sixties this had 

broken down into more and more violent civil unrests, with as absolute nadir the riots following the 

assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968. It was also the time of a notable generation gap: the post-

war generation, having grown up in relative prosperity compared to their parents and grandparents, 

pursued a radically different set of values from those of the previous generations. This has become 

known as the scarcity hypothesis of value systems. In essence, all groups pursue those things that are 

scarce.1 For the pre-war generation these took the shape of political issues such as a liveable wage, 

manageable food prices and affordable housing. The post-war generation had little to worry about in 

regards to these material concerns. Their political priorities lay in the post-material, prioritizing non-

economic issues because economic issues had never been a problem for them. Of course post-

materialism and the scarcity hypothesis are by no means the only explaining factors for the reason why 

the post-war generation was so at odds with the pre-war generation. It was also the time of the Civil 

Rights movement, and for African-Americans materialist concerns were very much at the forefront of 
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their political concerns. Employment opportunities, police and political oppression and unequal 

protection under the law were very much at the heart of the civil rights movement. But with a more 

politically engaged post-war generation their struggle did find more fertile political ground to take root 

in. In terms of mass media coverage several issues were pushed to the forefront of the public space 

through coverage in mass media. A 1973 study of the subject matter of three major news magazines – 

Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News – shows that during that decade the primary issue discussed was the 

Vietnam war, followed by racial issues and racial unrests, with campus unrests, television and mass 

media and crime following at considerable distance.2 

 When looking at the Nixon campaign rhetoric in 1968, especially that rhetoric which identified 

specific groups, individuals and organizations as threats to the American way of life, it’s easy to see 

emerging patterns. In Nixon’s narrative those who protested against the Vietnam war, participated in 

campus protests or in the numerous violent urban riots that marked the second half of the sixties 

weren’t just wrong, they were misguided. In Nixon’s own words: “Just three years ago this nation 

seemed to be completing its greatest decade of racial progress and entering one of the most hopeful 

periods in American History. Twenty million Negroes were at last being admitted to full membership 

in the society, and this social miracle was being performed with a minimum friction and without loss 

of our freedom or tranquillity. With this star of racial peace and progress before us, how did it happen 

that last summer saw the United States blazing in an inferno of urban anarchy?”3 The message here 

was simple: with the passing of the civil rights legislation of 1964 and 1965 all racial issues in the 

United States were solved, therefore racial issues are no longer a valid concern, only an excuse for 

violence and looting. Nixon’s paternalism shines through clearly when he states that the blame for 

these riots falls on “Men of intellectual and moral eminence who encourage public disobedience of the 

law are responsible for the acts of those who inevitably follow their counsel: the poor, the ignorant and 

the impressionable.”4 

 For Nixon the out-group was not necessarily clearly identifiable. He relied more on defining 

the in-group, those who he represented, defined in Nixon’s acceptance speech for the Republican 

nomination as “…the great majority of Americans, the forgotten Americans—the non-shouters; the 

non-demonstrators. They are not racists or sick; they are not guilty of the crime that plagues the land. 

They are black and they are white—they're native born and foreign born —they're young and they're 

old. They work in America's factories. They run America's businesses. They serve in government. They 

provide most of the soldiers who died to keep us free.”5 This was the coalition that Nixon would base 

his victory on, the Silent Majority. The term silent majority was first used after the 1968 election, in a 

televised speech held on November 3, 1969, in which Nixon asked for the political support of the 

American people in adjusting America’s involvement in Vietnam by saying “And so tonight-to you, the 

great silent majority of my fellow Americans-I ask for your support.”6 Although Nixon debuted the 

                                                             
2 G. Ray Funkhouser, "The Issues of the Sixties: An Exploratory Study in the Dynamics of Public Opinion," The Public Opinion 
Quarterly, 37(1) (1973): 62-75. 
3 Richard M. Nixon, "What Has Happened to America?" Reader’s Digest, October 1967, accessed June 15 2017, 
http://college.cengage.com/history/ayers_primary_sources/nixon_1967.htm. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Richard M. Nixon, "Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at the Republican National Convention in Miami Beach, 
Florida," The American Presidency Project, accessed June 15, 2017, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=25968. 
6 Richard M. Nixon, "'Silent Majority' Speech," C-SPAN, November 3, 1969, accessed June 15, 2017, https://www.c-
span.org/video/?153819-1/silent-majority-speech. 
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phrase after the 1968 elections those who he included in this Silent Majority were nonetheless a core 

component of his electoral strategy. By unifying a disparate group of Americans who were, for one 

reason or another, fed up with riots, constant protests and the Civil Rights movement, Nixon not only 

managed to expand his electoral base but to find his voice on one policy dimension he was by his own 

admission weaker on – domestic policy – by presenting himself as the man who would put the vocal 

minority back in its place. 

 By framing his domestic policy concerns in decidedly moral terms Nixon managed to attract a 

group of supporters to his campaign that had previously been only marginally involved in American 

politics on the national level. As with most matters involving Nixon’s campaign strategy however, it 

was not something that materialized out of thin air but something that had been carefully cultivated 

over several years before the public ever caught wind of it. Billy Graham, one of the nation’s most 

influential evangelical preachers, had been in correspondence with Nixon for years. It was a highly 

personal relationship, with Graham visiting the funeral of Nixon’s mother in 1967.7 Graham spent the 

final days of 1967 at his vacation house in Florida with Graham as a guest, where they studied the Bible 

and shared several meals. At the closing of the trip, after Nixon asked Graham whether he should run, 

Graham reassured Nixon that he was “the best prepared man in the United States to be president” and 

“I think it is your destiny to be president.”8 Graham’s support for Nixon, at first private but later in the 

campaign very public, was a dramatic shift precipitated by years of fundamentalist and evangelical 

Christian concerns over changing social norms in America. Four years earlier, in 1964, Graham had 

declined to endorse any candidate.9 Fundamentalist churches refused to endorse Goldwater out of a 

fear that such an endorsement would revive the criticism they had faced over their defence of legal 

segregation. Evangelicals had refused to do so on grounds that they still supported the civil rights 

legislation that Goldwater campaigned against and refused to take up the defence of legal segregation 

in the South as fundamentalist churches had done. Nixon’s 1968 platform allowed him to unite these 

two groups. The evangelicals abandoned their support for civil rights in favour of supporting law and 

order policies and the fundamentalists had come to accept top-down desegregation of the South as the 

law of the land.10 This allowed them to unify by a candidate who framed his domestic policy proposals 

in unambiguous moral terms, identifying declining moral standards, increasing licentiousness and a 

judicial system that was no longer willing to properly punish either as the main causes behind all the 

social ills that had befallen America during the sixties. With Graham’s support came his crusades, 

massive rallies of evangelical Christians that drew audiences of thousands, and millions more via radio 

and television, allowing Nixon to tap into the conservative base in a whole new way.11 

 Nixon’s own memoirs of the 1968 elections are relatively sparse on the contents of his 

campaign rhetoric, focusing instead on the fight for the Republican nomination, attacks he and Spiro 

Agnew received from the media, poll numbers and the impact of Lyndon Johnson’s eleventh hour 

announcement of a North Vietnam bombing halt had on the campaign.12 When he did talk about his 

Silent Majority rhetoric he framed it as a tactic in which he tried, with each campaign stop, “…to have 

                                                             
7 Richard Nixon, RN: The memoirs of Richard Nixon (London: Book Club Associates, 1978): 288. 
8 Ibid: 292-293. 
9 Daniel K. Williams, God's Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010): 69. 
10 Ibid: 92. 
11 Ibid: 100. 
12 Nixon, 322-325. 
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some new ammunition to fire at Humphrey.”13 At a campaign stop in Ohio he equated “a burned out 

library, a desecrated flag,” with “a ship captured by outlaws on the high seas,” a rhetorical framework 

in which unrests at home became equated with the hostility Americans faced abroad, thus framing the 

growing unrests, crime and violence in America as a direct challenge to America’s pride and dignity.14 

In order to further bolster this rhetoric he built his new campaign on. An incident during a campaign 

speech in a New Jersey hangar is typical for the way Nixon positioned himself as being capable of 

rising above the civil unrest.15 Like most of his campaign speeches there were protesters in attendance, 

but they had been separated from the main audience by the police. At the behest of the Nixon 

campaign however, a small group of protestors, large enough to make some noise but not large enough 

to pose a security threat, were admitted to the hangar. After the protestors started several chants filled 

with profanities Nixon calmly asserted that these people did not represent the American public, that he 

would be the one that would give a voice to the silent majority who had to suffer the indignities 

inflicted on them by people like these protestors and the ones who had, one way or another, enabled 

their destructive behaviour.16 This technique of using loud and obnoxious protestors to create a 

contrast between the idealized Middle America he claimed to represent and those who were 

dissatisfied with their lot in life was perfected during the 1972 re-election campaign, when members of 

the Nixon campaign organization would actually invite small groups of protestors, usually less than a 

dozen, to disrupt campaign rallies and speeches. After the television cameras caught sight of these 

small groups of protestors Nixon would redirect their attention to the large pro-Nixon crowds, thus 

creating a framework in which his supporters vastly outnumbered the protestors – if only the media 

would actually acknowledge them.17 

 The out-groups Nixon identified were nebulous – faceless masses of arsonists and looters 

besieging American cities, hordes of unwashed protestors indoctrinated at university campuses who 

disrupted the daily life of ordinary Americans with vulgar profanity-laced chanting and shady figures 

hiding in every alley seeking to corrupt America’s impressionable young with drugs and pornography – 

but they nonetheless became an effective rhetorical foundation to build his electoral support on. It 

allowed his rhetoric to be empowering by reassuring his voters that although those groups were loud, 

destructive and highly visible in the media, they nonetheless formed a minority of un-American forces 

who could be soundly defeated if only people would vote for him. Furthermore, by not explicitly 

identifying specific groups beyond vague assertions of them not appreciating the American dream, 

being corrupted by academics and irresponsible rhetoric from community leaders and having no 

legitimate grievances, he could deflect two charges that would be highly damaging to his campaign – 

that he was racist, or that he was reiterating the fears of communist subversion that marked the era of 

the House Un-American Activities Committee that he himself had been heavily involved in, having 

gotten his first taste of national prominence at the Alger Hiss hearings. 

 

                                                             
13 Nixon, 320. 
14 Ibid. 
15 See also chapter 3.3. 
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When Donald Trump gave his speech announcing his candidacy for the presidency of the United States 

one line stood out more than any other. The claim that “When Mexico sends its people, they're not 

sending their best. They're not sending you. They're not sending you. They're sending people that have 

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

crime. They're rapists. And some, I assume, are good people,” was met with disbelief.18 Yet within the 

wider context of the speech the phrase takes on a different meaning. Talking about China, Japan, 

Saudi Arabia and Trump sets out a narrative in which it isn’t just the people of those countries that are 

hostile, but the governments.19 Mexico, in Trump’s eyes, simply takes it a step further by not only 

competing economically but also sending its undesirables over the border into the United States. 

 And that’s the crux of Trump’s exclusionary rhetoric. Mexican immigrants are a problem of 

course, but they’re a symptom of a larger problem in Trump’s view of world affairs in which 

governments around the world are laughing all the way to the bank as they plunder the United States 

economy and use the United States military to fight their wars for them. He placed the blame for this 

at the feet of “our leaders”, saying “our leaders don’t understand the game,” asking “how stupid are our 

leaders?”20 This adds another dimension to Trump’s narrative. Not only are foreign governments 

conspiring to take advantage of America economically and militarily, but America’s leaders are also too 

incompetent to effectively deal with this in any way. When Trump said in his inauguration speech that 

“…we are transferring power from Washington, D.C., and giving it back to you, the people,” he 

essentially confirmed the idea that by electing him those same ‘our leaders’ from his announcement 

speech had now been ousted in favour of himself, the master of the deal.21 This narrative is an 

interesting play on the fact that a majority of Americans is distrustful of institutions. In a 2016 Gallup 

poll only three institutions could boast a majority of respondents trusting them ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite a 

lot’: the military (41% and 32%, respectively), small businesses (30% and 38%) and the police (25% 

and 31%). The presidency only scored 16% and 20%. Congress was at the bottom, with 3% and 6%. 

Interestingly enough Trump himself represents the second least trusted group, big business, which 

scores 6% and 12%.22 Yet in his announcement speech Trump distances himself from big business. His 

argument basically amounts to the idea that he would use his powers for good – he knows all the 

negotiators, he knows all the CEOs, all their tricks, and under a Trump presidency they wouldn’t dare 

collaborate with Mexico and China as these countries take advantage of American workers. 

                                                             
18 TIME Staff, "Here's Donald Trump's Presidential Announcement Speech," TIME, June 16, 2015, accessed June 18, 2017, 
http://time.com/3923128/donald-trump-announcement-speech/. 
19 Ibid. 
“Our country is in serious trouble. We don't have victories anymore. We used to have victories, but we don't have them. When 
was the last time anybody saw us beating, let's say, China in a trade deal? They kill us.” 
“When did we beat Japan at anything? They send their cars over by the millions, and what do we do? When was the last time you 
saw a Chevrolet in Tokyo? It doesn't exist, folks. They beat us all the time.” 
“Saudi Arabia, they make $1 billion a day. $1 billion a day. I love the Saudis. Many are in this building. They make a billion 
dollars a day. Whenever they have problems, we send over the ships. We say "we're gonna protect." What are we doing? They've 
got nothing but money. If the right person asked them, they'd pay a fortune. They wouldn't be there except for us.” 
“When do we beat Mexico at the border? They're laughing at us, at our stupidity. And now they are beating us economically. 
They are not our friend, believe me. But they're killing us economically.” 
20 Ibid. 
21 Rachel Cao, "Read President Trump's full, blistering inaugural speech, attacking Washington, promising 'America first'," 
CNBC, January 20, 2017, accessed June 18, 2017, http://www.cnbc.com/2017/01/20/transcript-of-president-trumps-
inauguration-speech.html. 
22 GALLUP, "Confidence in Institutions," accessed June 18, 2017, http://www.gallup.com/poll/1597/confidence-
institutions.aspx. 
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 In general, the Gallup polls show a worrying trend in American society – a steadily declining 

rust in most societal institutions.23 This distrust is ingrained in the foundations of Trump’s divisive 

rhetoric, with the out-group not just being single easily identifiable groups of people within American 

society but an overarching government, media and business elite that empowers those groups. At a 

campaign rally in Waukesha, Wisconsin, Trump remarked that “The special interests, the arrogant 

media, and the political insiders, don’t want me to talk about the crime that is happening in our 

country and in our inner cities. They don’t want you to know about the hurt and pain that is happening 

to our fellow citizens. They want me to just go along with the same failed policies that have caused so 

much needless suffering and so much preventable heartache.”24 Trump tapped into a nebulous fear of 

‘political correctness’ by using it as its defence every time he was challenged on remarks about women, 

immigrants or other groups of people.25 Political correctness implied a kid gloves approach, refusing to 

address the real problem in favour of coddling certain groups who, through that same coddling, had 

become privileged members of society, allowed more rights and more freedoms than ‘the average 

American’. With several high profile minority rights struggles taking place in the years leading up to 

the 2016 election (a renewed focus on police violence, the Obergefell v. Hodges Supreme Court 

decision legalizing gay marriage, North Carolina’s infamous ‘bathroom bill’) it was easy to create a 

narrative in which, through the assumption that civil rights are a zero-sum game, ‘political correctness’ 

was used by small but increasingly loud groups to intrude into the lives of average Americans. 

 

Both Richard Nixon and Donald Trump used divisive rhetoric to empower their charismatic leadership 

and create a narrative in which their voters, the average Americans, were under threat from certain 

groups of individuals. They would be the saviours, the ones who would oust from power those who had 

empowered these groups and turn power over to their base once more. They played to the idea of a just 

world in an insidious way – painting those who spoke out against their policies as subversive, arguing 

that protesters and rioters were ingrates with no legitimate grievances and politicians who challenged 

their narratives as soft on those who threatened American interests and American citizens – and as 

such presented themselves as defenders of American justice, as those who would deny those groups 

who sought more than they deserved the ability to do so. There is one point where the Trump narrative 

radically deviates from that of Nixon. Whereas Nixon boasted about his political experience, 

suggesting that it was his political experience that would allow him to represent his electorate and 

achieve the policies that they needed, Trump pushed himself as the outsider. He did not, as some 

would suggest, undermine the trust the American public has in its political institutions. Rather, he 

seized on a trust that was already growing and amplified it, presenting himself as the only candidate 

who understood what the voters already believed – that Washington elites no longer had their best 

interests at heart. Trump also implicated the media in this vast overarching narrative of elites 

suppressing American interests, claiming that they treated him unfairly, that they wouldn’t tell the 

truth about him, that any news story challenging his assertions was ‘fake news’. Of course, as discussed 

                                                             
23 See appendix 2. 
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earlier, Trump had an advantage here, in a more partisan media, growing distrust of mass media and 

access to fringe internet websites to spread his message. 26 

 Neither candidate however created their divisive narratives in a vacuum. They both responded 

to rising sentiments within American society. They both affirmed and reaffirmed beliefs that certain 

minority groups were getting too many rights, too much representation, at the cost of mainstream 

America. Interestingly enough, both Nixon and Trump, even as they criticized African Americans, 

immigrants and, in the case of Trump, members of the LGBTQ community, they both claimed that 

they actually had their best interests at hand. They didn’t want to oppress these groups, they simply 

provided ‘tough love’, being strict with these groups to their long term benefit. Nixon repeatedly 

emphasized that black business owners were as much victims of arsons and lootings during the riots of 

the sixties as white business owners were. Trump repeatedly asserted that African Americans love him, 

that everybody loves him, even as of those same African Americans less than 10% voted for him. 

Likewise, less than 15% of voters who identified as LGBTQ cast their vote for Trump.27 This highlights 

the insidious nature of such rhetoric. When candidates like Nixon and Trump claim that they only 

have the best interests at heart for groups they criticize they are not reaching out to those groups. 

Rather, they are reassuring their voters that they are not racist, or homophobic, and that their voters 

aren’t racist or homophobic just for voting for them. 

  

                                                             
26 See also chapter 3.3. 
27 Jon Huang et al., "Election 2016: Exit Polls," The New York Times, November 8, 2016, accessed June 18, 2017, 
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Appendix 2 – Declining trust in American institutions over time. 

 

The following chart has been compiled based on Gallup Historical Trends data regarding the trust 

Americans have in various institutions.28 I have chosen three public institutions (the presidency, 

congress, public education) and four private institutions (banks, big business, newspapers and 

television news). The data is represented in five year intervals (save for 1975) based on data available. 

Perhaps the most dramatic drop in trust can be seen in the trust Americans have in Congress, but the 

overall trend is towards declining trust in institutions in general, with few exceptions (the military, 

small businesses, the police). 

 

 

 

This growing distrust is part of a general trend. Historical data from the Pew Research Center shows a 

historic drop in Americans who trust their government, with only 4% of respondents in their most 

recent survey stating they can trust the Washington government to do what’s right “just about always” 

and only 16% responding “most of the time.”29 The data show that one of the key differences between 

the 1968 and 2016 elections was that in 2016 Americans who trusted their government were the 

minority. As such, they were far more responsive to a candidate presenting the outsider narrative than 

they would have been during the 1968 elections.  

                                                             
28 GALLUP, "Confidence in Institutions," accessed June 18, 2017, http://www.gallup.com/poll/1597/confidence-
institutions.aspx. 
29 Pew Research Center, "Public Trust in Government: 1958-2017," May 3, 2017, accessed June 18, 2017, http://www.people-
press.org/2017/05/03/public-trust-in-government-1958-2017/. 

1975 1981 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 2011 2016

The presidency 52 72 39 48 33 35 36

Congress 40 29 41 30 20 26 19 12 9

Public Schools 62 42 49 44 38 38 37 34 26

Banks 47 49 32 44 44 49 23 27

Big Business 34 20 28 26 24 28 18 19 18

Newspapers 35 37 37 32 36 30 28 20

Television News 36 34 31 27 21
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3.6. Why the Democratic Party is to blame for everything 

 

In his seminal 1957 article An Economic Theory of Political Action in a Democracy Anthony Downs 

used the work of economist Harold Hotelling on the behaviour of two competing vendors operating in 

the same market to predict the behaviour of parties in a two party system. Bypassing institutional 

assumptions that might influence whether a system can support two or more major political systems 

Downs proposed that since voters are a commodity that parties compete for, they will coalesce around 

areas of policy where most voters can be gained. If there are two such areas, the result is a two party 

system.30 It’s obvious that America’s two party system is the result of the way its electoral system is 

organized, but Downs’ theoretical discussion does open up new avenues of thought as to how 

Republicans and Democrats compete for votes. Because the American system is definitely polarized. 

This in itself isn’t odd in terms of electoral behaviour. In any two party system it would make sense for 

the incumbent party to defend the policies of its previous term while the opposition party challenges 

them. The economists weren’t the only ones who thought of electoral politics in market terms. As 

political journalist Richard Rovere noted as early as 1956, when talking about Richard Nixon’s role as 

vice president in the Eisenhower administration: “Nixon appears to be a politician with an advertising 

man’s approach to his work. Politics are products to be sold the public – this one today, that one 

tomorrow, depending on the discounts and the state of the market.”31 Effective marketing was key – 

the public only had one vote to spend, so in order to get them to spend it on Nixon he would have to 

present himself as he superior product to the most likely alternative: Hubert Humphrey. 

 In regard to their opposition Nixon and Trump both found themselves in a very similar 

position. They both campaigned from the position of the opposition party against a representative of 

the incumbent party who was looking to succeed the president, in Nixon’s case because Johnson had 

decided not to run, in Trump’s case because Obama had reached his term limit. But both Nixon and 

Trump went further than just challenging the current administration’s record. They both presented a 

rhetoric in which the policies of the previous Democratic governments weren’t just less favourable 

than what they proposed, they were downright dangerous, having done tremendous harm to American 

interests and the American people in the years leading up to the election and, if allowed to continue, 

would mean the end of the American way of life through the election of a new Democratic candidate. 

This chapter will set out how both Nixon and Trump framed Democratic policy as not just worse than 

the Republican alternative but downright disastrous. It will also lay out how they identified similar 

running threads in Democratic policy that they both highlighted as potential causes for this disaster. I 

will also note those points where the narratives deviate. Finally I will discuss how these narratives fit 

within the broader scope of both men’s charismatic leadership and the Just World Hypothesis 

framework. 

 

As discussed in previous chapters Richard Nixon didn’t just single out rioters, protesters and 

organized crime as threats to the nebulous group of Americans he would eventually dub the Silent 

Majority. Both in the 1967 Readers’ Digest article and in the 1968 acceptance speech for the 
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Republican candidacy for the presidency Nixon promised to not just address those groups, but those 

who had empowered those groups and allowed their destructive behaviour – academics, judges, 

preachers and other elites – those who had stymied the ability for police to enforce the law, those who 

had made civil disobedience something to be applauded rather than something to be addressed as 

what it really was, the breaking of the law.32 This echoes the way in which he challenged protesters at 

his speeches as nothing more than misguided youth who were no longer receiving the firm hand they 

needed but rather had had their heads filled with nonsense thanks to liberal teachers, liberal judges 

and a media that refused to call them out for the loud and disruptive groups that they were.33 In his 

speeches Nixon repeatedly asserted that black Americans would benefit from stronger law and order 

policies as much as whites, a claim that Civil Rights leaders were sceptical about.34 

 When Nixon stated in his acceptance speech that “For the past five years we have been deluged 

by government programs for the unemployed; programs for the cities; programs for the poor. And we 

have reaped from these programs an ugly harvest of frustration, violence and failure across the land. 

And now our opponents will be offering more of the same—more billions for government jobs, 

government housing, government welfare. I say it is time to quit pouring billions of dollars into 

programs that have failed in the United States of America,” he clearly linked the domestic unrest he so 

often used as a platform for his domestic policy ideas to wider (and failing) trends in Democratic policy 

making such as the War on Poverty.35 Likewise, he claimed that even the urban African American poor 

that were to be the main beneficiaries of the War on Poverty policies did not want these programs, as 

“Black Americans, no more than white Americans, they do not want more government programs which 

perpetuate dependency. They don't want to be a colony in a nation. They want the pride, and the self-

respect, and the dignity that can only come if they have an equal chance to own their own homes, to 

own their own businesses, to be managers and executives as well as workers, to have a piece of the 

action in the exciting ventures of private enterprise.”36 Essentially, Nixon claimed that the government 

giving aid to people would make them dependent on those government benefits and that it would dis-

incentivize them to work for a living and build their own wealth. 

 It’s a rhetoric that Republicans use to oppose welfare and social security programs to this day. 

As Barack Obama notes: “Once, while still in the Illinois Senate, I listened to a Republican colleague 

work himself into a lather over a proposed plan to provide school breakfasts to preschoolers. Such a 

plan, he insisted, would crush their spirit of self-reliance. I had to point out that not too many five-

year-olds I knew were self-reliant, but children who spent their formative years too hungry to learn 

could very well end up being charges of the state. Despite my best efforts, the bill still went down in 

defeat; Illinois preschoolers were temporarily saved from the debilitating effects of cereal and milk.”37 

Nixon himself echoed these sentiments in private, as recorded on the Nixon Tapes, stating that: “We're 

going to (place) more of these little Negro bastards on the welfare rolls at $2,400 a family … let people 
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like Pat Moynihan and Leonard Garment and others believe in all that crap. But I don't believe in it. 

Total emphasis of everybody must be that this is much better than we had last year… work, work, 

throw 'em off the rolls. That's the key.”38 In the same conversation Nixon goes on to claim: “I have the 

greatest affection for them (blacks) but I know they're not going to make it for 500 years. They aren't. 

You know it too. I asked Julie about the black studies program at Smith. The Mexicans are a different 

cup of tea. They have a heritage. At the present time they steal, they're dishonest. They do have some 

concept of family life, they don't live like a bunch of dogs, which the Negroes do live like.”39 Placing the 

emphasis on failing Democratic policies was a key rhetoric strategy for the 1968 Nixon campaign. As 

then-campaign strategist Kevin Phillips notes: “Democratic "Great society" programs aligned that 

party with many Negro demands, but the party was unable to defuse the racial tension sundering the 

nation. The South, he West and the Catholic sidewalks of New York were the focal points of 

conservative opposition to the welfare liberalism of the federal government... The Democratic Party fell 

victim to the ideological impetus of a liberalism which had carried it beyond programs taxing the few 

for the benefit of the many (the New Deal to programs taxing the many on behalf of the few (the Great 

Society).”40 This shows why Nixon’s delegitimizing rhetoric was so important – framing the protesters 

and rioters as ungrateful and threats to the American dream with no legitimate grievances – it not only 

diminished their political legitimacy but also that of the Democratic Party, which had poured billions 

of tax dollars into programs meant to help those specific people yet had only gotten increasing crime 

and civil unrest in return, thus creating what Nixon would claim was “ugly harvest of frustration, 

violence and failure across the land.”41 In the rhetoric of the 1968 Nixon campaign the Democratic 

Party had wasted billions of tax payer dollars on programs for those who responded not with gratitude 

but with violence. 

 Nixon likewise took the offensive in the realm of foreign policy, bolstered by the highly 

unpopular escalation of the Vietnam war and his own personal experience in this regard. He used the 

contacts he built up during his wilderness years to not only re-establish his foreign policies credentials 

as a candidate but also lay the groundwork for what would eventually become his greatest achievement 

– opening up relations with China. In a one minute television add titled Decisions, images of nuclear 

warheads, communist dictators such as Mao, Castro and Brezhnev were accompanied by a narrator 

saying: “Think about it. Who is the one man who has the experience and the qualifications to lead 

America in these troubled, dangerous times? Nixon’s the one.”42 It was a sentiment echoed in many of 

Nixon’s speeches. In his acceptance speech Nixon noted that the Vietnam war had become so 

unpopular not just in America but around the world that Johnson couldn’t travel abroad without 

expecting to be met by hostile protests. He framed Democratic policy regarding Vietnam as affecting 

Americans personally by repeatedly referring American soldiers dying abroad as a result to these 

policies. He claimed that “…we face the stark truth that we are worse off in every area of the world 
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tonight than we were when President Eisenhower left office eight years ago.”43 When the Soviet Union 

invaded Czechoslovakia on August 21, 1968, it provided to be an invaluable break to the Nixon 

campaign, essentially reaffirming his assertions that the Soviet Union was still belligerent and 

dangerous, that any appeasement would be foolish. The invasion of Czechoslovakia was met with 

cheers from his campaign.44 

 No other campaign ad summarized the Nixon campaign's message regarding the Democratic 

Party as the one titled Convention. The campaign featured pompous, swelling music, with rapid cuts of 

still photographs of a smiling Hubert Humphrey, but every time the image held on him for more than a 

few seconds the music would start skipping and the image would start shaking violently, then be 

replaced by some sort of Democratic failure. First the riots and the unrests at the 1968 Democratic 

National Convention, then the war in Vietnam, and finally images of poverty-stricken Americans.45 

The ad was only ran once before being pulled over protests from the Democrats, yet the ensuing 

controversy only served to draw more attention to it. The message – the Democratic party had 

presided over eight years of domestic and foreign policy failures and Humphrey represented more of 

the same – was simple, but the way it was presented was incredibly effective. It reinforced the message 

that Democratic policies of the last eight years had been an unqualified failure, and only Nixon and the 

Republican party could change the course of America. Like all other Nixon campaign television adds 

this one ended with the exhortation “This time vote like your whole world depended on it.” 

 

If Rovere’s assertion of the politician as a salesman of policies holds true then Donald Trump’s career 

couldn’t have been a better preparation for his 2016 run for office. For the past thirty years Trump had 

made most of his money selling himself, turning himself into a brand. The Trump name had become a 

commodity to be bought and sold, both in the billion dollar real-estate market, ensuring that Trump’s 

name could be seen on hotels, resorts and other large scale projects around the world without him ever 

having to be involved in managing them. Likewise, the Trump name has been lent to a wide range of 

consumer goods. 46 Trump gets paid to have his name advertised around the world. Trump had already 

sold himself as a billionaire, now he had to sell himself as a president. How he did this has already 

been extensively discussed in terms of his outsider narrative. During the primaries his main focus was 

on separating himself from his Republican opponents. Even in announcing his candidacy however he 

put the Democratic party in general and the Obama administration in particular firmly in his 

crosshairs: “You know, when President Obama was elected, I said, "Well, the one thing, I think he'll do 

well. I think he'll be a great cheerleader for the country. I think he'd be a great spirit." He was vibrant. 

He was young. I really thought that he would be a great cheerleader. He's not a leader. That's true. 

You're right about that. But he wasn't a cheerleader. He's actually a negative force. He's been a 

negative force. He wasn't a cheerleader; he was the opposite. We need somebody that can take the 
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brand of the United States and make it great again. It's not great again.”47 In a way Hillary Clinton was 

a perfect opponent in this narrative. Not only was she, as a former New York senator and the wife of 

Bill Clinton, directly linked to the establishment in general and the Democratic party in particular, her 

former role as Secretary of State in the Obama administration linked her directly to Obama himself. 

Furthermore, with numerous congressional investigations into the September 11, 2011 attack on the 

American embassy in Libya, as well as extensive coverage on Fox News and other right-wing outlets, a 

narrative was already in place in which she allowed the Benghazi attack to happen and as such was 

representing failing Democratic foreign policies that had allowed  America to be weakened in such a 

way that this attack became possible. On top of that the continuing FBI investigation in how she 

handled her official e-mails through a private server and claims about using her charity foundation to 

exchange donations for political favours gave Trump all the fodder he needed brand his opponent 

‘Crooked Hillary’. 

 A key issue of Trump’s rhetoric was law and order, in which he mirrored Richard Nixon’s 

campaign 48 years earlier almost verbatim. Like Nixon before him Trump repeatedly blamed 

Democratic policies for weakening law enforcement to the point that they were unable to push back 

against the rise of crime and riots that he perceived. In this he challenged the data from the Brennan 

Center for Justice, which found that crime had been steadily declining in all major American cities for 

the past 25 years.48 In terms of homicides the Brennan Center did find increases over a year in 14 of 

the examined cities, although none of those were statistically significant enough to indicate a trend. 

These findings were mirrored in similar research performed by The Marshall Project.49 In asserting 

that crime has been rising in America as a direct result of limiting the ability of police to do their work 

has become known as the Ferguson effect, named at the Missouri city that saw riots break out over 

police violence in 2015: “First, it holds that crime is rising significantly nationwide. Second, that police 

officers in general have altered their behaviour as a result of renewed scrutiny of racialized police 

violence. Finally, that the second phenomenon is a direct cause of the first.”50 By pushing back against 

regulations on law enforcement Republican candidates in general and Donald Trump in particular 

were pushing back against Democratic support for more thorough investigations into police violence 

and measures meant to combat it. Trump simply did it louder and more publicly than any other 

candidate, saying that “police are the most mistreated people in this country” at the Republican 

primary debate on January 14, 2016.51 These unconditional statements of support towards American 

law enforcement earned him the endorsement of the Fraternal Order of Police, the country’s largest 

law enforcement union, an endorsement that was at least partially motivated by Clinton making 

reforms of the criminal justice system a key part of her policy platform.52 While attacking Clinton’s 
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proposed reforms as weakening American law enforcement to the detriment of its citizens Trump also 

repeatedly referred to 1996 remarks Clinton made when discussing the 1994 Violent Crime Control 

Act, when she referred to inner city criminal gangs as ‘superpredators’.53 Although Clinton had 

admitted early on in her campaign that this designation was a mistake and that she wouldn’t use it 

today the remarks continued to haunt her throughout her presidential campaign.54 

 Trump also linked a perceived rise in crime to immigration, for which he once again placed the 

blame squarely at the feet of the Democrats. At a campaign speech in Phoenix, Arizona on August 31, 

2016, Trump railed against the release of 13.000 illegal immigrants who had been arrested for some 

sort of crime by stating that “These 13,000 release occurred on Hillary Clinton's watch. She had the 

power and the duty to stop it cold, and she decided she would not do it.”55 In statements such as these 

Trump tied immigration to crime, as he had done in his infamous statements that Mexico sends 

“drugs” and “rapists” in the announcement speech for his candidacy.56 Another group of immigrants 

that Trump explicitly targeted in his campaign rhetoric were immigrants from majority Muslim 

countries.57 At a campaign speech held on August 15, 2016, Trump claimed that “The rise of ISIS is the 

direct result of policy decisions made by President Obama and Secretary Clinton.”58 In that same 

speech Trump claimed that Clinton’s election program would mean a 550% increase in immigration to 

the United States from Syria. According to Trump, Muslim immigration would open up the United 

States to even more Islamic terrorism, something that the Obama administration refused to 

acknowledge. Interestingly enough this was also the time that Trump began openly referring to ‘the 

Obama-Clinton administration’, explicitly articulating that Clinton would be a direct continuation of 

the Obama policies that he campaigned against. 

 One of the main lines of attack on the Democratic party Trump followed was tying them to 

trade agreements such as the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which essentially 

created an open market for goods between Canada, the United States and Mexico when it came into 

effect in 1994. Throughout his campaign Trump would repeatedly argue that NAFTA was “… the worst 

trade deal maybe ever signed anywhere, but certainly ever signed in this country,” and responsible for 

the loss of American manufacturing jobs as American companies opened up new plants in Mexico to 

benefit from cheaper labour there.59 Calling NAFTA the worst trade deal ever was his response to 

Hillary Clinton defending her own expertise on trade deals by pointing out that it was passed under 

Bill Clinton. Of course in tying the Democrats to NAFTA Trump ignores the fact that while it was 
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signed into law by president Clinton, it was actually voted through Congress on Republican support.60 

It proved to be a devastatingly effective strategy. It tapped into the kind of resentful Rust Belt 

sentiments that made the destruction of a Japanese car the main event at the annual Central Labor 

Council picnic in Dayton, Ohio.61 Tying the Democratic party to NAFTA and other free trade policies 

that Trump claimed were directly responsible for the loss of American manufacturing jobs proved to 

be devastatingly effective. In the Rust Belt, the area of America where most manufacturing jobs are 

concentrated, Trump not only won the swing states of Ohio and Indiana, but also Pennsylvania, 

Michigan and Wisconsin, states that had not gone Republican since the 1984 Reagan landslide.62 As 

with the manufacturing industry, Trump put the decline of the coal mining industry directly at the feet 

of the Democrats.63 By challenging global warming, promising to pull out of the Paris climate accords 

and announcing his intention to roll back Obama-era regulations on coal mining Trump crafted a 

narrative in which he would be able to bring back coal mining jobs, even though the decline in coal 

mining started long before Obama took office and 2008, and was the result of competition from 

cleaner and more efficient energy sources rather than overregulation of the mining industry.64 When 

talking about free trade in the way he did Trump went against established Republican orthodoxy. Yet it 

allowed him to tap into the electorate of several solidly blue states in a way that no candidate since 

Reagan had done. The promise to restrict free trade in order to bring back manufacturing jobs to the 

Rust Belt wasn’t just economically appealing. It spoke to a uniquely American pride – Trump’s 

promise to renegotiate NAFTA and protect American workers from foreign competition appealed to 

those who believed in a just world, those who were desperate to work for a living but who had been 

passed by by both major parties in thirty years of neoliberal economic and open market policies. 

Trump didn’t come offering hand outs or entitlements, he came offering Rust Belt workers a chance to 

once again make a living with their hands. 

 

In their attacks on the Democratic party in general and the Democratic administrations that preceded 

them in particular both Richard Nixon and Donald Trump employed very similar rhetoric. They both 

took policy issues that had been moved to the forefront of American public discourse by the media in 

the years preceding their elections and framed them in such a way that the blame for them, even if 

these issues were part of a long term historical trend rather than a direct result of policies of the 

previous eight years, would lay squarely at the feet of the Democratic party. They employed essentially 

a twofold narrative: everything that’s wrong with America, both domestically and abroad, is directly 

the result of the policies of the previous Democratic administration, and voting for my opponent would 

be a vote to continue these policies. They both presented themselves as champions of the American 
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people, those who were victimized by eight years of Democratic policies  at the cost of special interests 

and minority groups. This victimization came in the form of slackening on law and order that 

emboldened criminals that targeted American families. It came in the form of overregulation of 

industries that directly affected the ability of American companies to do business and thus to employ 

American workers. It came in the form of over-taxation of the American middle class to pay for welfare 

programs for the undeserving. What makes the opposition rhetoric of both Nixon and Trump stand 

out in these cases was that they didn’t merely present themselves as opposition candidates offering 

more favourable alternatives to Democratic policies. Rather, they explicitly framed Democratic policies 

as not just ill-advised but outright dangerous, to the point of being an existential threat, with Trump 

taking it one step further by charging the Democratic party as having actual malice towards the 

American people. 

 Where Nixon and Trump diverged was determined by two factors: historical context and the 

comfort zones for both men. Obviously migration from Mexico and the Islamic world wasn’t an issue 

in 1968. Neither was free trade. On the other hand, in 1968 the Soviet Union and China were still 

perceived as existential threats to the United States. In 2016 the Soviet Union had dissolved and China 

was mainly perceived as an economic threat, something Trump considered himself uniquely qualified 

to address. Nixon’s language on morality was also somewhat hampered by the fact that he was 

introducing Evangelical Christianity to the political domain. By the time Trump ran his own campaign 

these same Evangelicals had been part of the national discourse of the Republican party for nearly half 

a century. Furthermore, Nixon articulated a clear, distinct vision in terms of American foreign policy in 

regards to the use of its military whereas Trump rarely went beyond ‘making NATO members pay their 

fair share’ and pouring billions of additional dollars into the American military. At the same time, 

Trump was able to draw on his perceived business acumen in a way that Nixon couldn’t. Trump often 

framed foreign policy, both militarily and economically, in terms of negotiations. He had branded 

himself as a master negotiator for more than three decades, which made his promises to use these 

negotiating skills to get ‘better deals’ for Americans more credible to his followers. Although Nixon and 

Trump differed on these details they both showed very similar overarching rhetorical strategies as 

opposition candidates dealing with an opponent that represented the previous administration without 

being the incumbent president. 
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4. Conclusion 

 

The final question then becomes: Was Trump’s 2016 campaign Nixonian? And, by converse, was the 

1968 Nixon campaign proto-Trumpian? They both started out from fairly similar positions as 

extremely unlikely candidates that nonetheless managed to claim the nomination. They both went up 

against Democratic opponents who represented the incumbent party without being the incumbent 

president. They both managed to bring the Republican party into new territory – the Deep South for 

Nixon and the Rust Belt for Trump – and they did so by campaigning on programs that at least 

partially went across what was expected from a Republican candidate in their respective timeframes.65 

They both built a rhetoric based on appealing to the exceptional optimism of the American public. 

They both presented a narrative in which America was the land of opportunity, the land where 

everybody could make an honest living if they were willing to work hard enough, even though this 

utopia was under threat because of mismanagement under the respective incumbent Democratic 

governments. They both pushed back against perceived unrest, both abroad and at home, in the form 

of failing military interventions abroad, a declining credibility of American foreign policy among its 

allies and claims of rising crime rates and riots. Neither man crafted this narrative out of thin air but 

rather expanded on sentiments that had become part of the American public discourse through 

disproportionate attention in the news media. And both men used that same news media to create 

support for their respective campaigns in ways that previous candidates hadn’t, tapping into new 

technologies and audiences. 

 There were several major differences between Nixon and Trump however, the most important 

one being how both men presented themselves. Nixon explicitly presented himself as the veteran 

politician, the one who had the experience necessary to bring America from the brink that Democrats 

had brought it to. By repeatedly stressing his experiences in dealing with foreign politicians and 

making ‘Do Your Trick Dick’ a secondary campaign slogan Nixon wore his political experience on his 

sleeve. In 1968 the electorate was ready for an internal problem solver, someone who knew what to do 

to get America back on track. By contrast Trump constantly presented himself as the perennial 

outsider, the one that couldn’t be bought because he was already a billionaire, the one who would drain 

the proverbial Washington DC swamp and bring the government back to the people. This dichotomy is 

a result of a trend that was initiated by Nixon himself through the Watergate scandal the subsequent 

pardoning of Nixon by Gerald Ford: a continuing decline in trust in government institutions.66 Trump 

was bolstered in this by the fact that he was running against the perennial establishment candidate in 

Hillary Clinton: the former New York senator and secretary of state under the Obama administration, 

the wife of former president Bill Clinton and the woman who came into the 2016 elections with the 

triple stigmas of having lost the 2008 nomination, being under investigation by the FBI for how she 
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handled her e-mails as secretary of state and being secretary of state during the attack on the American 

embassy in Libya in 2011. Even though her guilt had never been proven in either of the latter two cases 

it was nonetheless very much a part of the public perception of her, something that was exacerbated by 

Trump’s insistence on referring to her as ‘Crooked Hillary’. On top of that, with the way scandals like 

Watergate, Iran-Contra and even the Lewinsky affair were handled without those responsible for them 

being punished, it’s easy to see how the public could consider Clinton to be guilty even if numerous 

government investigations found otherwise. After all, if Americans don’t trust the government, why 

would they trust the government when it says that Clinton is not guilty of the crimes she’s being 

accused of? 

 Another major difference between the campaigns was the degree of organization. Nixon went 

into the 1968 campaign having already been part of three presidential campaigns, in 1952 and 1956 as 

Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president, in 1960 leading his own ticket, and it showed in the way the 

campaign was run – disciplined and focused, with first-hand knowledge of how to run the Republican 

primary system in such a way that he could stave off challenges from both the conservative (Reagan) 

and liberal (Rockefeller) wings of the Republican party. On top of that the 1968 campaign was marked 

by a clear demographic strategy from the hand of Kevin Phillips which provided the Nixon campaign 

with a clear demographic battle plan that would allow them to turn the general discontent with eight 

years of Democratic rule and the growing backlash against the Civil Rights movement into not just an 

electoral victory in 1968 but a long term stable Republican hegemony. By contrast the 2016 Trump 

campaign was not only marked by revolving door campaign chairs but also a disconnect from the RNC 

establishment that seriously hampered his fundraising abilities.67 Locked out from traditional sources 

of campaign funding the Trump campaign turned to social media for its donation drives.68 Yet in spite 

of all these problems – or maybe because of them, as the Trump campaign often spun these problems 

as proof that Trump was the outsider fighting back against the establishment – Trump managed to win 

first the nomination, and then the presidency. That same degree of organization also applied to the 

way they communicated with the voters. The Nixon campaign was marked by tightly orchestrated 

public and television appearances, with a constant focus on the same message. Trump meanwhile 

became notorious for repeatedly going off script, attacking immigrants, women, the news media, 

anyone who evoked his ire for one reason or another. Yet even as news and political commentators 

wondered if each new gaffe would be the nail in the coffin of the Trump campaign his support 

continued to grow. 

 In the end both candidates were charismatic in the traditional Max Weber definition – they 

had a relationship with their followers in which they were assigned extraordinary qualities or abilities, 

unobtainable to the ordinary person, which gave them the ability to appeal to an authority that was 

based on the way their followers perceived them on an emotional level.69 They were able to do so 

because they were capable of presenting the electorate with a narrative that resonated with their 

unique cultural identity as Americans – their strong belief in a Just World, and their desire for a leader 

                                                             
67 Steve Benen, "In more ways than one, the Trump campaign is broke," MSNBC, June 21, 2016, accessed June 24, 2017, 
http://www.msnbc.com/rachel-maddow-show/more-ways-one-the-trump-campaign-broke. 
68 Charlie Warzel, "Trump Fundraiser: Facebook Employee Was Our "MVP"," Buzzfeed News, November 12, 2016, accessed 
June 24, 2017, https://www.buzzfeed.com/charliewarzel/trump-fundraiser-facebook-employee-was-our-mvp.  
69 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, vol. I (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1978): 242-243. 
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who would make their world a just one. Neither man built their rhetoric in a vacuum. Rather, they 

both built on concerns that already existed among the American public, concerns that were 

insufficiently acknowledged by their opponents, both in the primary contests against their fellow 

Republicans and in the national campaigns against their Democratic opponent. The power of Trump’s 

charismatic appeal can be seen when comparing his policy positions to those of his three major 

Republican challengers Jeb Bush, Marco Rubio and Ted Cruz. An analysis of the political programs of 

all four candidates on a two axis scale (economic left/right and social authoritarian/libertarian) shows 

that there is very little practical differences between the four candidates in terms of the policies they 

proposed.70 Yet Trump, running on a platform that was virtually identical to that of his main 

Republican rivals, beat them handily in the primaries. This is identity politics writ large – Trump’s 

outsider background and unique charismatic relationship with his followers made him the most 

successful candidate in a field that on a rational policy level seemed to offer very little actual choice. 

 When taking into account the similarities between Nixon and Trump – not in their 

backgrounds or the way they ran their campaigns but in the way they built a fundamentally 

charismatic relationship with their followers by appealing to the exceptional American belief in a just 

world – two names immediately present themselves for further study: Ronald Reagan in 1980 and 

Barack Obama in 2008. Both men were undeniably charismatic, and both provided a vision for 

America that was rooted in just world beliefs and American exceptionalism. For Reagan it was the 

Shining City on the Hill. For Obama it was Yes We Can. They would provide another interesting 

dichotomy, with one having come from the conservative wing of the Republican party and the other 

from the liberal wing of the Democratic party, one having had a relatively long career, the other a 

relatively short one. They both ran as opposition candidates that explicitly pushed back against the 

party in power at the time of their campaign. It could be argued then that the 1968 Nixon campaign 

and the 2016 Trump campaigns were not anomalies but rather part of a trend that Nixon started with 

his 1968 campaign – a series of candidates who provided a charismatic appeal to the exceptional 

American optimism against the historical context they campaigned in. Even the 1992 Clinton 

campaign with its Putting People First slogan could be included in this broader historical arc of Nixon 

in 1968, Reagan in 1980, Clinton in 1992, Obama in 2008 and Trump in 2016. With six cases, four 

Republican and two Democrat, it would be possible to not only determine similarities and differences 

in the campaign rhetoric of each individual candidate but also more closely investigate whether there 

were distinguishable differences between the Republican and Democratic candidates in which 

segments of the American people they appealed to, how they appealed to them, how they responded to 

perceived threats to the American system and which groups of people they identified as responsible for 

these threats. When put against a wider historical context of steadily declining trust among the 

American people in its institutions, this historical arc could also be used to investigate the other side of 

the coin of charismatic leadership – what happens when a leader isn’t able to deliver the proverbial 

goods, how does this affect the perception of the leader once he leaves the stage, and how does this 

affect the perception of the institutional framework in which these leaders operated? Do the followers 

of a failed leader blame the leader, or the institutions? 
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 As for Nixon and Trump, they were very different candidates in an institutional sense, 

representing parties that functioned differently, running in an electorate that had very different 

concerns, to become chief executive of a federal government that functioned very differently, yet in 

terms of their fundamental rhetoric and political behaviour they were very similar. They both 

presented themselves as saviour candidates, the ones who understood the concerns and fears of the 

American public in a way that their opponents did not, and as such the only ones who could give the 

American people the policies needed to combat these concerns and fears. They both relied heavily on 

relatively new media platforms to spread their message in ways that hadn’t previously been done. They 

both relied heavily on a narrative that identified several vaguely defined out-groups as threats to the 

American system while at the same time maintaining that they actually had these groups’ best interests 

at heart, that they weren’t racist for proposing policies that would disproportionally affect, for 

example, African Americans, and that their electorate wasn’t racist for voting for them. They both 

depended on backlash against the Democratic party to build their base and they both claimed that the 

Democratic party was responsible for the perceived weakened state that America was in when they ran, 

not just because of poor policy decisions but because they actively empowered those groups, both 

domestic and foreign, that most threatened American peace and stability. When asking whether 

Trump is Nixonian or whether Nixon was proto-Trumpian the answer depends on how one would 

define either Nixonian or Trumpian – as simply the rhetorical behaviour they displayed while 

campaigning, which has been the subject of this thesis, or the subsequent political behaviour once they 

came into power. Semantics aside however, their campaigns were clearly the result of very similar 

rhetorical tactics, a similar charismatic relationship with their followers and similar appeals to 

American optimism and exceptionalism, and their successful application of these tactics allowed them 

to break into states that had been traditionally Democratic. 
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