
The	Logical	Result:	
How Right-Wing	Media	&	GOP	

Politicians	Have	Amplified	American	
Polarization	To	The	Point	Of	

Violence
Dr.	Alison	Dagnes

Professor,	Shippensburg	University	



Where	We	Were	Going	Into	
November:	
Negative	Partisanship
When	people	do	not	love	their	own	
party	but	really hate	the	other.	

Many	reasons	for	this:
•Nationalization	of	elections
•Slim	majorities	in	Congress
•Gerrymandering	&	sorting
•Beneficial	for	outside	groups	&	
politicians.

•Media



Where	We	Were	Going	
Into	November:	
Distrust	of	Elites,	
Establishment

Americans	used	to	have	a	
patriotic	love	for	and	belief	in	
politicians,	but	now	are	cynical,	
distrusting,	and	angry:
• The	Daily	Show Effect:	
Constant	mockery	&	increased	
cynicism.

• 24-hour	news	cycle,	push	
alerts,	outrage	industry.

• Anti-Elite	messaging	from	
politicians	running	as	
outsiders.	
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Where	We	Were	Going	Into	November:	
Competing	Narratives
Blue	Wave/	Blue	Tsunami Red	Mirage



The	Red	Mirage
• “This	was	the	idea	that	early	vote	counts	would	look	better	for	
Republicans	than	the	final	tallies	because	Democrats	feared	COVID-19	
more	and	would	disproportionately	cast	absentee	votes	that	would	take	
longer	to	count.	Trump	intended	to	exploit	this	— to	weaponize	it	for	his	
vast	base	of	followers.

• His	preparations	were	deliberate,	strategic	and	deeply	cynical.	Trump	
wanted	Americans	to	believe	a	falsehood	that	there	were	two	elections	—
a	legitimate	election	composed	of	in-person	voting,	and	a	separate,	
fraudulent	election	involving	bogus	mail-in	ballots	for	Democrats.”

• Axios,	January	16,	2021



Trump-Supporting	Media	
Upheld	Allegations



Trump	On	Election	Night	2020:
• “Millions	and	millions	of	people	voted	for	us	tonight,	and	a	very	sad	group	
of	people	is	trying	to	disenfranchise	that	group	of	people.	And	we	won't	
stand	for	it.”

• “This	is	a	fraud	on	the	American	public.	This	is	an	embarrassment	to	our	
country.	We	were	getting	ready	to	win	this	election.	Frankly,	we	did	win	
this	election.”

• “And	all	of	a	sudden,	I	said	what	happened	to	the	election?	It's	off.	And	we	
have	all	these	announcers,	saying,	‘What	happened?’	And	then	they	said,	
‘Ohhh.’	Because	you	know	what	happened?	They	knew	they	couldn't	win,	
so	they	said,	‘Let's	go	to	court.’”



So?	What	
Happened	On	
November	7?

Red	Mirage!
• Trump	lost	the	popular	vote	by	more	
than	7	million	votes	(51.3	%	to	46.8	
%)	

• Lost	Electoral	College	by	the	same	
margin	he	won	in	2016		(306	to	232)

BUT:	
• It	was	a	great	night	for	Republicans	
(just	not	for	Trump)





What	Happened	After November	7?
Fighting	a	Fair	Election	In	The	Courts

Trump	filed	56	lawsuits	challenging	the	
Election	results;	his	legal	team	won	one
case.

126	House	GOP	lawmakers	&	Attys	
General	from	17	states	signed	amicus
briefs	for	a	SCOTUS-denied	case	to	
overturn	the	election	results.	



Legitimized	
The	Big	Lie

“The	Big	Lie:”	Democrats’	
shorthand	for	Trump’s	
false	and	overwhelmingly	
debunked	effort	to	call	the	
results	of	the	2020	
election	into	question.



The	Big	Lie
“…in	the	big	lie	there	is	always	a	certain	force	of	credibility;	because	the	broad	masses	of	a	nation	are	
always	more	easily	corrupted	in	the	deeper	strata	of	their	emotional	nature	than	consciously	or	
voluntarily.”	Adolph	Hitler,	Mein	Kampf

“Over	and	over	again,	Trump	and	his	allies	pushed	far-flung,	doomed	and	legally	specious	
efforts	to	overturn	the	election	they	claimed	had	been	stolen.	They	said	GOP	state	
legislatures	could	change	the	results,	including	by	designating	their	own	competing	
electors.	They	claimed	judges	hadn’t	actually	ruled	on	the	merits	of	their	claims,	when	in	
fact	they	had.	They	assured	not	only	that	the	Supreme	Court	had	the	power	to	tell	states	
how	run	their	elections,	but	suggested	that	it	would	soon	intervene.	And	toward	the	end,	
they	advanced	a	desperate,	last-ditch	attempt	to	get	Vice	President	Mike	Pence	to	
unilaterally	throw	the	election	to	Trump.”	Blake,	Trump’s	Big	Lie (2/12/21)



After	January	6th Insurrection,
8	Senators	&	139	House	Members	
Voted	to	Overturn	Election	Results



“Do	you	believe	Joe	Biden	won	the	2020	election	
fair	and	square,	or	do	you	believe	that	he	only	won	
it	due	to	voter	fraud?”	(Monmouth	3/17/21)





Right	Wing	Media	Circle	
• The	American	political	media	are	polarized,	but	
not	in	equal	spheres.
• On	one	side	are	the	mainstream	media	and the	
purposely	liberal	media.
• On	the	other	side,	a	tightly	closed,	uncompetitive	
“antidote”	to	everyone	else.	
• Indefatigably	Pro-Trump.		





RWMC	Qualities:
• Specifically	&	openly	ideological
• Oppositional:	State	their	mission	is	to	oppose	MSM
• Less	original	reporting	(journalism),	much	more	
analysis	(punditry)
• Self-reinforcing	&	supportive	within
• Generates	the	narrative	&	circulates	it	among	outlets



4	Reasons	this	Developed



Reason	#1:	50	Years	Of	Vilifying	
Intellectuals,	Government,	&	Media
• Snowflakes

• Preference	for	“common	man”	over	experts.
• Total	distrust	of	science	and	fact.	
• Threat	of	liberalism	in	academia,	faculty,	“cancel	culture.”

• The	Swamp
• Expansion	of	government	led	to	backlash
• Fear	of	communism	&	socialism	led	to	demonization
• Newt	Gingrich,	Tea	Party	rebellion,	Trump



GOP	Trusts	Fewer	Sources/	
Distrusts	More



Reason	#2:	Technological	
Advancements
• News	Orgs	=	Profit-driven
• Have	to	monetize	boring	things	by	making	them	
palatable	for	ad	revenue.

• Speed	imperative:	
• Have	to	be	first	to	report	&	respond.
• All	of	this	dumbs	things	down.



U.S.	Polarization	&	Ignorance:	
Social	Media



Reason	#3:	Financial	Rewards
• Ability	for	more	outlets	led	to	niche	programming:	More	
room	for	specific	tastes,	huge money	to	be	made.
• Generated	partisan	media:	CNN,	Fox	News,	MSNBC,	OANN
• Noisy	&	Crowded	Political	Media	Landscape
• Offers	increasingly	polarizing	content.
• Audience	becomes	addicted	to	the	anger.
• Magnifies	the	need	to	feed	the	beast,	continuous	
amplification	of	rage.



Confirmation	
Bias
When	people	seek	out	
information	that	supports	an	
existing	belief	or	understanding.	
Epistemic	closure:	When	people	
stay	in	their	information	silos	
and	do	not	hear	an	opposing	
argument.	



Thing	#4:	Polarization
• Natural: Sorting into groups is Social Identity Theory

• Unnatural: Media feeds this to get & hold attention

• Cable news needs ratings.

• Social’s algorithm wants to stir emotion.

AND we are sharply (and closely) politically divided.





Put together: Conditions ripe 
for Right Wing Media Circle



Right	Wing	Media	Circle:
Agenda	Setting
• Self-supporting,	self-reinforcing,	everyone	gets	on	board.
• Provides	uniformity	of	opposition.	
• Amplifies	the	polarization.	

• In	order	to	keep	audience,	short	cuts	complicated	issues	into	
code	words	(“HR.	1,”	“The	Squad,”	“Socialism,”)

• NOT	invested	in	changing	opinions:	Preaching	to	the	choirs.	



RWMC
• Sees	themselves	as	providing	“alternative”	to	the	
mainstream	news	media.
• This	is	a	very different	mission	than	journalism.
• Provides	airtight	filter	bubble	for	about	30%	of	the	
American	public.	
• ALSO	provides/	sustains	false	information	(Big	Lie).



Confirmation	Biased	Content	
is	Addictive:	Entertainment
Entertainment now similarly polarized:

• Danna Young Irony & Outrage: The polarized landscape of rage, fear, and laughter in the United States
(Oxford, 2019) argues that entertainment varies across the ideological spectrum, and opinion 
talk is “the satire of the right,” while modern political satire is “the opinion programming of 
the left.” 

• Lawyers for Tucker Carlson (Fox News) agree: his defense in a 2020 defamation lawsuit 
argued that anyone who had watched his show could not think it was serious. The judge 
agreed. 

• Jody Baumgartner “Is It Funny if No One is Watching?” (Comedy Studies, 2020) observes that 
the ratings and popularity of late night comedy is decreasing as comedians become more 
politically active and ideologically strident. 



Confirmation	
Biased	Content	
In	Non-political	
Media

Gerrymandered	Media:
We	don’t	even	have	fun	the	
same	way.	



Polarizing	Brands:
Or	Consume	Goods	&	Services	the	Same	Way



Two	Separate	Worlds
Our	Politics	Are	No	
Longer	About	Ideology	
Or	Policies,	Especially	
on	the	Right:

They	are	About	
Performance

• “There	is	no	legislative	agenda	here,	only	
a	new	form	of	highly	theatrical	posturing	
that	has	replaced	what	was	left	of	
substantive	conservatism	in	the	GOP.	
Under	Trump,	the	Republican	Party	
literally	decided	that	it	did	not	need	to	
have	a	platform;	and	even	after	Trump’s	
departure,	it	doesn’t	think	it	needs	an	
actual	agenda,	or	indeed	fixed	principles	
of	any	kind.”	Charlie	Sykes



Before:	Incumbency	Advantage.	
Now:	the	Loudest	Voice	Reward
• Incumbency	advantage:	Earned	media	attention	
• Earned	media:	free	coverage/	Paid	media:	Ads
• Incumbents	had	earned	media	advantage	because	they	
held	office	&	could	credit	claim.	

• Today:	outrage	is	the	new	earned	media:
• Paid	media	still	a	thing	– need	to	advertise.
• BUT	the	crazy	brings	the	heat,	gets	the	attention	on	cable/	
social/	political	sites.



Everything	Is	Performative
• “Politics,	they	say,	is	show	business	for	ugly	
people.	The	real	question	is	who	writes	the	
scripts	and	produces	the	acts.	You	are	
governed	by	the	theater	geeks	from	high	
school,	who	went	on	to	make	it	big	booking	
guests	on	the	talk	shows.	Ignore	them	and	
they’ll	ignore	you,	and	you’ll	go	nowhere	fast.	
The	hairdressers	and	makeup	ladies	and	
cameramen	pick	our	presidents.	As	well	they	
should.	They	are	closer	to	the	viewers	and	
therefore	the	voters.	Why	raise	money	to	
advertise	on	the	news	channels	when	I	can	
make	the	news?	And	if	you	aren’t	making	
news,	you	aren’t	governing.”	Matt	Gaetz



Becomes	the	Mandate:	
Performance	Fundraising

• Rep.	Marjorie	Taylor	Greene	(R-
Ga.),	the	controversial	MAGA	
firebrand,	raised	over	$3.2	million	
in	Q1	in	her	first	year	in	office.

• This	haul	came	from	over	100,000	
individual	donors,	for	an	average	
donation	of	$32.	



Becomes	the	Expectation:	
Performative	Governing

"I	have	built	my	staff	
around	comms	rather	
than	legislation."



GOP	Voters	Want	the	Performance:
Becomes	a	Bottom-Up	System

•

GOP	Voters	
Want	the	
Uncut	

Grievance	&	
Anger

Right-Wing	
Media	Will	

Forgo	News	&	
Deliver	Emotion	
for	Ratings

GOP	Elected	
Officials	Want	

Votes,	
Attention,	
Future



Gresham’s	Law	of	Politics:
Bad	Politics	Drives	Out	Good	Politics
“…	Our	culture	has	moved	toward	a	new	way	of	conducting	its	
business,	especially	its	important	business.	The	nature	of	discourse	is	
changing	as	the	demarcation	line	between	what	is	show	business	and	
what	is	not	becomes	harder	to	see	with	each	passing	day.	Our	priests	
and	our	presidents,	our	surgeons	and	lawyers,	our	educators	and	
newscasters	need	worry	less	about	the	demands	of	their	discipline	
than	the	demands	of	good	showmanship.”
Neal	Postman	Amusing	Ourselves	to	Death	(1985)



Consequences
Supply	Side	Problem Demand	Side	Problem


