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This master’s thesis analyzes Donald Trump’s populist style in the 2016 and 2020 United States presidential 
debates. It focuses on understanding how Trump’s rhetoric manifests anti-elite sentiment, employs “bad 
manners”, dramatizes crises through performance, utilizes different argumentation techniques, and explores how 
Trump’s populist style evolves between the 2016 and 2020 presidential debates, highlighting how his rhetorical 
strategies adapted as he transitioned from populist outsider challenger to incumbent president. The primary 
research material for this thesis includes the first two debate instances from 2016 between Trump and Hillary 
Clinton, and two debate instances from 2020 between Trump and Joe Biden. This thesis is driven by the aim of 
deepening our understanding of Trump’s debate strategy and its broader implications for populist political 
communication. 

The theoretical framework of this thesis combines Benjamin Moffitt’s concept of populist style with Chaïm 
Perelman’s theory of argumentation. Populist style is conceptualized as a performative political style comprising 
anti-elite discourse, the use of “bad manners”, and dramatization and performance of crises. Perelman’s 
framework serves as the methodological approach to categorize Trump’s rhetorical techniques into quasi-logical 
arguments, arguments based on the structure of reality, and the relations establishing the structure of reality. 
This dual framework is applied through rhetorical analysis of the debate transcripts from 2016 and 2020, which 
allows for a qualitative evaluation of Trump’s debate strategies. 

The findings of this thesis reveal that Trump consistently employs anti-elite rhetoric during these debates, 
depicting his political opponents as corrupt establishment politicians who are disillusioned with the needs and 
aspirations of “the people” in America. Trump utilizes “bad manners” to strategically disrupt conventional debate 
norms, appeal to his voter base, and particularly delegitimize his opponents through ad hominem argumentation. 
Different crises and threats are dramatized and performed through exaggerated claims of societal breakdown 
and institutional failures, further positioning Trump as a political outsider candidate who can correct perceived 
past failures of the political establishment. Argumentation techniques that Trump uses prominently include 
causal links and argumentation through examples. Both of these forms of argumentation are ultimately linked to 
crisis dramatization in an effort to create a sense of urgency that demands quick and decisive action. The use of 
metaphor is especially connected to Trump’s use of “bad manners” in delegitimizing his debate opponents 
through personal attacks. Ultimately, these elements evolve between the 2016 and 2020 presidential debates, 
reflecting subtle shifts in Trump’s political positioning from populist outsider challenger to incumbent president. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Donald Trump’s election as the 45th president of the United States in 2016 was widely regarded as a 

surprise by many researchers, political analysts and pollsters. Polling leading up to the election 

consistently showed his opponent, Hillary Clinton, with a lead in the national popular vote and in many 

key battleground states. However, Trump would eventually win the presidency through the Electoral 

College, even though Clinton received almost three million more votes. Trump’s victory was aided by 

strong support among certain demographic groups, particularly by white, non-college educated men, and 

especially by voters in semi-rural small towns within the Rust Belt states. (Scala & Johnson 2017.) 

According to Norris and Inglehart (2019, 67), Trump’s populist rhetoric was successful in exploiting 

growing resentment among Americans who felt forgotten or ignored by the political establishment. 

Trump’s populist messaging was ultimately expressed by his 2016 campaign slogan, “Make America 

Great Again”, that tapped into a perceived longing of a bygone age in America (Fukuyama 2020, 99). 

Populists’ main goal is to appeal to people who feel that their everyday concerns have been disregarded 

by establishment elites. Trump’s campaign rhetoric exploited this sentiment by presenting himself as a 

champion of ordinary Americans. Key examples of populism in Trump’s 2016 campaign included his 

opposition of establishment elites, focus on economic inequality, criticism towards immigration, and 

especially his vilification of immigrant groups. (Conley 2020; Howell & Moe 2020, 3–4.) Furthermore, 

Trump’s outsider status as a businessman and reality television star contributed to his appeal as someone 

who was not part of the political establishment (Van Aelst & Walgrave 2017, 49–51). However, 

populism’s role in Trump’s election is a subject of debate among political scholars, as the result of the 

election may have been influenced by other elements, including the legacy of the Obama administration, 

dynamics within the 2016 primary elections, strategies and funding in campaign efforts, media 

coverage, and economic performance during that time (Ceaser et al. 2017; Sabato et al. 2017). 

Trump’s rise to the presidency was arguably facilitated by increasing political polarization within the 

United States (Howell & Moe 2020, 3), although both major parties in America had been polarized long 

before Trump’s appearance on the political stage (Abramowitz 2022, 647). A study conducted by Pew 

Research Center (2016) found that Democrats and Republicans increasingly see the opposing party as a 

“threat”, with 55% of Democrats having highly negative views of Republicans, while 58% of 

Republicans having very unfavorable views about Democrats. The U.S. two-party system likely 

contributes to this polarization, as voters are unable to choose from noteworthy third-party options 
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(Anthony & Carl 2019, 19), and instead, through negative partisanship, align themselves against the 

party they dislike more (Abramowitz & Webster 2018, 133–134). Moreover, political polarization 

contributes to the worsening of political discourse (Pew Research Center 2023). In political and civil 

discourse, “truth decay” manifests as increased disputes over facts and their interpretations, and waning 

trust in traditionally credible information sources (Kavanagh & Rich 2018). Trump’s inflammatory 

rhetoric during his 2016 campaign and subsequent presidency certainly had a deteriorating impact on the 

tone of public debate in the United States (Edwards 2020, 286; Abramowitz 2022, 647). 

This master’s thesis qualitatively examines Donald Trump's populist style and rhetorical 

techniques/strategies in the 2016 and 2020 United States presidential debates. I utilize Benjamin 

Moffitt's concept of populist style as my main theoretical framework, which he outlines in his 2016 

book The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style, and Representation. Populist style is a 

performative political style that consists of three main features: opposition between “the people” and 

“the elite”, the utilization of so-called “bad manners”, and the dramatization and performance of crises 

(Moffitt 2016, 43–45). Moffitt’s framework is holistic in its approach, as all three features should be 

present in the rhetoric of a speaker in order for it to be deemed as exemplary of populist style. In other 

words, each feature is not necessarily populist on its own. 

I employ Chaïm Perelman’s (1996) theory of argumentation as my main methodological framework to 

ascertain the different argumentation techniques/strategies used by Trump. I have chosen rhetorical 

analysis, specifically the study of new rhetoric, as my research method because I argue that it is the best 

method to analyze Trump’s debate speeches and acquire answers to my research questions. The study of 

new rhetoric will identify the utilized argumentation techniques, which in turn gives pragmatic value to 

the study of debate strategies. Politics fundamentally revolves around the clash of competing values and 

ideologies, typically communicated through dialectical exchanges. Therefore, rhetorical analysis 

emerges as the ideal approach to address my research questions. My research questions are directly 

related to Moffitt’s three features of populist style and Perelman’s framework of argumentation. There 

are five research questions altogether: 

1) How did Trump’s rhetoric create opposition between different groups? 

2) What kind of “bad manners” appeared in Trump’s rhetoric? 

3) How did Trump dramatize and use performance to highlight crises? 

4) Which argumentative techniques did Trump employ? 

5) Do the features or argumentation techniques differ between the 2016 and 2020 debates? 
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This thesis offers a comprehensive exploration of these research questions with the overarching goal of 

enhancing our knowledge of the intricacies surrounding populist style and rhetoric in present-day U.S. 

presidential debates. This involves recognizing various rhetorical techniques/strategies employed by 

Trump. In particular, it focuses on examining the three features of populist style within the realm of 

presidential debates in the United States. Next, I will argue why it is important to study U.S. presidential 

debates, and specifically, Donald Trump’s performance in them in 2016 and 2020. 

United States presidential debates are a quadrennial tradition in American democracy and hold profound 

importance both domestically and internationally. Domestically, these debates are significant political 

events that draw in millions of Americans across the country. (Denton et al. 2019, 244–246.) For 

example, according to Nielsen Media Research (2016), a company that specializes in measuring 

television viewership in the U.S., found that approximately 84 million people watched the first debate of 

the 2016 presidential election between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton. In contrast, about 73 million 

people watched the first debate of the 2020 presidential election between Donald Trump and Joe Biden 

(Nielsen Media Research 2020). To note, these debates can also be viewed on other media platforms, 

such as online streaming services, so in effect the actual number of people watching these debates is 

even greater. To summarize, the U.S. electorate’s interest in presidential debates can certainly be 

considered substantial. 

Presidential debates are an important area of study because they provide voters with a direct opportunity 

to hear from candidates and compare their positions on important issues. Especially in today’s media-

saturated landscape, presidential debates maintain a pivotal role as a direct source of information from 

the candidates themselves. Televised debates also provide candidates with an important platform to 

reach voters and articulate their views. Moreover, by engaging in debates, candidates offer voters an 

opportunity to evaluate their leadership qualities, policy proposals, and overall suitability for the highest 

office in the country. Candidates can also be held accountable for their policy proposals, and their 

responses to moderators’ questions provide valuable insights into their stances on topics such as 

healthcare, economic reform, immigration, and foreign policy. Thus, studying these debates is crucial 

for fostering informed civic engagement and empowering voters to make well-informed decisions 

during elections. In particular, presidential debates can serve to more thoroughly inform voters and 

thereby increase their overall satisfaction with the democratic process (Denton et al. 2019, 252–253). 
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The importance of analyzing Donald Trump’s populist style and rhetorical techniques/strategies in the 

2016 and 2020 presidential debates is important for several reasons. First, it offers vital insight into the 

dynamics of populist style and rhetoric, particularly in the context of rising populism globally. Second, 

Trump’s rhetoric, characterized by its simplicity, directness, and often polarizing nature, has had a 

significantly negative impact on political discourse in the United States (Pew Research Center 2019). 

Third, understanding the mechanisms through which Trump’s populist messaging resonated with certain 

segments of the electorate sheds light on broader societal trends, such as growing disillusionment with 

traditional political establishments and institutions. Fourth, analyzing Trump’s debate performances 

provides an opportunity to examine the pragmatic rhetorical techniques which he utilizes in his speeches 

for creating support for his policies. Lastly, Trump has acted as a populist president in contemporary 

U.S. politics, and for this reason, I posit that it is important to understand the nuances of his populist 

style in presidential debates in the event more future populist candidates surface in the United States, as 

these candidates may attempt to mimic Trump’s performative style. 

In conclusion, the study of U.S. presidential debates is important for understanding the complexities of 

American politics, the dynamics of electoral campaigns, and the functioning of democracy in the digital 

age. By delving into the communicational aspects of Trump’s performance in the debates, I wish to 

uncover meaningful results about his use of populist style and rhetorical techniques/strategies. 

Furthermore, by studying Trump’s debate performance, I hope to contribute to the already vast scientific 

literature regarding U.S. politics. Next, I will present the outline of my thesis by introducing the 

subsequent chapters and their contents. 

Following this introductory chapter (Chapter 1), my thesis is presented over six main chapters and their 

subchapters. In Chapter 2, I will begin by examining earlier research literature about the definition of 

populism. This is paramount since scholars have differing interpretations and definitions of populism, 

leading to an ongoing debate about its nature and characteristics. After this, I will explore the 

phenomenon of national populism and the role of identity by referencing examples from Europe and the 

U.S. This chapter will conclude with a brief outline of America’s rich history of populism in order to 

ascertain its historical roots and different manifestations. The list of populist leaders, parties, and 

movements I cover in this chapter is by no means exhaustive but is purely intended to illustrate different 

appearances of populism in U.S. history. 
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Chapter 3 will cover important contextual information about Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign and 

subsequent presidency. This is vital in order to prove that Trump’s rhetoric and actions during his 

campaign and presidency can be seen as instances of populism. This is done by evaluating examples of 

Trump’s policy positions and overall messaging during his 2016 campaign and eventual presidency. I 

argue that Trump’s policy positions are indicative of national populism, as outlined in Chapter 2. 

Moreover, it is essential to ascertain Trump’s policy positions before my analysis of the presidential 

debates, as the debates cover a variety of different political topics. 

Chapter 4 will introduce the theoretical framework employed in my thesis. First, I will begin by 

outlining Benjamin Moffitt’s concept of populism as a performative political style, which consists of 

three main features: opposition between “the people” and “the elite”, the utilization of so-called “bad 

manners”, and the dramatization and performance of crises. For the purposes of this framework, I argue 

that Trump should be seen as a challenger candidate in 2016 solely due to the fact that he had never held 

public office of any kind in the United States until his presidency. Second, I will examine the features of 

political debating in the U.S. by referring to historical examples. This is undertaken to grasp the 

dynamics of political debates in America. Lastly, Chapter 4 will conclude by presenting the research 

questions of my thesis in more detail before delving into my analysis of the presidential debates. 

In Chapter 5, I introduce the research methodology employed in my thesis, the study of new rhetoric. 

First, I discuss general features of rhetorical analysis, and its main theoretical underpinnings. Second, I 

will specifically delve into Chaïm Perelman’s (1996) theory of argumentation and its constituent 

elements that form the framework: the audience, premises of argumentation, and most importantly, 

argumentation techniques. Overall, this chapter provides a systematic framework for identifying and 

interpreting the rhetorical techniques used by Trump in the debates. This chapter will conclude by 

presenting the studied primary research material, the 2016 and 2020 U.S. presidential debates. To note, 

the 2024 election cycle’s presidential debates have been excluded from this study for three reasons. 

First, I wish to ascertain how Trump’s populist style manifests as a challenger and as an incumbent, so 

the 2016 and 2020 presidential debates are already sufficient in their content. Second, Joe Biden 

withdrew his candidacy for president in favor of Kamala Harris’ presidential bid, and both Biden and 

Harris only had one debate session each against Trump in the 2024 election. Finally, I do not wish to 

overextend the length of my study, so I maintain that two election cycles’ worth of debates are more 

than sufficient for my thesis. 
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Chapter 6 presents my empirical analysis of Trump’s populist style and argumentation 

techniques/strategies in the 2016 and 2020 presidential debates, drawing upon the theoretical framework 

and methodological approach outlined in previous chapters. The debates are analyzed in chronological 

order to ascertain the evolution of Trump’s populist style and argumentation techniques/strategies over 

these two election cycles. This is especially important to understand how Trump’s challenger status in 

the 2016 debates differed from his incumbency status in 2020 and how his use of populist style adapted 

to these changing contexts. 

Finally, Chapter 7 provides a summary of my analysis’ key findings, weaving together the results on 

Trump’s use of populist style and argumentation techniques/strategies. Furthermore, I compare Trump’s 

performance from both 2016 and 2020 to understand how his populist style and rhetoric evolved over 

these two elections. Lastly, this chapter discusses my contribution to the research field of political 

science and offers insights into the future exploration of this topic. 
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2. DEFINING POPULISM 

2.1. General Research on Populism 

Populism is a contested term within the field of political science, and in the social sciences in general. 

Despite its widespread usage, a universally accepted definition is yet to be formulated. Certain scholars 

have described populism as a thin-centered ideology or thin ideology, a style of rhetoric, or a 

performative political style of communication (Mudde 2004, 544; Stanley 2008, 99–100; Norris & 

Inglehart 2019, 4; Moffitt 2016, 49). In contemporary politics, the words populism or populist have 

become types of political catch-all terms that are often used as pejoratives to discredit political 

opponents, even though their proposed policies may not even resemble populism at all. This connotation 

often implies that a policy proposal is simplistic and opportunistic, and that it may exploit popular 

sentiments without offering actual solutions or addressing underlying issues. (Mudde 2004, 542–543; 

McDonnell & Ondelli 2020, 838.) According to a cross-national survey study by Wagner et al. (2024), 

citizen respondents were not all that familiar with the term populism, often associating it with “being 

popular” or the “population”. 

In spite of populism’s ambiguous definition, one feature of populism is widely recognized as obligatory 

to the phenomenon: its appeal to “the people”. Canovan (1981, 294) observes that “all forms of 

populism without exception involve some kind of exaltation and appeal to ‘the people’ and all are in one 

sense or another anti-elitist”. Moreover, this feature of appealing to “the people” has been an essential 

part of populism ever since the agrarian populism of the American Midwest during the late 19th century 

to the contemporary forms of populism known today (Moffitt 2016, 95). Populism has also been 

described as a political logic that constructs a collective identity, “the people”, and pits different societal 

demands against a common enemy, “the elite” (Laclau 2005). The idea of popular sovereignty is a very 

important concept in populism as it stems directly from “the people”, or as Stanley (2008, 102) puts it: 

Populism, like nationalism, focuses on the ‘who’ of politics; it is an ideology dedicated to 

identifying the people as the privileged subjects of politics and justifying their place on this 

pedestal. 

As a phenomenon, populism maintains an extremely anti-elite sentiment, and for this reason, it is 

important to define what the term, “the elite”, means in the context of populism, as it may refer to 

different entities or all of them together. According to Mills (1956), “the elite” are a group of people 

who hold powerful positions and influence within three conjoined institutions in society: political 
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leadership, the military circle, and the corporate elite. These small groups tend to hold a significant 

amount of power within society and their decision-making affects the wider populace, those who are not 

part of this close inner circle (Mills 1956). Furthermore, for many populists, the media elite are also seen 

as extensions of corporate power in shaping public opinion (De Vreese et al. 2018, 6). This juxtaposition 

offers populists an opportunity to vilify elite groups in an effort to cast blame and portray them as self-

servient, corrupt, and out-of-touch (Moffitt 2016, 43). Populists often position themselves as outsiders to 

these elite groups by maintaining that they rise from among the ranks of “the people”, giving the 

populist a more authentic and virtuous image (Van Zoonen 2005, 84). Populism typically mobilizes in 

three different ways: through a populist leader, political party, or social movement (Mudde & 

Kaltwasser 2017, 58–61) and typically relies on a charismatic leader who channels the voice of “the 

people” (Canovan 1999, 5). 

Populists depict societal elites as alienated from the everyday realities faced by ordinary people. 

According to populists, these elites are primarily concerned with advancing their own selfish interests 

and maintaining their positions of power within the status quo. Populists often attribute many societal 

problems, such as economic inequality, social injustice, and cultural alienation to the actions and 

policies of the ruling elite. (Schedler 1996; Stavrakakis et al. 2018, 14; Norris & Inglehart 2019, 4.) 

Moreover, populists emphasize the emancipatory nature of politics in the sense that the “oppressed 

people” can be liberated if they become aware of the elite’s oppressive actions (Mudde 2004, 546). 

Mudde (idem, 543) gives the following definition of populism and its constituent elements, “the pure 

people” and “the corrupt elite”: 

[Populism is] an ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous 

and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that 

politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people. 

According to Mudde’s definition, populism has an antagonistic setting which pits “the pure people” 

against “the corrupt elite”. This antagonism is presented to be the driving force behind populists’ appeal 

because they can attempt to convince “the pure people” that the system itself is rigged against them by 

an entity that wields most of the power within society. However, Mudde’s definition of “the pure 

people” as homogenous presents itself to some criticism, since not all populists view “the pure people” 

as a homogenous entity but instead reject certain groups from its definition (Katsambekis 2016, 391; De 

Cleen et al. 2018, 655). For example, right-wing populists seek to exclude certain out-groups from this 

definition, such as immigrants, refugees, and other minority groups (Norris & Inglehart 2019, 76; 

McDonnell & Ondelli 2024, 3–4). 
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Populist themes combined with authoritarian values may create fear against these out-groups within a 

society by exploiting societal anxieties, insecurities and grievances. This kind of populist rhetoric 

attempts to divide society into a “Us” (“the people”) versus “Them” (“outsiders”) dichotomy by 

portraying minority groups as responsible for different problems in society. By framing issues in terms 

of binary opposition, populists create a sense of solidarity among “the people” while demonizing those 

who are perceived as the “other”, a different or opposing group. (Stanley 2008, 107; Albertazzi & 

McDonnell 2015, 5–6; Norris & Inglehart 2019, 7; Rowland 2021, 16; Singh 2021, 256.) Wodak (2020) 

refers to this method of amplifying people’s worries and insecurities by focusing on an uncertain future 

as the “politics of fear”. Ultimately, these felt differences between in-groups and out-groups are entirely 

socially constructed. This form of populism will be discussed in more detail in the following sub-

chapter, titled “National Populism and American National Identity”. 

Populism is posited as a thin ideology (Stanley 2008). The idea of populism being a thin ideology 

argues that populism lacks a coherent and comprehensive set of values, beliefs or policies beyond its 

core appeal to “the people”. Unlike more traditional macro-ideologies like liberalism, conservatism, 

socialism, or nationalism, which encompass a range of specific values and philosophical underpinnings, 

populism tends to be vague and flexible in its ideological content. In other words, the thinness of 

populism as an ideology makes it adaptable to a variety of macro-ideologies and therefore becomes 

susceptible to manipulation by populists seeking to exploit popular grievances in society to their own 

ends. (Stanley 2008, 106–107.) The two most prevalent types of populism today are left-wing and right-

wing populism (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 25). 

Left-wing populism combines left-wing policy proposals with an appeal to “the people” against elite 

groups in society. These policies often include more government intervention in the economy, wealth 

redistribution and social justice. Left-wing populists advocate for more economic equality and the 

championing of marginalized groups in society, for example, working-class people, minority ethnic and 

racial groups, and immigrants and refugees. Additionally, left-wing populists are usually highly critical 

towards large corporations and neoliberalism in general. (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2013, 158–162.) An 

example of left-wing populism in the U.S. would be the policies proposed by Senator Bernie Sanders. 

For instance, Sanders has advocated for a wealth tax, higher minimum wage, free college tuition, and 

universal healthcare, while typically framing these issues as a fight against large corporations and 

wealthy elites. (Schoor 2017, 670–672.) Since populism is characterized as a thin ideology, the most 

obvious macro-ideology for left-wing populism to attach to is socialism. This type of populism has also 
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been coined as “inclusionary populism” as it pursues the incorporation of more disadvantaged groups 

into its definition of “the people” (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2013, 148; Font et al. 2021, 165). 

On the other side of the left-right political spectrum, right-wing populism emphasizes nationalism and 

cultural conservatism and is highly skeptical towards immigration. Additionally, it often features 

authoritarian tendencies and a critique of globalism. Right-wing populism is typically a blend of 

nationalism, conservatism, and populist themes, as it places large emphasis on cultural cohesion and 

nativism, for example, by privileging the interests of native-born citizens at the expense of immigrants 

and refugees. These two latter groups may be framed as threats to national security and societal stability. 

(Heywood 2019, 54.) An American example of a right-wing populist would be none other than Donald 

Trump, whose messaging has consisted of strong anti-establishment rhetoric, stricter immigration 

controls, trade protectionism, and harsh criticism towards globalism, especially against international 

institutions (Hafner-Burton et al. 2019, 707). Right-wing populism has also been described by another 

term, “exclusionary populism”, as it seeks ways to exclude certain groups from the populist’s definition 

of “the people” (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2013, 148). 

Despite the differences between left-wing and right-wing populism, they both share the core feature of 

populism, its appeal to “the people”. Both forms of populism focus on mobilizing support from a 

perceived notion of “the people” against societal elites. However, it is important to note that left-wing 

and right-wing populism are broad categories, and individual populist leaders, parties, or movements 

may exhibit a combination of features from both sides of the political spectrum. Moreover, the socio-

political context of each country’s politics can shape the expression of populism in many ways. (Moffitt 

2016, 45.) 

Populism’s relationship with democracy is a contested issue, as populism has both positive and negative 

implications for the functioning of democracy. On the positive side, populism may facilitate increased 

political participation by mobilizing marginalized groups in society, amplifying voices that feel ignored 

by the current political establishment. In this way, populism acts as a protest movement that seeks to 

remove corrupt rulers from power to substitute more democratic leaders in their place. On the negative 

side, if enforced by nefarious leaders, populism may undermine democratic norms by fostering 

incendiary rhetoric, removing safeguards from the protection of minority groups, undermining the free 

press or by challenging other institutional checks and balances. Populism is oftentimes at odds with 

liberal democratic values, and liberal democratic institutions are designed to be inclusive in order to 

safeguard individual rights, and especially minority rights. In the most extreme cases, populism may 
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erode the public’s trust in democratic institutions, weakening the rule of law and leading to authoritarian 

outcomes, something that demagogical populist leaders seek to advance. (Moffitt 2016, 133–138; 

Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, 83; De Vreese et al. 2018, 2; Van Dalen 2019, 14; Diamond 2020, 50–52; 

Herkman 2022, 54, 57–60.) 

 

2.2. National Populism and American National Identity 

National populism has seen a rise in Western democracies, particularly during the 1990s and 2000s. The 

most prevalent core values of national populism are protecting national sovereignty and ethnocentric 

cultural identity, along with the traditional anti-establishment themes of populism, and is a phenomenon 

that is usually disproportionately present in right-wing parties. (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 15.) National 

populists are commonly opposed to immigration, globalization, and cosmopolitanism, which they see as 

mainly elite-driven projects (Wodak 2020, 49, 260). These three aforementioned concepts are ultimately 

connected for national populists as they view that the free flow of peoples can over time degrade the 

cultural identity of a nation (idem, 37). 

A recurring theme among many national populists is their apprehension and skepticism towards Islam, 

perceiving it as fundamentally opposed to Western values (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 33; Haynes 2019, 

20). Many of these national populists do not make a distinction between peaceful Muslims and violent 

extremists but instead treat them as one and the same (Haynes 2019, 21). It is important to note that as a 

term, national populism is often used interchangeably with other similar terms, such as populist 

nationalism, nationalist populism, right-wing nationalism, right-wing populism, or the radical right. All 

these terms denote similar phenomenon and are ultimately linked by their support for conservative 

nationalism. 

The categorizing of all national populist parties or movements as far-right purely on their nativist 

sentiments is not a valid classification, as the far-right also includes fascists and other extremists who 

wish to completely eradicate democratic norms and institutions and replace them with authoritarian 

alternatives. National populists certainly have authoritarian and illiberal tendencies, but they still mainly 

operate within the confines of a democratic system of governance. (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 31.) 

However, national populist parties and movements can over time evolve into more deeply authoritarian 

leanings that warrant the classification of far-right, something that has certainly been the case for 
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Alternative for Germany (AfD) in Europe (Aktas 2024, 593). Next, I will explore the characteristics of 

national populism by referring to some examples from Europe and the U.S. 

National populist leaders present immigration and refugee flows as the most significant challenges to the 

preservation of national identity, and both of these mentioned groups have acted as catalysts of national 

populist movements in Europe and the United States. These movements maintain that foreign cultures 

will negatively affect the national identity of a nation and over time make it unrecognizable. (Fukuyama 

2018a, 11–12.) According to Eatwell and Goodwin (2018, 7), the supporters of national populist policies 

“question the capacity of Western societies to rapidly absorb rates of immigration and ‘hyper ethnic 

change’ that are largely unprecedented in the history of modern civilization.” Thus, national populists 

attempt to portray immigrants and refugees as the root causes of existing societal issues (idem, 51). 

Most prominent examples of European national populists include Hungary’s Victor Orbán, France’s 

Marine Le Pen, and Matteo Salvini in Italy (idem, 7). National populists in Europe share a common 

grievance against the European Union (EU) due to its supranational authority, which is felt by national 

populists as undermining the decision-making of individual nation states. They especially oppose the 

EU’s immigration and asylum policies and view the commitment to open borders as threatening to 

national sovereignty, cultural identity, and social cohesion. (Brack 2015, 337–338; Norris & Inglehart 

2019, 10–12.) A contemporary example of national populism in the U.S. would be, of course, Donald 

Trump and his “Make America Great Again” movement with its “America First” policy that places the 

United States at the forefront. Trump’s brand of populism has been characterized by his support for 

nativism, economic protectionism, and stark criticism of globalization. (Hafner-Burton et al. 2019, 707.) 

According to Stockemer (2016, 999), radical right-wing parties are known for “[a]dvancing an 

ethnocentric worldview through which the nation should be reserved for a certain type of people, 

namely citizens that share the same ethnicity, culture, religion and history […]”. Emphasizing and 

championing a narrow definition of national identity may even lead to tribalist sentiments (Heywood 

2019, 139). As discussed briefly in the previous section, populists are often ambiguous with their 

definition of “the people”, which poses a question about whom they see as legitimate members of this 

abstract community. Since my thesis is situated in the context of the United States, it should be 

important to somewhat ascertain what is meant by “the people”. The U.S. Constitution does not clearly 

define who “the people” are in America, which allows a national populist like Donald Trump to freely 

construct his own definition of “the people”. Fukuyama (2018a, 13) notes that: 
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The Constitution says clearly that the people are sovereign and that legitimate government flows 

from their will. But it does not define who the people are, or the basis on which individuals are to 

be considered part of the national community. 

Nations may be perceived as “imagined communities”, where the shared national identity is socially 

constructed by its inhabitants, for instance, through a shared language and history, national symbols, and 

distinct cultural practices (Anderson 2006). A cross-national survey among fourteen Western countries 

conducted by Pew Research Center (2017), found that a shared language outweighs an immigrant’s 

origin of birth with regards to national identity. According to this study, only respondents from 

Hungary, by a slight majority (52%), maintained that national identity is strongly tied to birthplace. In a 

later separate study among twenty countries conducted by Pew Research Center (2024a), found that “a 

median of 91% say being able to speak their country’s most common language is important for being 

considered a true national, and 81% say sharing their country’s customs and traditions is important for 

true belonging.” 

The United States, like any other country, does have its own national symbols that create a sense of 

community, for instance, a national flag and a national anthem. However, the U.S. does not have an 

official language codified into the Constitution, and more than 350 different languages are spoken 

nationwide, although English does remain the de facto language (USA.gov 2024). Due to its cultural and 

linguistic heterogeneity, a national populist like Donald Trump can attempt to exploit, for example, 

racial and ethnic tensions by vilifying certain groups living in the United States (Abramowitz & McCoy 

2019, 137). 

In Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s National Identity, Samuel Huntington (2004, 40–41) 

argues that American national identity has traditionally been shaped by Anglo-Protestant culture, which 

includes: individual rights, the English language, Christian religion, and various civic freedoms. These 

are exemplified in the idea of the American Creed and “[…] its principles of liberty, equality, 

individualism, representative government, and private property.” (idem, 41.) Huntington (idem, 221–

256) goes as far as to suggest that U.S. national identity will face significant challenges due to increased 

immigration from Mexico and what he calls the “hispanization” of America. Huntington claims that 

Mexican immigrants do not assimilate to American culture as frequently as other nationalities, and this 

would “[…] eventually change America into a country of two languages, two cultures, and two 

peoples.” (Huntington 2004, 256.) Huntington does provide a striking prediction of the rise of white 

nativism in America as a reaction to demographic changes, something that echoes the rise of Donald 

Trump on the political stage: 
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One very plausible reaction would be the emergence of exclusivist sociopolitical movements 

composed largely but not only of white males, primarily working-class and middle-class, 

protesting and attempting to stop or reverse these changes and what they believe, accurately or 

not, to be the diminution of their social and economic status, their loss of jobs to immigrants and 

foreign countries, the perversion of their culture, the displacement of their language, and erosion 

or even evaporation of the historical identity of their country. Such movements would be both 

racially and culturally inspired and could be anti-Hispanic, anti-black, and anti-immigration. They 

would be the heir to the many comparable exclusivist racial and anti-foreign movements that 

helped define American identity in the past. Social movements, political groups, intellectual 

currents, dissidents of various sorts who share these characteristics differ in many ways, but still 

have enough in common to be brought together under the label “white nativism.” (idem, 310.) 

In spite of any possible racist or xenophobic attitudes on national identity and belonging, the principles 

of modern American national identity adhere to liberal democratic ideals that allow anyone the 

possibility to integrate into the American way of life, regardless of national origin. Even though the U.S. 

may have been founded by “settlers”, it is contemporarily considered a nation of immigrants (Pew 

Research Center 2024b). In the next section, I will present a brief outline of populism’s history in the 

United States. 

 

2.3. A Brief History of Populism in the United States 

The United States has a long-standing history of populism (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, 22), even though 

it lacks a contemporary mainstream populist party. The most noteworthy populist individuals, parties, 

and movements have included, among others: Andrew Jackson, The People’s Party, Huey Long and the 

“Share Our Wealth” movement, George Wallace, Ross Perot, The Tea Party movement, and of course, 

Donald Trump’s “Make America Great Again” movement (Kazin 2017). American populists have 

consistently portrayed themselves as champions of “the people” against powerful elites, and while their 

platforms and methods have varied, these actors have left a lasting imprint on U.S. politics (Mudde & 

Kaltwasser 2017, 22–27). In this section, I present a brief outline of different populists in order to 

understand populism’s historical foundations and its modern manifestations in America. This list is by 

no means exhaustive and will only explore individuals, parties, and movements that best fit the 

definition of populism. My aim is to cover a spectrum of different types of populists. To note, the 

populism of Donald Trump warrants deeper examination and will not be explored in this section but in 

its own subsequent chapter. 

The earliest significant example of populism in the U.S. was its seventh president, Andrew Jackson. 

Jackson’s populism was ingrained in his appeal to the common white man, and opposition to entrenched 
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elites in both politics and finance. (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 26; Howell & Moe 2020, 23; Feller 2021, 

668.) Elected in 1828, Jackson positioned himself as a defender of “the people” against the political elite 

and the influence of the wealthy, particularly against the Bank of the United States, which he saw as a 

tool of economic privilege (Feller 2021, 668, 674–676). Jackson’s populism was highly exclusionary, as 

his policies had a devastating effect on Native Americans through the signing of the Indian Removal Act 

of 1830, which resulted in widescale displacement and death (idem, 673). Furthermore, being a 

slaveowner himself, Jackson maintained and defended the institution of slavery (Eatwell & Goodwin 

2018, 26; Feller 2021, 673). To summarize, Jackson’s populism can be defined as a combination of 

traditional populist rhetoric and authoritarian tendencies, advancing the interests of a specific segment of 

the population while deeply marginalizing others. To note, during Donald Trump’s presidential term, he 

celebrated Jackson as a political role model, paying a ceremonial visit to Jackson’s plantation home in 

Nashville, Tennessee, and even having a portrait of Jackson placed in the Oval Office (Feller 2021, 

667–668). 

The first major populist party in the U.S. was the People’s Party, also known as the Populist Party, 

founded in 1892 (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 26; De la Torre 2019, 2; Savage 2019, 403). The party 

mainly grew out of agrarian unrest among indebted farmers in the post-Civil War South who sought to 

challenge the economic dominance of big business and railroad establishments (Taggart 2000, 26; 

Savage 2019, 403). However, the People’s Party should be branded more as a grassroots protest 

movement instead of an actual political party, due to it lacking a defined leadership and organized party 

machinery (Taggart 2000, 26–31). The party’s demands were aimed at empowering the rights of people 

living in the countryside, mainly farmers and ranchers who wanted to end their reliance on big business 

(idem, 26). 

Herkman (2022, 40) observes that “[…] the People’s Party appealed to the countryside as a mainstay of 

a true American identity.” The countryside is also referred to as the “heartland” to describe an idealized, 

imagined community that the movement claimed to represent and protect (Taggart 2000, 44). This type 

of agrarian populism of the late 19th century was both a reflection of the specific economic challenges 

facing rural America and part of a broader tradition of populism that would later transcend its agrarian 

roots. Although the People’s Party itself failed to endure, it established a populist tradition that would 

re-emerge periodically throughout American history as different variations of populism but with similar 

rhetoric of opposing elites and championing of “the people”. (Lee 2006, 373–375.) 
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Huey Long, a Democratic governor of Louisiana and later U.S. senator, represented one of the most 

radical populist movements in early 20th century American politics, epitomized by his “Share Our 

Wealth” movement. Long built his political career on a platform of wealth distribution and fierce 

opposition to economic inequality, which had been exacerbated by the Great Depression. (Eatwell & 

Goodwin 2018, 39, 66.) His rhetoric and policies targeted the concentration of wealth among elites, 

proposing measures that included heavy taxation on the rich, a guaranteed minimum income for all 

Americans, and free access to education and healthcare. Long’s populism was grounded in a vision of 

economic justice, where the resources of the nation would be shared more equitably, reflecting his view 

that capitalism, as it existed, had failed Americans. Long was successful in garnering support among 

wide swaths of the working class, particularly in the South, by portraying himself as a defender of the 

interests of the “common man” against the entrenched power of corporations and other financial 

interests. (Lee 2006, 364–368.) 

However, Long’s populist agenda was not without authoritarian tendencies. In Louisiana, he exerted 

near-total control over state politics, utilizing blackmail and a personal political machine to consolidate 

his power, and was often criticized for bypassing democratic norms, such as purchasing votes and even 

removing judges that opposed him out of office. (Bormann 1997, 90; Levitsky & Ziblatt 2018, 26.) In 

the end, Long’s personal populist movement was cut short by his assassination in 1935 (Bormann 1954, 

16), but his populist legacy endured as elements of his redistributive vision later influenced New Deal 

policies, even though his personal political style raised concerns about the possibility of demagoguery 

within populist movements (Howell & Moe 2020, 25–27). 

George Wallace’s populism during the mid-20th century was exemplified by a mixture of economic 

appeals and stark cultural conservatism, aimed primarily at white, working-class people disillusioned 

with the federal government (Lee 2006, 368–369; Lowndes 2019, 191). As a four-term Democratic 

governor of Alabama and a repeated presidential candidate, Wallace portrayed himself as a defender of 

states’ rights and traditional social values against what he saw as an overreaching federal government 

(Lee 2006, 369). Wallace was known for exhibiting extremely overt racism in his policies and rhetoric 

(Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 26), signifying exclusionary populism. For instance, in his infamous 1963 

Alabama Governor inaugural address, he declared a desire for “[s]egregation now, segregation 

tomorrow, segregation for ever [sic].” (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 54.) This resistance to the Civil 

Rights movement was intended as an appeal to his constituents who may have been anxious about racial 

integration. Thus, Wallace’s populism heavily relied on cultural and racial anxieties, which he presented 
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as part of a larger struggle between ordinary, “law-abiding” Americans and a distant, out-of-touch 

federal government. (Lowndes 2019, 191.) 

Ross Perot, a billionaire businessman from Texas, would surface in American politics in the 1990s, as 

he made a name for himself as an independent outsider candidate for the U.S. presidency. Perot voiced 

strong criticism of the political establishment as well as both of the major parties, exhibiting populist 

themes in his policy proposals. As an independent presidential candidate in 1992 and a third-party 

option in 1996, Perot framed his campaigns around the promise of returning power to “the people” by 

addressing fiscal mismanagement, curbing corporate-driven trade policies, and opposing globalization. 

(Schulte-Sasse 1993; Howell & Moe 2020, 53–55.) He adamantly opposed the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA), arguing it would lead to job-outsourcing and wage stagnation for American 

workers (Eatwell & Goodwin 2018, 26). 

Moreover, Perot’s populism emphasized reducing the national debt and reforming government 

inefficiency, utilizing his business background to portray himself as an outsider candidate who could fix 

a broken system. Ultimately, Perot’s appeal was grounded in a distrust of career politicians, whom he 

portrayed as being beholden to special interests. (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, 25.) Even though Perot 

was unsuccessful in securing any electoral votes in 1992, he acquired a remarkable 19 percent of the 

popular vote while running as an independent candidate. In 1996, as a Reform Party candidate, he was 

still able to win an impressive 8 percent of the vote. (Howell & Moe 2020, 53.) To note, Perot’s populist 

campaigns and outsider candidate status share a resemblance to Donald Trump’s populist platform, 

although Perot did not exhibit Trump’s highly vulgar tone and bombastic communicational style. 

Finally, the Tea Party movement emerged in 2009 as a conservative populist reaction against 

government spending, taxation, and federal intervention, especially the bailout policies implemented by 

then President Barack Obama following the 2008 financial crisis. The Tea Party movement represented 

a significant episode of grassroots right-wing populism in American politics. Drawing its name from the 

historical Boston Tea Party, the movement invoked revolutionary imagery to highlight its commitment 

to reclaiming what it saw as traditional American values and resisting an overreaching federal 

government. The movement consisted of different political leanings, including social conservatives, 

libertarians, religious fundamentalists, and even white supremacists, highlighting its unorganized nature 

as a political movement. For this reason, the Tea Party movement was short-lived as it lacked an 

organizational structure and national leadership. (Williamson et al. 2011, 25–37; Mudde & Kaltwasser 

2017, 48–50.) Overall, the Tea party movement exhibited many national populist sentiments, including 
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anti-immigration views and reserving social spending for “deserving” Americans (Williamson et al. 

2011, 33). The Tea Party movement’s various populist sentiments arguably set the stage for the rise of a 

national populist like Donald Trump (Howell & Moe 2020, 59). 
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3. DONALD TRUMP’S 2016 PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN 
AND PRESIDENCY 

3.1. Donald Trump’s 2016 Presidential Campaign 

Donald Trump announced his Republican candidacy for the 2016 United States presidential election on 

June 16th, 2015. He made the announcement at an event hosted at Trump Tower in New York City, 

which was attended by supporters and members of the media. This event acted as a venue for Trump to 

both announce his presidential bid and to express his views on the current state of American politics. 

(CNN 2015; Howell & Moe 2020, 58; Annala 2020, 22.) Prior to 2015, Trump had a short-lived 

presidential campaign in 2000 as a Reform Party candidate but ultimately withdrew from the race due to 

disagreements between members within the party (News on 6 Now 2000). In his 2015 announcement 

speech, Trump laid the foundation of his campaign’s agenda, focusing on issues such as: immigration, 

job growth and the economy, healthcare, foreign policy, and especially his dissatisfaction with the 

current political establishment (Time Magazine 2015), positioning himself as a populist candidate 

without openly stating it. 

This speech is infamous for Trump’s disparaging comments about Mexican immigrants, fueling already 

present racial and ethnic resentment in the U.S. (Abramowitz & McCoy 2019, 139). Trump’s language 

was marked by highly inflammatory and negative characterizations of Mexicans, and he even vowed to 

begin the construction of a border wall between the U.S. and Mexico in order to curb illegal 

immigration coming from Mexico. Trump stated the following about the issue: 

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. […] I would build a great wall, and nobody builds walls better than me, 

believe me, and I’ll build them very inexpensively, I will build a great, great wall on our southern 

border. And I will have Mexico pay for that wall. (Time Magazine 2015.) 

Moreover, Trump utilized the event to express different types of economic and cultural grievances 

related to immigration, and to popularize his campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again” (Time 

Magazine 2015; Abramowitz & McCoy 2019, 143), a slogan that arguably evoked a longing for the 

Reagan era of American politics, which Trump evidently saw as the “Golden Age” of American 

dominance (Rowland 2021, 33). 
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Trump is a notable example of a presidential candidate who rose from outside traditional party politics 

to ultimately win the 2016 presidential election. Moreover, he had never held any type of public office 

before being elected president (Pfiffner 2021, 96). Populists often highlight their outsider status from the 

political establishment by maintaining their affinity with “the people”, while still being an elevated 

entity in politics that understands the struggles and concerns of ordinary citizens and represents their 

interests (Van Zoonen 2005, 84). Norris and Inglehart (2019, 349) argue that “[Trump’s] populism is 

rooted in claims that he is an outsider to DC politics, a self-made billionaire leading an insurgency 

movement on behalf of ordinary Americans.” It does seem counterintuitive for a populist to be a known 

billionaire, yet Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017, 71) observe that: 

[…] entrepreneur-populists are able to use their business acumen to construct their status as a 

political outsider. They present themselves as honest and self-made businessmen who have made 

their fortune despite the corrupt politicians, not because of them! 

Essentially, Trump’s alleged promise as an outsider candidate was to repair broken institutions in the 

U.S. and return them to their former glory. However, Trump’s election to president was not only a result 

of declining institutions in America but also the promoter of their decay (Fukuyama 2020, 9; Diamond 

2020, 10). Especially regarding the free press as an institution of democracy, Trump disputes the notion 

that journalists earn legitimacy by contributing positively to democratic processes, instead contending 

that the press undermines democracy rather than advances it (Van Dalen 2019, 12). 

Trump’s celebrity status was certainly a significant factor for him in receiving more widespread news 

coverage in the media, something that would not have necessarily been granted to other lesser-known 

candidates entering the presidential race (Van Aelst & Walgrave 2017, 51). Trump was mainly known 

as a real estate mogul and reality television personality, most notably for NBC’s The Apprentice, a show 

that helped elevate him to a household name in America (Howell & Moe 2020, 58). In the end, Trump’s 

candidacy was treated with skepticism by many mainstream news outlets and political pundits (Annala 

2020, 12), however, his bellicose rhetoric and controversial views were successful in garnering as much 

attention as possible in the media by dominating the news cycle (Alaimo 2020, 354; Howell & Moe 

2020, 58). 

Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017, 64, 66) observe that populist leaders, especially populist strongmen, tend 

to rely on simple and coarse language to appear more relatable to “the common man” and to be “one of 

the boys”. This is particularly true in Trump’s case, as he frequently used personal attacks and 

nicknames against his political opponents. Some examples from the 2016 campaign trail include: 
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“Crooked Hillary” (Hillary Clinton), “Lyin’ Ted” (Ted Cruz), “Little Marco” (Marco Rubio), “Low 

Energy Jeb” (Jeb Bush), and “Pocahontas” (Elizabeth Warren). (Edwards 2020, 287; Pfiffner 2021, 97–

98.) Instead of directly addressing his opponents’ policy arguments, Trump often resorted to personal 

attacks by questioning their motives through insults (Edwards 2020, 287). Moreover, Trump rejected 

traditional norms of political correctness, for instance, by mocking a disabled journalist, joking about 

groping women, and by calling Mexicans criminals and rapists. Trump’s rejection of these norms was so 

prevalent that he was able to remain popular among his supporters, something that would have likely 

ended any other aspiring politician’s career. (Fukuyama 2020, 150.) All of these aforementioned factors 

contributed to Trump achieving extensive news coverage, although media logic also played a crucial 

role, as Trump had high entertainment value, a factor that resulted in increased ratings for media outlets 

(Van Aelst & Walgrave 2017, 51–55). 

Throughout the campaign, Mexican immigrants were not the only targets of Trump’s nativist views. 

Muslim immigrants, Muslim Americans, and Muslims in general, became major targets in his speeches 

(Diamond 2020, 61). In December 2015, Trump called for “[…] a total and complete shutdown of 

Muslims entering the United States until our country’s representatives can figure out what is going on.” 

(The American Presidency Project 2024.) This statement was originally published on Trump’s 2016 

campaign website but has since been deleted. The American Presidency Project (2024) has obtained the 

original statement through the Internet Archive Wayback Machine. 

This travel ban proposal, also referred to as a Muslim ban proposal, was especially promoted in the 

aftermath of the San Bernardino terrorist attack and the broader context of fears around radical Islamic 

terrorism (Annala 2020, 42; Diamond 2020, 61). Trump’s aim was to link Muslims and immigration to 

the increased risk of terrorism and to the broader discussion of national security (Abramowitz & McCoy 

2019, 143). Trump’s rhetoric concerning Muslims was highly polarizing, as critics accused him of 

Islamophobia and fearmongering, while supporters viewed him as prioritizing national security (ibid.). 

Overall, Trump’s nativist views concerning Muslims and Mexicans was a central theme of his 2016 

campaign, as many of his voters claimed that they wanted to “take their country back” (Fukuyama 2020, 

164, 185), a sentiment that thoroughly rejected pluralism in America. 

Trump emphasized a variety of economic and cultural grievances that had been rising in the United 

States. His campaign strategy employed divisive and inflammatory rhetoric about race, gender, religion, 

and other aspects to create controversy in an already divided nation. (Norris & Inglehart 2019, 332.) 

Trump’s goal was to particularly highlight economic grievances in order to cast blame on establishment 
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elites, and on immigrants entering the U.S. (Çinar et al. 2020, 251). One of the most prominent populist 

features of Trump’s campaign was his emphasis on “Make America Great Again”, a slogan that tapped 

into a deep-seated desire among many Americans to restore the country to its former glory. This 

message resonated with voters who felt left behind by globalization and the economic changes of recent 

decades, and who saw Trump as the champion of their interests. (Fukuyama 2020, 22.) 

When examining Trump’s voter base, we see that his views resonated the most among white voters 

without college degrees (Abramowitz & McCoy 2019, 143). Trump’s campaign rhetoric capitalized on 

resentment regarding stagnant wages and the loss of manufacturing jobs, issues that were especially 

salient for low-income earners. The main targets were large corporations that outsourced labor abroad to 

the detriment of working-class Americans. Furthermore, Trump blamed unchecked immigration for the 

increased competition that Americans had to endure in securing employment. Trump connected these 

issues together by blaming trade deals, job-outsourcing, and immigration. (Abramowitz & McCoy 2019, 

143; Norris & Inglehart 2019, 349.) Trump’s victory in 2016 was also attributed to racial resentment 

among white working-class voters, rooted in concerns over immigration (Abramowitz & McCoy 2019, 

140). Ultimately, Trump supported stricter immigration controls and tougher enforcement policies as 

part of his broader strategy to protect the American workforce (Eshbaugh-Soha & Barnes 2021, 781–

782). 

Trump’s populist message was centered around the idea that American workers had been neglected by 

previous establishment administrations, which he argued favored trade policies and economic 

approaches that supported foreign interests over U.S. industries. Trump claimed that international trade 

deals, like NAFTA and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), had caused American manufacturing jobs 

to be outsourced to countries like China and Mexico, contributing to the decline of key industrial 

regions in the U.S., especially the Rust Belt. (Norris & Inglehart 2019, 349–350.) Trump’s populist 

messaging certainly resonated with voters living inside the Rust Belt, where he gained a significant 

number of votes among white voters without college degrees. Semi-rural small towns in the Rust Belt 

had been declining for some time due to the closing of factories, an example of corporate job-

outsourcing away from the United States. (Scala & Johnson 2017.) Herkman (2022, 40) observes that 

Trump presented these declining communities as the “heartland” of America, or the place of “true 

Americanism”, something that needed to be renewed for the country to prosper once again. 

Trump’s campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again”, was particularly framed as a revitalization of 

American jobs against globalization. He promised to return manufacturing jobs to the U.S. by 
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renegotiating trade deals, imposing tariffs on foreign goods, and adopting other protectionist policies 

aimed at encouraging American companies to invest domestically. Trump regularly criticized companies 

that outsourced production and promised to punish them with tariffs if they continued to move jobs 

overseas. The critique of globalization was a central theme of Trump’s campaign where he portrayed 

globalization as a process that had undermined U.S. sovereignty, weakened the country’s economy, and 

harmed American workers. This critique helped Trump garner support for his populist platform from 

voters who felt left behind by the prevailing political establishment. (Norris & Inglehart 2019, 349–

351.) 

Trump’s “America First” policy on international relations was deeply rooted in national populism 

(Fukuyama 2018b). For instance, Trump stated that the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

was “obsolete” and said that U.S. allies were not contributing sufficiently to the alliance’s collective 

defence. Moreover, he vowed to withdraw the U.S. from trade agreements and the Paris Agreement and 

was extremely skeptical of the World Trade Organization (WTO), claiming it negatively affected 

American workers. Trump was highly critical of traditional foreign policy frameworks that he viewed as 

overly burdensome for the United States. He blamed establishment politicians like Hillary Clinton for 

perpetuating a globalist foreign policy where the United States was too involved overseas in nation-

building and democracy promotion. (Edwards 2018, 176–182, 184.) 

In Trump’s own words, the United States would concentrate on “[…] reinvigorating Western values and 

institutions instead of trying to spread universal values that not everybody shares or wants.” (idem, 182.) 

Furthermore, according to Trump, U.S. interventionism abroad was detrimental to the “American 

worker and American economy”. (ibid.) Trump’s antagonism towards liberal hegemony was one factor 

that helped garner votes from Americans who were dissatisfied with the current foreign policy 

establishment (Edwards 2018, 181–182; Mearsheimer 2019, 25–26). According to international 

relations theorist John Ikenberry (2020, 256–257), Trump was the first president since the 1930s “who 

was actively hostile to liberal internationalism.” 

On international trade, Trump was highly critical of China, portraying it as a major economic threat to 

the United States. He argued that China was engaging in unfair trade behaviors that were detrimental to 

the American manufacturing industry and costing millions of U.S. jobs. Moreover, Trump claimed that 

China was manipulating its currency to make its exports cheaper, giving Chinese companies an unfair 

advantage in global markets and worsening the U.S. trade deficit. Beyond trade policy, Trump would 

also criticize Chinese companies for engaging in intellectual property theft, especially in the technology 
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and manufacturing sectors. Trump would ultimately tie his criticism of China to previous U.S. 

administrations by claiming that China had taken advantage of their weak leadership. Trump’s criticism 

of China extended to broader geopolitical concerns as well, as he accused China of undermining U.S. 

influence in Asia, particularly through its territorial expansion in the South China Sea. Trump suggested 

that the U.S. had been too passive in countering China’s rise and pledged to take a tougher stance on 

Beijing to reassert American dominance in global affairs. His messaging on China resonated with his 

broader "America First" platform, portraying China as a key rival in a global competition that had, in his 

view, disadvantaged the U.S. for years. (Miura & Weiss 2016, 7–8, 11–17; Time Magazine 2016.) 

The 2016 presidential election between Trump and Hillary Clinton would finally culminate on Election 

Day, November 8th, 2016. The result of the election was a split between Trump and Clinton, as Clinton 

won the popular vote with nearly 2,9 million more votes than Trump, while Trump would ultimately 

attain the presidency through winning a majority of the Electoral College. Trump’s victories in key 

swing states were the most important factor in securing him the presidency, especially in the Rust Belt 

areas that were affected by job losses in manufacturing, proved crucial to the campaign. (Federal 

Election Commission 2017; Scala & Johnson 2017.) 

 

3.2. The First Trump Presidency 

In his first inaugural address on January 20th, 2017, Trump stressed many populist themes in his speech, 

focusing on the idea of returning sovereignty to the American people and reversing what he described as 

the failures of past political establishments. Populism’s most inherent feature of creating antagonism 

between “the people” and “the elite” is noticeably evident in Trump’s speech, as he outlined his vision 

for America for the next four years: 

For too long, a small group in our nation’s Capital has reaped the rewards of government while 

the people have borne the cost. Washington flourished – but the people did not share in its wealth. 

Politicians prospered – but the jobs left, and the factories closed. The establishment protected 

itself, but not the citizens of our country. Their victories have not been your victories; their 

triumphs have not been your triumphs; and while they celebrated in our nation’s Capital, there 

was little to celebrate for struggling families all across our land. That all changes – starting right 

here, and right now, because this moment is your moment: it belongs to you. It belongs to 

everyone gathered here today and everyone watching all across America. This is your day. This is 

your celebration. And this, the United States of America, is your country. What truly matters is 

not which party controls our government, but whether our government is controlled by the people. 

January 20th 2017, will be remembered as the day the people became the rulers of this nation 
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again. The forgotten men and women of our country will be forgotten no longer. (Trump 2017.) 

In this section of Trump’s speech, he explicitly attacked the political establishment, which in his words, 

had unjustly benefited from the labor of ordinary Americans. The political establishment is 

characterized as a self-serving and corrupt institution, primarily driven by its own ambitions and the 

influence of corporate special interests. In the end, Trump championed the interests of ordinary 

Americans and maintained that political sovereignty rests within them. Emphasizing that popular 

sovereignty emerges from the will and interests of “the people” constitutes a key feature of populist 

style (Moffitt 2016, 43). However, for Trump, the matter of who is accepted into this definition of “the 

people” remains ambiguous. 

Rowland (2021, 40–41) observes that, “[…] Trump used his Inaugural Address to present a dystopian 

vision of the nation that contained the same key rhetorical components as in his campaign.” Trump 

pledged to confront the political establishment upon his arrival in Washington, with his senior advisor, 

Steve Bannon, framing this effort as a mission to dismantle the administrative state (Pfiffner 2021, 97), 

also known by Trump’s metaphorical characterization, “drain the swamp” (Pfiffner 2022, 574). Trump’s 

use of this metaphorical phrase implies a populist critique of elites, portraying him as an outsider 

committed to restoring power to “the people” by removing self-serving politicians, lobbyists, and 

special interests. Next, I will further examine Trump's policies during his first presidential term that 

reflect characteristics of national populism. 

Early on into his first presidency, Trump signed an executive order prohibiting immigration and banning 

refugees from seven Muslim-majority countries. This executive order was officially titled as “Protecting 

the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States” but would colloquially be labeled as a 

“Muslim ban”. White House spokesman Sean Spicer and Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 

Secretary John Kelly stated that the executive order was not meant to prevent entry for Muslims. 

(Pfiffner 2018, 156; Howell & Moe 2020, 84–85.) However, in a later contradicting tweet, Trump stated 

that, “[p]eople, the lawyers and the courts can call it whatever they want, but I am calling it what we 

need and what it is, a TRAVEL BAN!” (The Washington Post 2017.) This executive order can be seen 

as indicative of national populism, as it played into the themes of nativism and national security with 

regards to Muslims, something that Trump had already explicitly expressed during the 2016 campaign. 

Another one of Trump’s animosities was his criticism towards international institutions, which he saw 

as undermining U.S. sovereignty on the global stage. On June 1st, 2017, Trump announced that the 
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United States would withdraw from the Paris Agreement, arguing that it unfairly affected the U.S. 

economy, particularly industries like coal, and placed considerable burden on the American employment 

sector. Moreover, Trump maintained that the agreement not only came at the expense of the U.S., but it 

benefited other countries, particularly large polluters like China and India. Trump framed the 

withdrawal through the slogan “America First”, though critics, even inside his own administration, 

argued that it immensely undermined the global effort to combat climate change. Trump evidently saw 

the agreement as a globalist project that threatened the interests of the U.S. and the American people. 

(Pfiffner 2018, 158; Pfiffner 2022, 577; Bustinduy 2022, 35.) 

NATO was an expected target for Trump during his presidency, as he voiced strong criticism over 

burden-sharing and defence spending, arguing that the U.S. was disproportionately responsible for the 

alliance’s maintenance, while member states like Germany failed to meet the 2 percent of GDP defence 

spending target. Trump would occasionally threaten to reduce U.S. involvement or completely withdraw 

from NATO if other member states did not increase their contributions. Additionally, Trump implied 

that the contribution imbalance allowed other member states to benefit from U.S. military projection 

without sufficiently paying for it, effectively letting them rely on U.S. resources while focusing their 

own spending on domestic priorities. (Edwards 2018, 182, 184; Hult 2021, 38; Richter 2021.) Trump 

often clashed with others about the issue within his administration, as prominent members of his 

cabinet, like Vice President Pence and Defence Secretary Mattis, had to reassure U.S. allies about the 

United States’ commitment to NATO (Pfiffner 2018, 162). 

When Trump began his first term, he quickly withdrew the United States from the TPP. The TPP aimed 

to foster free trade and served as a key element of U.S. foreign policy in the Asia-Pacific region. 

(Edwards 2018, 190; Howell & Moe 2020, 84.) Trump rejected the deal, framing it as harmful to 

American workers and industries. His decision reflected a larger strategy of opposing multilateral trade 

agreements and prioritizing economic nationalism. The withdrawal undercut efforts to counter China’s 

growing influence and denied the U.S. an opportunity to integrate more deeply into the Asia-Pacific 

economy. (Edwards 2018, 183–184.) By dismissing expert opinions on the benefits of the TPP, Trump 

appealed to his political base and reinforced his national populist image. 

Trump’s approach to NAFTA further exemplified his national populist economic policies. As part of his 

critique of existing trade agreements, Trump repeatedly disparaged NAFTA, labeling it a disaster for 

American workers and threatened to withdraw from it entirely. This rhetoric culminated in 

renegotiations that led to the creation of a revised trade agreement. (Edwards 2018, 183–184.) Despite 
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Trump’s self-congratulatory claims of a significant victory, this new agreement constituted only minor 

revisions to NAFTA rather than the sweeping overhaul he had promised on the campaign trail (Howell 

& Moe 2020, 84). His handling of NAFTA reflected a pattern of using trade policy to project strength 

and cater to populist grievances, even at the cost of alienating key allies and destabilizing established 

trade relationships (Edwards 2018, 183–184). Both NAFTA and the TPP were very important talking 

points for Trump in the 2016 debates, which will become evident in the analysis portion of my thesis. 

Trump’s first presidential term weakened the state of U.S. democracy by undermining the rule of law 

through repeated attacks on democratic norms and institutions (Howell & Moe 2020, 95; Lee 2023, 

169–170). For instance, Trump frequently criticized the judiciary, labeling judges as biased or 

illegitimate when rulings did not align with his preferences, eroding public trust in the courts (Levitsky 

& Ziblatt 2018, 139; Brennan Center for Justice 2020). Moreover, Trump politicized the Department of 

Justice (DOJ) by pressuring officials to investigate political rivals (Rowland 2021, 129). Most 

egregiously, Trump’s refusal to accept the results of the 2020 presidential election, coupled with false 

claims of widespread voter fraud, culminated in his incitement of the January 6th Capitol insurrection, a 

direct challenge to the peaceful transfer of power (Jacobson 2021, 276–277; Howell & Moe 2023, 145). 

Overall, Trump’s actions as president collectively undermined the rule of law and weakened democratic 

governance by normalizing distrust in the U.S.’s foundational institutions and processes (Freedom 

House 2022). 
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4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 

4.1. Benjamin Moffitt’s Concept of Populism as a Performative 
Political Style 

My thesis is founded on Benjamin Moffitt’s concept of populist style, which is defined in his 2016 book 

The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style, and Representation. Moffitt has created 

definitions of populist style’s three main features that together form the concept. These three features 

include: opposition between “the people” and “the elite”, the utilization of so-called “bad manners”, and 

the dramatization and performance of crises (Moffitt 2016, 43–45). According to Moffitt, these features 

form the basis of populist style which is employed by numerous populist leaders and politicians across 

the world (idem, 28). However, it is important to understand that the features of Moffitt’s concept 

should not be viewed independently from one another as each feature is not necessarily inherently 

populist on its own and instead should be regarded as the collective sum of its parts (idem, 43). Moffitt’s 

book analyzes populists from Europe, Latin America, Africa, North America, and the Asia-Pacific 

regions, however, Donald Trump is not included in the book as Trump’s populist profile was not fully 

developed at the time Moffitt finished the book (idem, 42). Next, I will outline these three features in 

order to ascertain Trump’s populist style in the 2016 and 2020 presidential debates. 

Moffitt argues in his book that populism should be viewed as a performative political style. Due to 

enormous advances in media technology, politicians are able to reach larger audiences than ever before, 

and this especially advantages populist politicians as they can effectively utilize different types of media 

to sow division between “the people” and “the elite”, and to create fear by highlighting possible 

incoming crises and threats that concern the well-being and safety of “the people”. (idem, 3.) Moreover, 

by employing “bad manners”, populists may garner more attention for their views and proposals through 

increased media coverage (idem, 70–71). 

The concept of populism as a political style aims to explain the performative and aesthetic elements 

used by populists in their communication and highlights the emotional and affective aspects of politics 

(idem, 4–5). Populist style often uses simple language and an unambiguous appeal to “the people” 

against corrupt and self-servient elites. It opposes established norms and values in an effort to reject 
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diversity and frequently relies on a charismatic leader who embodies and channels the voice of “the 

people”. (Moffitt 2016, 43–45.) Moffitt’s conceptualization and his book’s aim is best understood by the 

following quote: 

The book clearly unfolds the different constituent parts of populism as thought of as a 

performative political style by providing a theoretical framework where the leader is seen as the 

performer, ‘the people’ as the audience, and crisis and media as the stage on which populism 

plays out upon. (idem, 4–5.) 

Populist style is not limited solely to the political left or right and can manifest through populist leaders, 

organized parties, and even grassroots movements (idem, 45). Overall, the concept of populist style 

helps us understand how populism functions as a form of political communication that both creates and 

channels popular grievances into political action (idem, 43–45). 

Moffitt identifies three defining features of populist style, the first of which is the constructing of 

opposition between “the people” and “the elite”. This opposition emphasizes the alienation of 

establishment elites from the everyday concerns of ordinary citizens, portraying these elites as primarily 

motivated by self-interest and a desire to maintain their power within the status quo. Populists use this 

framework to depict “the elite” as the antithesis of “the people”, attributing numerous societal problems 

to the actions and/or inactions of “the elite”. For example, populists may blame lax immigration 

policies, which they claim have led to issues such as decreased wages or reduced job availability, on the 

political elite. Furthermore, populists often create additional opposition between “the people” and 

certain minority groups, framing these groups as adversaries of “the people”. This antagonism is 

frequently linked back to the elite, who are portrayed as complicit in fostering or enabling alleged 

societal problems caused by these minorities. (idem, 43–44.) 

The vilification of certain minority groups is often tied to “the elite”, who are held ultimately 

responsible for the “failed” policies that populists argue have harmed “the people”. Populists further 

contend that politics should be guided by common sense rather than by the interests of “the elite” or 

entrenched establishment power structures. They assert that “the people” possess a more accurate 

understanding of their own needs and concerns than political representatives or bureaucrats. 

Consequently, populists advocate for prioritizing the voices of ordinary citizens within the political 

process. In essence, they maintain that “the people” should be recognized as the true holders of 

sovereignty within the political system. (ibid.) 
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The second feature of populist style is the use of so-called “bad manners” by populists. “Bad manners” 

refer to populists’ use of language that differs from the traditional “high politics” of the technocratic 

establishment elite. Technocratic elites often employ language that is calm, proper, and sympathetic to 

others. Conversely, populists often reject mainstream political correctness and instead rely on unfiltered 

and blunt language to express their views. They speak in a straightforward and confrontational manner, 

disregarding established social norms and principles of political correctness. Examples of “bad 

manners” may include swearing, ad hominem arguments, politically incorrect statements, or the use of 

slang words. This list is by no means exhaustive, and it is important to note that “bad manners” are not 

universally recognized and may vary across cultures. In summary, populists may utilize “bad manners” 

to reject mainstream political correctness and better resonate with ordinary people. “Bad manners” may 

also be employed as a tool to create controversy and garner visibility and attention in the media. (Moffitt 

2016, 44, 70–71.) 

The third and final feature of populist style is the use of dramatization and performance to emphasize 

crises. Populists often highlight potential crises to create a sense of urgency that demands swift and 

decisive action. They may argue that the political establishment elite is ignoring or downplaying certain 

threats or dangers, and that immediate action is necessary to protect the interests and well-being of “the 

people”. Populists may focus on a wide range of issues they perceive as potential crises, including 

economic inequality, immigration, national security, or even the erosion of traditional values and 

culture. By emphasizing potential crises, populists aim to invoke fear and anxiety among the public to 

mobilize support for immediate action. They often present themselves as the only ones capable of 

effectively addressing these issues, arguing that the political establishment elite is too complacent, 

corrupt, or beholden to special interests to act decisively. This focus on crises may also lead to the 

invention or exaggeration of crises to manipulate the voting public and gain political power. (idem, 45, 

126–127.) 

These three outlined features together form the concept of Moffitt’s populist style. It is important to note 

that populist style may be utilized by populists to a certain degree, or on a spectrum, meaning that 

certain populists may appear more populist than others (idem, 46). However, a clearer distinction can be 

made between technocratic political style and populist political style. These two forms of political style 

exist on more opposite sides of this communicational spectrum. Technocrats champion expertise and 

evidence-based policymaking over popular sentiment or emotional appeals to an antagonism between 

“the people” and “the elite”. Technocrats also maintain “good manners”, while populists may employ 
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“bad manners” in an effort to reject the mainstream political correctness of the technocratic 

establishment elite. Lastly, technocrats advocate for stability and progress, whereas populists dramatize 

and use performance to highlight potential crises and threats. (Moffitt 2016, 46.) Nevertheless, it is also 

possible that some technocrat politicians may at times utilize populist style to further their goals in an 

argumentative setting. In other words, they may shift back and forth within the technocrat-populist 

spectrum depending on their communicational strategy. For example, politicians such as George W. 

Bush and Tony Blair have sometimes been accused of being populists by certain scholars. In summary, 

it is perfectly plausible that some technocrats may use features of populist style to further their goals, 

however, they do not employ it consistently in their communication. (idem, 47–48.) The differences 

between technocratic political style and populist political style are illustrated in Figure 1. 

Technocratic Political Style Populist Political Style 

Appeal to expertise Appeal to “the people” vs. “the elite” 

“Good manners” “Bad manners” 

Stability and progress Crisis, breakdown, threat 

Figure 1. Features of technocratic political style and populist political style. Adapted from: Moffitt 

2016, 46. 

 

4.2. Features of Political Debates in U.S. History 

This sub-chapter covers historical features of political debates in the United States. It is important to 

ascertain the historical progression of debates in order to understand the dynamics of contemporary 

presidential debates. For this reason, I will compare debates between Abraham Lincoln and Stephen 

Douglas from a Senate seat race in 1858 to presidential debates from 1960 between John F. Kennedy 

and Richard Nixon. This is done to illustrate the historical changes in debate dynamics. Additionally, 

this section will cover the formation of an independent commission to moderate presidential debates in 

contemporary United States, the Commission on Presidential Debates (CPD). 
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Significant contemporary presidential debates, the so-called “Great Debates”, first date back to the 

1960s, when presidential candidates Senator John F. Kennedy and Vice President Richard Nixon 

participated in the first televised presidential debates that reached a wider audience of voters than 

previous debates in history. These debates were a landmark event in American politics, as they were the 

first televised debates to feature the candidates themselves, bringing their appearances and body 

language to the forefront of public consciousness. This new form of media gave rise to political debating 

as we know it today. (Denton et al. 2019, 218–219.) However, it is important to note that these debates 

were not in fact the first televised presidential debates. The first televised presidential debate took place 

between two surrogate debaters on November 4th, 1956, when Senator Margaret Chase Smith and 

former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt stood in for the incumbent Republican president Dwight D. 

Eisenhower and Democratic candidate Adlai Stevenson, respectively. (United States Senate 2023.) 

John Jeffery Auer (1960) argues that there are five essential requirements for a true debate: “A debate is 

(1) a confrontation, (2) in equal and adequate time, (3) of matched contestants, (4) on a stated 

proposition, (5) to gain an audience decision.” Auer also coined the term “counterfeit debates” to 

characterize contemporary political debates as lacking some of these features (ibid.). However, this 

should not be mistaken to mean that most contemporary political debates are not genuine debates, they 

are merely different in nature (Denton et al. 2019, 219). I will elaborate on this distinction by utilizing 

historical examples of political debates in the United States, most notably between Abraham Lincoln 

and Stephen Douglas during the 1858 Illinois Senate seat race, and between John F. Kennedy and 

Richard Nixon during the 1960 presidential election. 

The debates between Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas were significant in many ways for political 

debates in the United States. First, Lincoln challenged Douglas to a series of seven debates that covered 

a variety of political topics, most notably questions on the institution of slavery. Conversely to 

moderated contemporary political debates, Lincoln and Douglas debated each other directly by 

challenging each other’s viewpoints in the form of direct questions. Kennedy and Nixon, however, did 

not question each other directly, but instead had a moderator, with questions posed by a panel of 

journalists. (idem, 219.) 

Second, Kennedy and Nixon also had less time to answer questions on policy, since each question 

allowed for approximately eight minutes of answer time collectively. In contrast, Lincoln and Douglas 

dedicated each debate session to debating one single issue, allowing for considerably more time to 

address views on policy. (idem, 219–220.) An important debate strategy is to relate different policy 
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issues to an overall theme of the campaign. This is usually done at the beginning of a debate in the form 

of an introductory statement, which is then kept relevant throughout the debate session when answering 

questions on proposed policies. Finally, the overall theme is repeated in a concluding statement to tie the 

candidate’s previous answers to the campaign’s themes. (Denton et al. 2019, 234.) 

As the third requirement of debates, Auer (1960) suggests that contestants should be closely matched. 

For the most part this is true in modern political debates, since both candidates have agreed to a debate 

and have at least some preliminary experience of public speaking on the campaign trail (Denton et al. 

2019, 220). However, when it comes to campaign strategies regarding the ability of a candidate to 

debate, most campaigns will often downplay their candidate’s affinity to debate as to lower expectations 

in the media. If the candidate performs better than expected, it can create a positive impression and 

potentially sway undecided voters. (idem, 227.) 

The debates between Lincoln and Douglas met the fourth requirement of Auer’s model by having a 

single stated proposition, meaning that the debaters spent the entirety of a debate discussing one single 

issue. This was not the case between Kennedy and Nixon as the debates covered a variety of topics per 

debate session. For instance, Kennedy and Nixon had approximately only one hour to cover nine distinct 

political topics. (Auer 1960; Denton et al. 2019, 220.) 

Denton et al. (2019, 220–221) observe that the debates between Kennedy and Nixon did not result in an 

audience decision of the discussed policy issues. However, the Lincoln-Douglas debates did result in an 

audience decision because the debated policies were discussed at length between the contestants 

allowing time for more established arguments based on sound evidence (ibid.). Overall, these five 

debate requirements demonstrate that the debates between Kennedy and Nixon differed to a certain 

extent from the Lincoln-Douglas debates. 

Following the Kennedy-Nixon debates, debates at the presidential level experienced a sixteen-year 

hiatus, eventually followed by the debates between Republican President Gerald Ford and Democratic 

challenger Jimmy Carter. These debates would eventually solidify the quadrennial tradition of 

presidential debates in the United States. Prior to the formation of the Commission on Presidential 

Debates (CPD), The League of Women Voters (LWV), a political education and advocacy group, 

became the main organization to sponsor the 1976, 1980 and 1984 presidential debates. The CPD would 

continue the tradition of presidential debates from the 1988 election onwards. (idem, 223–224.) 
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The CPD is a nonpartisan and nonprofit organization that was established in 1987 by the Republican and 

Democratic parties to sponsor, organize and moderate the general election debates by both major party 

candidates for President and Vice President. The CPD determines the format and logistics of the 

debates, including the selection of moderators, number and location of debates, the choice of debate 

topics, and the rules governing the conduct of the debates. The CPD aims to create a fair and balanced 

forum for the major party candidates to present their views and engage in substantive discussions on key 

issues facing the United States. The CPD is remarkable in the fact that it negotiates every intricate detail 

of the debates between the major parties, including podium heights and even room temperature. (Denton 

et al. 2019, 224; CPD 2020.) 

The CPD’s importance is highlighted in the fact that presidential debates are significant political events 

that draw in millions of Americans across the country. For example, around 84 million people watched 

the first debate of the 2016 presidential election (Nielsen Media Research 2016). In summary, 

presidential debates have become a key part of America’s political culture, providing voters with direct 

opportunity to hear from candidates and compare their positions on important issues, and they are likely 

to continue to be an important feature of future elections. 

 

4.3. Research Questions 

My thesis is a qualitative examination of Donald Trump’s populist style and rhetorical 

techniques/strategies in the 2016 and 2020 United States presidential debates. My research questions are 

based on Benjamin Moffitt’s three features of populist style as outlined in the previously covered 2016 

book The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style, and Representation, and on Chaïm 

Perelman’s book Retoriikan valtakunta (1996 [L’empire rhétorique 1977]) about his theory of 

argumentation, which I utilize as my methodological framework. My analysis of the debates is 

descriptive in nature, exploring the populist features and rhetorical techniques/strategies, however, it 

does not evaluate the truthfulness of Trump’s arguments or claims. In total, there are five research 

questions that form a larger picture of Trump’s performance in the debates: 

1) How did Trump’s rhetoric create opposition between different groups? 

2) What kind of “bad manners” appeared in Trump’s rhetoric? 

3) How did Trump dramatize and use performance to highlight crises? 

4) Which argumentative techniques did Trump employ? 

5) Do the features or argumentation techniques differ between the 2016 and 2020 debates? 
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Rhetorical analysis, specifically the study of new rhetoric, is chosen as my research method because it 

provides the most effective means of examining Trump’s debate performance as he is attempting to 

create legitimacy for his arguments by using rhetorical techniques/strategies. By identifying the precise 

argumentation techniques employed by Trump, this method also provides insight into the dynamics of 

debate strategy. Given that politics is inherently a competition between differing values and ideologies, 

rhetorical analysis is particularly well-suited for this investigation in a debate setting. For these reasons, 

I maintain that rhetorical analysis is the best methodology for my research as I wish to understand the 

argumentative techniques that Trump uses, as well as interpret his use of populist style during the 

debates. In the next chapter, I will explore rhetorical analysis in greater detail, and present my primary 

research material and some technical aspects regarding it before beginning my analysis of the debates. 
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5. RESEARCH METHOD AND PRIMARY RESEARCH 
MATERIAL 

5.1. Rhetorical Analysis as a Research Method 

Rhetorical analysis is employed as a research method to investigate how messages, ranging from 

speeches to written texts, persuade and influence audiences (Posch 2018, 247). According to Selzer 

(2003, 279), “[t]here is no generally accepted definition of rhetorical analysis (or rhetorical criticism, 

as it is also called), probably because there is really no generally accepted definition of rhetoric.” 

Moreover, in today’s world, the term rhetoric can sometimes even have a negative connotation that 

implies manipulation or deceit (idem, 280). However, rhetoric can more generally be understood as a 

means of persuading audiences of an argument’s validity and its intent to secure the audience’s 

adherence to that argument (Jokinen 1999a, 46–47). Rhetorical analysis is typically divided into two 

general theoretical approaches: classical rhetoric and new rhetoric (Kienpointner 1995). 

Perhaps the most well-known features related to the speaker-audience relationship in rhetoric are 

Aristotle's three modes of persuasion in classical rhetoric, through which a speaker seeks to make their 

main argument or the message of their text appear credible to the audience. These modes of persuasion 

are the speaker’s character and personal credibility (ethos), the perception of the audience’s 

receptiveness and emotional state, appealing to their emotions (pathos), and the speech itself, including 

its content and logical appeal (logos). (Selzer 2003, 284.) Aristotle analyzed the use of rhetoric in 

political, judicial, and ceremonial speeches, as well as in dialectical exchanges (Aristotle 2012, 5; 

Kakkuri-Knuuttila 1998, 235). It is important to note the main difference between classical rhetoric and 

new rhetoric regarding the audience’s role: classical rhetoric emphasizes the role of the arguer, while 

new rhetoric highlights the audience’s active role in being convinced by the arguer (Kakkuri-Knuuttila 

1998, 235). 

Rhetoric essentially refers to the act of persuading and convincing audiences, however, some arguments 

may not effectively persuade all audiences, as certain arguments are better suited to convincing specific 

audiences (Jokinen 1999b, 128–129). The distinction between a specific audience and a universal 

audience is examined in greater detail in the next sub-chapter on Chaïm Perelman’s framework of 

argumentation. Rhetorical analysis seeks to understand the mechanisms that produce effective 
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persuasion and is conducted through a critical reading of the examined material (Selzer 2003, 280–281). 

When conducting this critical reading, it is important to not position oneself as the audience but rather as 

a third-party participant evaluating the rhetorical techniques of the speaker or writer. Furthermore, it is 

not the researcher’s role to evaluate the truthfulness of the arguer’s claims. (Kakkuri-Knuuttila 1998, 

239.) Next, I will examine Perelman’s framework of argumentation and its key elements in detail, with a 

particular focus on the argumentation techniques, as they are crucial to my analysis of the 2016 and 

2020 U.S. presidential debates. In his study of new rhetoric, Perelman focused on examining 

argumentation because he sought to rationally evaluate the validity and quality of different value 

judgments (Summa 1996, 63). Argumentation is an integral part of natural language, creating 

interpretive ambiguity between the speaker and the audience (Perelman 1996, 16). 

 

5.2. Chaïm Perelman’s Framework of Argumentation 

Perelman's framework of argumentation emphasizes that effective argumentation should always be 

adapted to a specific audience. The speaker must consider the characteristics, beliefs, values, and 

expectations of the audience when constructing arguments. This means tailoring the persuasive message 

to the specific needs and sensibilities of the intended audience. Perelman also introduces the concept of 

a universal audience, an undefined, idealized audience that represents a rational, impartial, and unbiased 

judge of arguments. Speakers should consider how this universal audience would perceive and evaluate 

arguments. While the universal audience is theoretical, it serves as a reference point for assessing the 

persuasiveness of arguments. (Perelman 1996, 16–27.) 

In my thesis, I argue that Donald Trump’s specific audience in the 2016 and 2020 United States 

presidential debates is the U.S. electorate. Trump’s primary motive in a federal election is to gain as 

many votes as possible from different states to win the presidency, which requires persuading voters 

with effective argumentation. Presidential debates are highly anticipated and widely covered events in 

the U.S., broadcast on television and streamed on various online platforms. For this reason, Trump is 

able to reach a substantial portion of the U.S. electorate. These debates also attract significant interest 

from other countries due to the U.S.'s leading role in global affairs. While it could be argued that the rest 

of the world constitutes a universal audience, this audience cannot be considered a rational, impartial, 

and unbiased judge of arguments, solely due to the fact that they do not vote in U.S. presidential 

elections. 
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According to Perelman, premises play a crucial role in constructing persuasive arguments. Premises are 

foundational elements upon which arguments are built. These premises are statements or propositions 

that provide the reasons or evidence to support a conclusion or claim, and the quality and relevance of 

the premises affect the persuasiveness of arguments. In other words, the more well-supported the 

premises are, the more persuasive the argument is likely to be. Premises can be, for example, factual 

statements, expert opinions, and even appeal to shared values and emotions. The choice of premises 

ultimately depends on the argument’s context and the specific needs of the audience. (Perelman 1996, 

28–40.) 

Alongside Perelman’s emphasis on both the audience and premises, he identifies a third major element 

in his framework: the techniques by which arguments are crafted. Perelman categorizes these into 

dissociative and associative (or unifying) techniques. Dissociative techniques focus on drawing 

distinctions between concepts and factors through argumentative processes. In contrast, associative 

techniques address how the acceptance of premises is carried over to conclusions. Perelman 

distinguishes three forms of associative techniques: quasi-logical arguments, arguments based on the 

structure of reality, and the relations establishing the structure of reality. (idem, 57–59.) 

Quasi-logical arguments resemble logical reasoning but rely on rhetorical elements and audience 

perceptions instead of strict formal logic. These arguments appeal to the audience’s common sense and 

shared values and beliefs. For instance, an argument based on opinion may be disguised as logical 

reasoning. Quasi-logical arguments may not adhere to traditional deductive or inductive reasoning but 

are effective in persuading as they can resonate with the audience’s personal experiences. These kinds of 

arguments are particularly effective if the audience does not notice the illogical nature of an argument. 

In Perelman’s model, quasi-logical arguments include, for example, contradiction and incompatibility, 

the rule of justice (similar cases must be treated the same), and arguments by comparison. (idem, 58–

92.) 

Arguments based on the structure of reality gain their persuasiveness from the speaker’s capability to 

connect a claim to commonly accepted features or relationships evident in the real world, rather than 

relying exclusively on formal logical reasoning. These arguments are further separated into two distinct 

categories: sequential relations, and the relations of coexistence. Sequential relations can signify causal 

links where, for instance, a motive is established as a reason for certain phenomena occurring. The 

relations of coexistence combine concepts of different levels into the same argument, for example, by 
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using an argument from authority. Because these arguments rely on observable “realities”, they may 

convince audiences about phenomena that already seems credible or true. (Perelman 1996, 93–119.) 

The relations establishing the structure of reality attempt to generalize precedents by either using 

establishment through a particular case, or reasoning by analogy (idem, 60–61). The previous type 

includes arguments from example (used to establish rules), illustration (an already accepted rule is made 

known), and the use of a model and anti-model, while the latter type includes arguments by analogy and 

metaphor. These types of argumentation techniques rely on the speaker’s appeal to widely recognized 

patterns in the world that audiences generally accept as being true. By employing these argumentation 

techniques, the speaker strengthens the audience’s belief that the argument aligns with their 

understanding of how the world operates. (idem, 120–141.) Next, I will cover the technical information 

about my study's primary research material: the 2016 and 2020 U.S. presidential debates. 

 

5.3. Primary Research Material 

The primary research material of my thesis consists of four presidential debate instances: two from 2016 

between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, and two from 2020 between the incumbent Donald Trump 

and challenger Joe Biden. There were originally three scheduled debates for the 2020 election, however, 

the second debate (October 15th) was later canceled due to Trump’s positive COVID-19 diagnosis and 

his insistence on an in-person debate instead of a remote one (ABC News 2020). I have omitted the third 

debate of 2016 from my analysis so that the researched material is balanced between both presidential 

elections. Moreover, the two analyzed debate instances from 2016 are already highly sufficient in their 

content regarding Trump’s use of populist style. 

The first 2016 debate between Trump and Clinton took place at Hofstra University in Hempstead, New 

York, on September 26th, and the second at Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri, on October 

9th. In 2020, the first debate between Trump and Biden was held at Case Western Reserve University 

and Cleveland Clinic in Cleveland, Ohio, on September 29th, and the second at Belmont University in 

Nashville, Tennessee, on October 22nd. 

There were three moderators in total for the first two debates of 2016: for the first debate, Lester Holt 

(NBC News), for the second debate (town hall format) co-moderated by Anderson Cooper (CNN) and 

Martha Raddatz (ABC News). For 2020, the first debate was moderated by Chris Wallace (Fox News), 
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and the final debate by Kristen Welker (NBC News). 

Transcripts of all the debates can be found on The Commission on Presidential Debates -website. 

Additionally, audiovisual material of the debates is available at C-SPAN’s Video Library, among other 

sources. Each debate is approximately 90 minutes long and they cover a variety of political topics. Yet, I 

will not limit my analysis of Trump’s populist style to any specific area of politics, such as the economy, 

immigration, or foreign policy. I maintain that the concept of populist style can be utilized in every area 

of political discourse. Since I employ rhetorical analysis as my research method, it is paramount to 

include direct quotations from the debates. Each debate’s direct quotations will always refer to the same 

source, for instance, Debate 1 (2016) is the source for the entirety of the first debate of 2016. This is 

always stated at the beginning of each debate section to avoid needless repetition of source parentheses 

after every quote from the debaters. 

The analyzed material contains plenty of examples of Trump’s populist style, however, only the 

segments that best fit Moffitt’s (2016, 43–45) framework have been selected for analysis. Also, it is not 

practical to separate my analysis thematically into distinct sections as Moffitt’s three features of populist 

style tend to overlap with each other in Trump’s rhetoric. Therefore, Trump’s populist style is analyzed 

holistically as a collective whole. Trump is sometimes reluctant to directly address the moderator’s or 

his opponent’s questions and instead chooses to discuss an entirely different topic, so for this reason 

each debate quotation is not necessarily prefaced with context. To avoid unnecessary repetition of 

names in the analysis and for the analysis to flow more fluently, I will refer to the debaters with 

acronyms: Donald Trump as DT, Hillary Clinton as HC, and Joe Biden as JB. Moderators are referred to 

by their last names. 
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6. ANALYZING POPULIST STYLE: DONALD TRUMP IN 
THE 2016 AND 2020 U.S. PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES 

6.1. The 2016 Presidential Debates 

6.1.1. First Debate 

Donald Trump's performance in the first 2016 presidential debate against Hillary Clinton can be 

considered highly populist. Trump exhibits all three features of Moffitt’s populist style throughout the 

debate, combining anti-elitism and “bad manners” with crisis narratives. “Bad manners” are especially 

prevalent as Trump repeatedly interrupts Clinton during the debate. As previously argued, Trump should 

be seen as a challenger candidate due to him not having held any public office prior to this election. 

Conversely, Clinton is an establishment politician with a long career in politics. This first debate was 

held at Hofstra University in Hempstead, New York, on September 26th. To note, all direct quotations of 

this debate that are separated from the analysis with block quotations refer to the primary source titled, 

Debate 1 (2016). Trump begins the debate by answering the first question given by moderator Lester 

Holt about how to introduce more jobs to the U.S. economy: 

TRUMP: Thank you, Lester. Our jobs are fleeing the country. They’re going to Mexico. They’re 

going to many other countries. You look at what China is doing to our country in terms of making 

our product. They’re devaluing their currency, and there’s nobody in our government to fight 

them. And we have a very good fight. And we have a winning fight. Because they’re using our 

country as a piggy bank to rebuild China, and many other countries are doing the same thing. 

So we’re losing our good jobs, so many of them. When you look at what’s happening in Mexico, 

a friend of mine who builds plants said it’s the eighth wonder of the world. They’re building some 

of the biggest plants anywhere in the world, some of the most sophisticated, some of the best 

plants. With the United States, as he said, not so much. 

So Ford is leaving. You see that, their small car division leaving. Thousands of jobs leaving 

Michigan, leaving Ohio. They’re all leaving. And we can’t allow it to happen anymore. As far as 

child care is concerned and so many other things, I think Hillary and I agree on that. We probably 

disagree a little bit as to numbers and amounts and what we’re going to do, but perhaps we’ll be 

talking about that later. 

But we have to stop our jobs from being stolen from us. We have to stop our companies from 

leaving the United States and, with it, firing all of their people. All you have to do is take a look at 

Carrier air conditioning in Indianapolis. They left—fired 1,400 people. They’re going to Mexico. 

So many hundreds and hundreds of companies are doing this. 
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We cannot let it happen. Under my plan, I’ll be reducing taxes tremendously, from 35 percent to 

15 percent for companies, small and big businesses. That’s going to be a job creator like we 

haven’t seen since Ronald Reagan. It’s going to be a beautiful thing to watch. 

Companies will come. They will build. They will expand. New companies will start. And I look 

very, very much forward to doing it. We have to renegotiate our trade deals, and we have to stop 

these countries from stealing our companies and our jobs. 

DT’s opening remarks emphasize anti-elite sentiment and populist appeals. DT positions himself as the 

champion of working-class Americans, critiquing the government and trade policies for allowing jobs 

and companies to flee the country (“our jobs are fleeing the country […] and there’s nobody in our 

government to fight them”). By using countries like China and Mexico as examples (establishment 

through particular case) of exploiting the U.S. (“using our country as a piggy bank”), DT dramatizes the 

crisis, casting it as a battle for national economic survival. DT utilizes causal link reasoning (an 

argument based on the structure of reality) by linking tax reductions and trade renegotiations to job 

creation and economic revitalization. DT repeatedly highlights the scale of job losses and relocations 

(“thousands of jobs leaving Michigan, leaving Ohio”) to stress the urgency of the problem. DT’s vision 

for change is supported by arguments based on the structure of reality, appealing to fairness by 

promising policies that prioritize American workers over foreign interests. These strategies emphasize 

DT’s populist narrative of protecting the American people against an ineffective elite and unfair global 

competition. 

TRUMP: Our country’s in deep trouble. We don’t know what we’re doing when it comes to 

devaluations and all of these countries all over the world, especially China. They’re the best, the 

best ever at it. What they’re doing to us is a very, very sad thing. 

So we have to do that. We have to renegotiate our trade deals. And, Lester, they’re taking our 

jobs, they’re giving incentives, they’re doing things that, frankly, we don’t do. 

Let me give you the example of Mexico. They have a VAT tax. We’re on a different system. 

When we sell into Mexico, there’s a tax. When they sell in—automatic, 16 percent, 

approximately. When they sell into us, there’s no tax. It’s a defective agreement. It’s been 

defective for a long time, many years, but the politicians haven’t done anything about it. 

Now, in all fairness to Secretary Clinton—yes, is that OK? Good. I want you to be very happy. 

It’s very important to me. 

But in all fairness to Secretary Clinton, when she started talking about this, it was really very 

recently. She’s been doing this for 30 years. And why hasn’t she made the agreements better? The 

NAFTA agreement is defective. Just because of the tax and many other reasons, but just because 

of the fact… 
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HOLT: Let me interrupt just a moment, but… 

TRUMP: Secretary Clinton and others, politicians, should have been doing this for years, not 

right now, because of the fact that we’ve created a movement. They should have been doing this 

for years. What’s happened to our jobs and our country and our economy generally is—look, we 

owe $20 trillion. We cannot do it any longer, Lester. 

DT highlights anti-elitism by criticizing HC and other politicians for failing to address “defective” trade 

agreements like NAFTA, framing them as complicit in economic decline. DT dramatizes the crisis by 

describing the country as “in deep trouble” and highlighting issues like Mexico’s VAT tax and a $20 

trillion debt. Argumentatively, DT uses causal link reasoning to connect trade renegotiations to 

economic recovery, Mexico as an example of an unfair trade practice, and dissociation to contrast his 

proactive approach with decades of alleged elite inaction. 

TRUMP: Well, the first thing you do is don’t let the jobs leave. The companies are leaving. I 

could name, I mean, there are thousands of them. They’re leaving, and they’re leaving in bigger 

numbers than ever. 

And what you do is you say, fine, you want to go to Mexico or some other country, good luck. 

We wish you a lot of luck. But if you think you’re going to make your air conditioners or your 

cars or your cookies or whatever you make and bring them into our country without a tax, you’re 

wrong. 

And once you say you’re going to have to tax them coming in, and our politicians never do this, 

because they have special interests and the special interests want those companies to leave, 

because in many cases, they own the companies. So what I’m saying is, we can stop them from 

leaving. We have to stop them from leaving. And that’s a big, big factor. 

DT’s remarks again underscore anti-elite sentiment by accusing politicians of enabling companies to 

leave the country due to their ties to special interests, framing the elite as prioritizing their own gain 

over the welfare of American workers. DT dramatizes the economic threat by highlighting the 

unprecedented scale of companies relocating abroad and the consequences for domestic jobs. DT 

utilizes a causal link to claim that taxing imports from these companies would deter them from leaving, 

framing this as a straightforward solution. Moreover, DT repeatedly stresses the urgency of the issue, 

emphasizing the need to “stop them from leaving”. 

TRUMP: She talks about solar panels. We invested in a solar company, our country. That was a 

disaster. They lost plenty of money on that one. 

Now, look, I’m a great believer in all forms of energy, but we’re putting a lot of people out of 

work. Our energy policies are a disaster. Our country is losing so much in terms of energy, in 

terms of paying off our debt. You can’t do what you’re looking to do with $20 trillion in debt. 
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The Obama administration, from the time they’ve come in, is over 230 years’ worth of debt, and 

he’s topped it. He’s doubled it in a course of almost eight years, seven-and-a-half years, to be 

semi- exact. 

So I will tell you this. We have to do a much better job at keeping our jobs. And we have to do a 

much better job at giving companies incentives to build new companies or to expand, because 

they’re not doing it. 

And all you have to do is look at Michigan and look at Ohio and look at all of these places where 

so many of their jobs and their companies are just leaving, they’re gone. 

And, Hillary, I’d just ask you this. You’ve been doing this for 30 years. Why are you just thinking 

about these solutions right now? For 30 years, you’ve been doing it, and now you’re just starting 

to think of solutions. 

CLINTON: Well, actually… 

TRUMP: I will bring—excuse me. I will bring back jobs. You can’t bring back jobs. 

CLINTON: Well, actually, I have thought about this quite a bit. 

TRUMP: Yeah, for 30 years. 

DT’s rhetoric here underscores anti-establishment sentiment by accusing HC of inaction over her 30-

year political career, framing her as part of an ineffective establishment that has failed to address energy 

policy and job losses. DT dramatizes the economic crisis by citing the national debt, job losses in states 

like Michigan and Ohio (argument by example), and the failures of solar energy investments as evidence 

of broader systemic mismanagement, calling them “a disaster” (use of metaphor). DT utilizes causal link 

reasoning by coupling ineffective energy policies and lack of corporate incentives to job losses and 

economic decline. DT also frequently highlights HC’s long tenure in politics without results to reinforce 

her perceived ineffectiveness, and also repeatedly interrupts HC to control the debate (“bad manners”). 

TRUMP: And look at her website. You know what? It’s no difference than this. She’s telling us 

how to fight ISIS. Just go to her website. She tells you how to fight ISIS on her website. I don’t 

think General Douglas MacArthur would like that too much. 

HOLT: The next segment, we’re continuing… 

CLINTON: Well, at least I have a plan to fight ISIS. 

HOLT: … achieving prosperity… 

TRUMP: No, no, you’re telling the enemy everything you want to do. 
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CLINTON: No, we’re not. No, we’re not. 

TRUMP: See, you’re telling the enemy everything you want to do. No wonder you’ve been 

fighting—no wonder you’ve been fighting ISIS your entire adult life. 

DT’s argumentation in this interaction showcases populist rhetoric as focused on discrediting HC’s 

approach to national security. DT invokes anti-elite sentiment by mocking HC’s reliance on a public-

facing plan to fight ISIS, suggesting that such transparency reflects poor judgment and contrasts with the 

decisiveness of figures like General Douglas MacArthur. This aligns HC with an out-of-touch elite 

incapable of effective strategy. DT dramatizes the issue by accusing HC of “telling the enemy 

everything”, portraying her approach as a security risk that emboldens adversaries. DT uses dissociation 

to contrast his implied secrecy and strategic acumen with HC’s seemingly reckless transparency. DT 

repeats the claim that HC’s strategy aids the enemy and frames her as ineffectual (“no wonder you’ve 

been fighting ISIS your entire adult life”), employing “bad manners” in an attempt to embarrass HC. 

TRUMP: Typical politician. All talk, no action. Sounds good, doesn’t work. Never going to 

happen. Our country is suffering because people like Secretary Clinton have made such bad 

decisions in terms of our jobs and in terms of what’s going on. 

Now, look, we have the worst revival of an economy since the Great Depression. And believe me: 

We’re in a bubble right now. And the only thing that looks good is the stock market, but if you 

raise interest rates even a little bit, that’s going to come crashing down. 

We are in a big, fat, ugly bubble. And we better be awfully careful. And we have a Fed that’s 

doing political things. This Janet Yellen of the Fed. The Fed is doing political—by keeping the 

interest rates at this level. And believe me: The day Obama goes off, and he leaves, and goes out 

to the golf course for the rest of his life to play golf, when they raise interest rates, you’re going to 

see some very bad things happen, because the Fed is not doing their job. The Fed is being more 

political than Secretary Clinton. 

In this segment, DT utilizes extremely overt populist rhetoric to critique HC and the economic 

establishment. DT employs anti-elite sentiment by accusing HC and the Federal Reserve, led by Janet 

Yellen, of engaging in politically motivated decisions that harm the American people. By labeling HC 

as a “typical politician” who is “all talk, no action” (example of “bad manners”), DT frames her as part 

of an ineffectual elite responsible for poor economic outcomes. DT dramatizes the economic situation 

by describing it as “the worst revival of an economy since the Great Depression” (example) and warning 

of a “big, fat, ugly bubble” (use of metaphor) that will crash when interest rates rise (causal link), 

amplifying the urgency of his critique. Through dissociation, DT separates himself from the political 
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and financial establishment, framing his approach as a necessary corrective. These strategies emphasize 

DT’s narrative as an outsider candidate addressing systemic failures caused by elite mismanagement. 

TRUMP: But that’s the kind of thinking that our country needs. When we have a country that’s 

doing so badly, that’s being ripped off by every single country in the world, it’s the kind of 

thinking that our country needs, because everybody—Lester, we have a trade deficit with all of 

the countries that we do business with, of almost $800 billion a year. You know what that is? That 

means, who’s negotiating these trade deals? 

We have people that are political hacks negotiating our trade deals. 

DT places emphasis on anti-elitism by criticizing “political hacks” (example of “bad manners”) for 

negotiating trade deals, framing the political establishment as incompetent and responsible for the 

country’s economic struggles. DT dramatizes this issue by highlighting the scale of the problem, citing 

an $800 billion trade deficit as evidence of systemic mismanagement and the country being “ripped off 

by every single country in the world”. DT uses causal link reasoning to connect poor negotiation by 

elites to the country’s economic losses. 

TRUMP: When we have $20 trillion in debt, and our country’s a mess, you know, it’s one thing 

to have $20 trillion in debt and our roads are good and our bridges are good and everything’s in 

great shape, our airports. Our airports are like from a third world country. 

You land at LaGuardia, you land at Kennedy, you land at LAX, you land at Newark, and you 

come in from Dubai and Qatar and you see these incredible—you come in from China, you see 

these incredible airports, and you land—we’ve become a third world country. 

So the worst of all things has happened. We owe $20 trillion, and we’re a mess. We haven’t even 

started. And we’ve spent $6 trillion in the Middle East, according to a report that I just saw. 

Whether it’s 6 or 5, but it looks like it’s 6, $6 trillion in the Middle East, we could have rebuilt 

our country twice. 

And it’s really a shame. And it’s politicians like Secretary Clinton that have caused this problem. 

Our country has tremendous problems. We’re a debtor nation. We’re a serious debtor nation. And 

we have a country that needs new roads, new tunnels, new bridges, new airports, new schools, 

new hospitals. And we don’t have the money, because it’s been squandered on so many of your 

ideas. 

In this segment, DT again utilizes anti-elite sentiment by blaming politicians like HC for the nation’s 

$20 trillion debt and deteriorating infrastructure, framing them as wasteful and ineffective guardians of 

public resources. DT dramatizes the country’s condition by describing its airports and infrastructure as 

examples akin to a “third world country” and contrasting them with modern facilities abroad (argument 

by comparison). DT amplifies the scale of the debt and the $6 trillion spent in the Middle East, 
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portraying it as a missed opportunity to rebuild the nation twice over. Through causal link reasoning, DT 

connects elite-driven policies to the country’s financial and infrastructural decay. 

TRUMP: In Chicago, they’ve had thousands of shootings, thousands since January 1st. 

Thousands of shootings. And I’m saying, where is this? Is this a war-torn country? What are we 

doing? And we have to stop the violence. We have to bring back law and order. In a place like 

Chicago, where thousands of people have been killed, thousands over the last number of years, in 

fact, almost 4,000 have been killed since Barack Obama became president, over—almost 4,000 

people in Chicago have been killed. We have to bring back law and order. 

Now, whether or not in a place like Chicago you do stop and frisk, which worked very well, 

Mayor Giuliani is here, worked very well in New York. It brought the crime rate way down. But 

you take the gun away from criminals that shouldn’t be having it. 

We have gangs roaming the street. And in many cases, they’re illegally here, illegal immigrants. 

And they have guns. And they shoot people. And we have to be very strong. And we have to be 

very vigilant. 

DT uses populist rhetoric here to address violence in cities like Chicago. DT emphasizes anti-elite 

sentiment by implicitly criticizing Barack Obama for failing to address systemic violence, framing the 

elite as neglectful of public safety. DT uses dramatization by describing Chicago as akin to a “war-torn 

country” (argument by comparison) with “thousands of shootings”, amplifying the sense of crisis and 

urgency. Moreover, illegal immigrants are portrayed as violent gang members who need to be kept 

under surveillance. DT uses causal link reasoning to associate policies like “stop and frisk” to reductions 

in crime, citing its success in New York under Mayor Giuliani as evidence. DT amplifies the issue by 

repeatedly emphasizing the high number of deaths and shootings to highlight the severity of the problem 

in Chicago (argument from example). Through dissociation, DT contrasts his proposed strong and 

vigilant approach with what he describes as the failures of the current system. This combination of anti-

elitism and the construction of a crisis narrative underpins DT’s account of restoring law and order as a 

means of protecting the American people from elite negligence and systemic dysfunction. 

TRUMP: I will. Look, the African-American community has been let down by our politicians. 

They talk good around election time, like right now, and after the election, they said, see ya later, 

I’ll see you in four years. 

The African-American community—because—look, the community within the inner cities has 

been so badly treated. They’ve been abused and used in order to get votes by Democrat 

politicians, because that’s what it is. They’ve controlled these communities for up to 100 years. 

HOLT: Mr. Trump, let me… 
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[crosstalk] 

CLINTON: Well, I—I do think… 

TRUMP: And I will tell you, you look at the inner cities—and I just left Detroit, and I just left 

Philadelphia, and I just—you know, you’ve seen me, I’ve been all over the place. You decided to 

stay home, and that’s OK. But I will tell you, I’ve been all over. And I’ve met some of the 

greatest people I’ll ever meet within these communities. And they are very, very upset with what 

their politicians have told them and what their politicians have done. 

In this interaction, DT critiques the political establishment, particularly Democratic politicians, for 

allegedly failing African-American communities in inner cities, accusing them of exploitation for 

electoral gain and decades of neglect. DT highlights the discontent he has encountered firsthand during 

his visits to cities like Detroit and Philadelphia, positioning himself as a candidate who listens and 

engages directly with these communities. By describing the inner cities as “badly treated” and “abused”, 

DT intensifies the urgency of his argument and contrasts his approach with HC’s, whom he criticizes for 

being disengaged. Yet again utilizing causal link reasoning, DT attributes inner-city struggles to the 

policies of Democratic leaders, amplifying the dissatisfaction of residents to underline the 

ineffectiveness of elite governance. 

TRUMP: Well, first I have to say one thing, very important. Secretary Clinton is talking about 

taking out ISIS. “We will take out ISIS.” Well, President Obama and Secretary Clinton created a 

vacuum the way they got out of Iraq, because they got out—what, they shouldn’t have been in, 

but once they got in, the way they got out was a disaster. And ISIS was formed. 

So she talks about taking them out. She’s been doing it a long time. She’s been trying to take 

them out for a long time. But they wouldn’t have even been formed if they left some troops 

behind, like 10,000 or maybe something more than that. And then you wouldn’t have had them. 

Or, as I’ve been saying for a long time, and I think you’ll agree, because I said it to you once, had 

we taken the oil—and we should have taken the oil—ISIS would not have been able to form 

either, because the oil was their primary source of income. And now they have the oil all over the 

place, including the oil—a lot of the oil in Libya, which was another one of her disasters. 

DT critiques HC’s and Obama’s policies in Iraq, blaming their withdrawal strategy for creating a 

“vacuum” that enabled the rise of ISIS. This reflects anti-elite sentiment, as DT frames the political 

establishment’s decisions as shortsighted and responsible for significant global instability. DT 

dramatizes the consequences of these policies by linking ISIS’ formation directly to the withdrawal and 

claiming the group’s access to oil was preventable. DT uses a causal link to assert that leaving troops in 

Iraq or securing the oil fields would have prevented ISIS’s rise. Moreover, DT highlights oil as ISIS’ 

“primary source of income” to stress the missed opportunities of prior policies. DT also employs 
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dissociation, separating his proposed actions, such as “taking the oil”, from what he portrays as the 

disastrous strategies of HC and Obama. 

HOLT: Mr. Trump, a lot of these are judgment questions. You had supported the war in Iraq 

before the invasion. What makes your… 

TRUMP: I did not support the war in Iraq. 

HOLT: In 2002… 

TRUMP: That is a mainstream media nonsense put out by her, because she—frankly, I think the 

best person in her campaign is mainstream media. 

DT deflects Holt’s question by denying his support for the Iraq War and shifts the focus to attacking the 

media, which DT claims is biased in favor of HC. This reflects anti-establishment sentiment, as DT 

portrays the media as complicit in spreading misinformation and acting as an extension of HC’s 

campaign. By framing the media as an adversary, DT underpins his populist narrative of standing 

against powerful institutions that he argues are working against him and, by extension, the American 

people. DT dramatizes the issue by labeling the claim as “mainstream media nonsense”, suggesting a 

coordinated effort to undermine him. DT employs dissociation to separate himself from the alleged pro-

war stance and by attacking the credibility of the media rather than directly addressing the substance of 

the claim. This strategy shifts the debate from DT’s record to a broader critique of elite institutions. 

TRUMP: And she doesn’t say that, because she’s got no business ability. We need heart. We 

need a lot of things. But you have to have some basic ability. And sadly, she doesn’t have that. 

All of the things that she’s talking about could have been taken care of during the last 10 years, 

let’s say, while she had great power. But they weren’t taken care of. And if she ever wins this 

race, they won’t be taken care of. 

HOLT: Mr. Trump, this year Secretary Clinton became the first woman nominated for president 

by a major party. Earlier this month, you said she doesn’t have, quote, “a presidential look.” She’s 

standing here right now. What did you mean by that? 

TRUMP: She doesn’t have the look. She doesn’t have the stamina. I said she doesn’t have the 

stamina. And I don’t believe she does have the stamina. To be president of this country, you need 

tremendous stamina. 

HOLT: The quote was, “I just don’t think she has the presidential look.” 

TRUMP: You have—wait a minute. Wait a minute, Lester. You asked me a question. Did you 

ask me a question? 
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You have to be able to negotiate our trade deals. You have to be able to negotiate, that’s right, 

with Japan, with Saudi Arabia. I mean, can you imagine, we’re defending Saudi Arabia? And 

with all of the money they have, we’re defending them, and they’re not paying? All you have to 

do is speak to them. Wait. You have so many different things you have to be able to do, and I 

don’t believe that Hillary has the stamina. 

HOLT: Let’s let her respond. 

CLINTON: Well, as soon as he travels to 112 countries and negotiates a peace deal, a cease-fire, 

a release of dissidents, an opening of new opportunities in nations around the world, or even 

spends 11 hours testifying in front of a congressional committee, he can talk to me about stamina. 

[applause] 

TRUMP: The world—let me tell you. Let me tell you. Hillary has experience, but it’s bad 

experience. We have made so many bad deals during the last—so she’s got experience, that I 

agree. [applause] 

But it’s bad, bad experience. Whether it’s the Iran deal that you’re so in love with, where we gave 

them $150 billion back, whether it’s the Iran deal, whether it’s anything you can—name—you 

almost can’t name a good deal. I agree. She’s got experience, but it’s bad experience. And this 

country can’t afford to have another four years of that kind of experience. 

In this interaction, DT critiques HC through ad hominem (“bad manners”) by framing her as lacking 

both the “stamina” and the competence required for the presidency, reflecting anti-elitism by portraying 

her extensive political experience as not only ineffective but actively harmful. By emphasizing HC’s 

“bad, bad experience” and pointing to policies like the Iran deal, DT positions her as part of a failed 

establishment whose decisions have weakened the country. DT dramatizes the issue by claiming the 

U.S. “can’t afford another four years of that kind of experience”, amplifying the consequences of 

electing HC. DT uses dissociation to separate HC’s extensive experience from positive results, 

reframing it as a liability rather than a strength. DT also employs causal link reasoning by relating HC’s 

policies, such as the Iran deal (example), to what he describes as negative outcomes for the U.S. 

economy and security. 

 

6.1.2. Second Debate 

Donald Trump's performance in the second 2016 presidential debate against Hillary Clinton again 

broadly exemplifies populist style, as defined by Moffitt. Throughout the debate, Trump demonstrates 

all three features of Moffitt’s framework: antagonism between “the people” and “the elite”, “bad 

manners”, and the use of crisis narratives. Notably, “bad manners” are a recurring feature, evident in 
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Trump’s frequent interruptions of Clinton. This second debate was held at Washington University in St. 

Louis, Missouri, on October 9th. To note, all direct quotations of this debate that are separated from the 

analysis with block quotations refer to the primary source titled, Debate 2 (2016). The debate begins 

with a question from the audience, although it acts more like Trump’s opening statement as he does not 

directly answer the audience member’s question: 

QUESTION: Thank you, and good evening. The last presidential debate could have been rated as 

MA, mature audiences, per TV parental guidelines. Knowing that educators assign viewing the 

presidential debates as students’ homework, do you feel you’re modeling appropriate and positive 

behavior for today’s youth? […] 

TRUMP: Well, I actually agree with that. I agree with everything she said. I began this campaign 

because I was so tired of seeing such foolish things happen to our country. This is a great country. 

This is a great land. I’ve gotten to know the people of the country over the last year-and-a-half 

that I’ve been doing this as a politician. I cannot believe I’m saying that about myself, but I guess 

I have been a politician. 

And my whole concept was to make America great again. When I watch the deals being made, 

when I watch what’s happening with some horrible things like Obamacare, where your health 

insurance and health care is going up by numbers that are astronomical, 68 percent, 59 percent, 71 

percent, when I look at the Iran deal and how bad a deal it is for us, it’s a one-sided transaction 

where we’re giving back $150 billion to a terrorist state, really, the number one terror state, we’ve 

made them a strong country from really a very weak country just three years ago. 

When I look at all of the things that I see and all of the potential that our country has, we have 

such tremendous potential, whether it’s in business and trade, where we’re doing so badly. Last 

year, we had an almost $800 billion trade deficit. In other words, trading with other countries. We 

had an $800 billion deficit. It’s hard to believe. Inconceivable. 

You say who’s making these deals? We’re going to make great trade deals. We’re going to have a 

strong border. We’re going to bring back law and order. Just today, policemen was shot, two 

killed. And this is happening on a weekly basis. We have to bring back respect to law 

enforcement. At the same time, we have to take care of people on all sides. We need justice. 

But I want to do things that haven’t been done, including fixing and making our inner cities better 

for the African-American citizens that are so great, and for the Latinos, Hispanics, and I look 

forward to doing it. It’s called make America great again. 

DT frames his response as a reaffirmation of his campaign’s mission to address systemic issues and 

national challenges, emphasizing anti-elite sentiment by criticizing political leaders for making “foolish” 

decisions that have harmed the country. DT highlights policies such as the Iran deal and Obamacare 

(argument from example), presenting them as emblematic of elite failures that he aims to correct. DT’s 

populist appeal centers on fixing trade deficits, strengthening law enforcement, and improving 
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conditions in inner cities, specifically for African-American and Hispanic communities. DT dramatizes 

the state of the nation by citing stark statistics, such as skyrocketing healthcare costs and an $800 billion 

trade deficit, and referencing recent instances of violence, calling for change. Argumentatively, DT uses 

causal link reasoning and examples to connect elite decision-making to negative outcomes, such as 

economic decline and weakened national security. 

TRUMP: It’s just words, folks. It’s just words. Those words, I’ve been hearing them for many 

years. I heard them when they were running for the Senate in New York, where Hillary was going 

to bring back jobs to upstate New York and she failed. 

I’ve heard them where Hillary is constantly talking about the inner cities of our country, which 

are a disaster education-wise, job-wise, safety-wise, in every way possible. I’m going to help the 

African-Americans. I’m going to help the Latinos, Hispanics. I am going to help the inner cities. 

She’s done a terrible job for the African-Americans. She wants their vote, and she does nothing, 

and then she comes back four years later. We saw that firsthand when she was a United States 

senator. She campaigned where the primary part of her campaign… 

DT critiques HC by framing her promises as empty rhetoric, emphasizing anti-elite sentiment by 

portraying her as a politician who repeatedly fails to deliver for African-American and Hispanic 

communities. DT positions HC as part of an establishment that neglects inner-city issues like education, 

jobs, and safety, focusing only on securing votes during election cycles. DT dramatizes the plight of 

inner cities by describing them as “a disaster” (use of metaphor) in multiple dimensions, amplifying the 

urgency for change and contrasting HC’s track record with his pledges to act. DT utilizes dissociation to 

separate his proposed solutions from HC’s perceived failures. This method highlights DT’s populist 

narrative as a leader who will address systemic neglect and prioritize communities long ignored by 

establishment politicians. 

CLINTON: … I told people that it would be impossible to be fact-checking Donald all the time. 

I’d never get to talk about anything I want to do and how we’re going to really make lives better 

for people. 

So, once again, go to HillaryClinton.com. We have literally Trump—you can fact check him in 

real time. Last time at the first debate, we had millions of people fact checking, so I expect we’ll 

have millions more fact checking, because, you know, it is—it’s just awfully good that someone 

with the temperament of Donald Trump is not in charge of the law in our country. 

TRUMP: Because you’d be in jail. [applause] 

DT’s response to HC reflects an important feature of his populist style through the use of “bad 

manners”. DT’s sharp reply, “Because you’d be in jail”, disrupts the debate, presenting him as a blunt 
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and confrontational outsider unafraid to challenge norms of political correctness. The remark is also 

anti-elitist, suggesting that HC, as a representative of the political establishment, has acted unlawfully 

and should face accountability. Argumentatively, DT utilizes an ad hominem attack, targeting HC 

personally rather than engaging with the discussion, and the comment also evokes broader frustrations 

with perceived corruption among political elites. The response can be interpreted as a causal link 

argument, as DT’s hypothetical executive position could result in the incarceration of HC. 

TRUMP: It is such a great question and it’s maybe the question I get almost more than anything 

else, outside of defense. Obamacare is a disaster. You know it. We all know it. It’s going up at 

numbers that nobody’s ever seen worldwide. Nobody’s ever seen numbers like this for health 

care. 

It’s only getting worse. In ’17, it implodes by itself. Their method of fixing it is to go back and 

ask Congress for more money, more and more money. We have right now almost $20 trillion in 

debt. 

Obamacare will never work. It’s very bad, very bad health insurance. Far too expensive. And not 

only expensive for the person that has it, unbelievably expensive for our country. It’s going to be 

one of the biggest line items very shortly. 

We have to repeal it and replace it with something absolutely much less expensive and something 

that works, where your plan can actually be tailored. We have to get rid of the lines around the 

state, artificial lines, where we stop insurance companies from coming in and competing, because 

they want—and President Obama and whoever was working on it—they want to leave those lines, 

because that gives the insurance companies essentially monopolies. We want competition. 

You will have the finest health care plan there is. She wants to go to a single-payer plan, which 

would be a disaster, somewhat similar to Canada. And if you haven’t noticed the Canadians, 

when they need a big operation, when something happens, they come into the United States in 

many cases because their system is so slow. It’s catastrophic in certain ways. 

But she wants to go to single payer, which means the government basically rules everything. 

Hillary Clinton has been after this for years. Obamacare was the first step. Obamacare is a total 

disaster. And not only are your rates going up by numbers that nobody’s ever believed, but your 

deductibles are going up, so that unless you get hit by a truck, you’re never going to be able to use 

it. 

DT critiques Obamacare and HC’s healthcare proposals by using anti-elite sentiment, framing both as 

the products of an ineffective political establishment. DT portrays Obamacare as a “disaster” (use of 

metaphor) and attributes its shortcomings to monopolistic practices enabled by elite decisions, 

emphasizing their failure to create a competitive system. By highlighting the rising costs of premiums 

and deductibles, DT amplifies the personal burden on ordinary Americans, positioning himself as the 

candidate who understands and will address these struggles. DT dramatizes the issue by predicting 
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Obamacare’s imminent collapse (“in ’17, it implodes by itself”) and depicting single-payer systems like 

Canada’s as catastrophic (argument from example). Moreover, DT uses causal link reasoning to connect 

Obamacare’s structure to high costs and limited access and to stress its financial impact on individuals 

and the nation. By proposing competition and tailored plans as solutions, he employs dissociation, 

contrasting his market-driven approach with the centralized control he attributes to HC’s vision. 

QUESTION: Hi. There are 3.3 million Muslims in the United States, and I’m one of them. 

You’ve mentioned working with Muslim nations, but with Islamophobia on the rise, how will you 

help people like me deal with the consequences of being labeled as a threat to the country after 

the election is over? 

RADDATZ: Mr. Trump, you’re first. 

TRUMP: Well, you’re right about Islamophobia, and that’s a shame. But one thing we have to do 

is we have to make sure that—because there is a problem. I mean, whether we like it or not, and 

we could be very politically correct, but whether we like it or not, there is a problem. And we 

have to be sure that Muslims come in and report when they see something going on. When they 

see hatred going on, they have to report it. 

As an example, in San Bernardino, many people saw the bombs all over the apartment of the two 

people that killed 14 and wounded many, many people. Horribly wounded. They’ll never be the 

same. Muslims have to report the problems when they see them. 

And, you know, there’s always a reason for everything. If they don’t do that, it’s a very difficult 

situation for our country, because you look at Orlando and you look at San Bernardino and you 

look at the World Trade Center. Go outside. Look at Paris. Look at that horrible—these are 

radical Islamic terrorists. 

And she won’t even mention the word and nor will President Obama. He won’t use the term 

“radical Islamic terrorism.” Now, to solve a problem, you have to be able to state what the 

problem is or at least say the name. She won’t say the name and President Obama won’t say the 

name. But the name is there. It’s radical Islamic terror. And before you solve it, you have to say 

the name. 

DT acknowledges Islamophobia but shifts focus to the need to address “radical Islamic terrorism”, 

critiquing HC and Obama for avoiding the term. DT dramatizes the threat by citing attacks like San 

Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, and the World Trade Center as examples (relations establishing the structure 

of reality), emphasizing the importance of naming the issue in order to solve it. DT also calls on Muslim 

communities to report suspicious activities, framing this as vital to national security. Also, by using 

causal link reasoning, DT argues that political correctness hinders effective solutions. 

TRUMP: It’s called extreme vetting. We are going to areas like Syria where they’re coming in by 

the tens of thousands because of Barack Obama. And Hillary Clinton wants to allow a 550 
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percent increase over Obama. People are coming into our country like we have no idea who they 

are, where they are from, what their feelings about our country is, and she wants 550 percent 

more. This is going to be the great Trojan horse of all time. 

We have enough problems in this country. I believe in building safe zones. I believe in having 

other people pay for them, as an example, the Gulf states, who are not carrying their weight, but 

they have nothing but money, and take care of people. But I don’t want to have, with all the 

problems this country has and all of the problems that you see going on, hundreds of thousands of 

people coming in from Syria when we know nothing about them. We know nothing about their 

values and we know nothing about their love for our country. 

DT critiques HC’s immigration policy by employing anti-elitism, framing her proposed 550% increase 

in Syrian refugees as reckless and disconnected from national security concerns. DT dramatizes the risk 

by calling it “the great Trojan horse of all time” (use of metaphor), invoking imagery of hidden dangers 

to amplify fear. DT presents extreme vetting as a solution, emphasizing the unknown backgrounds and 

intentions of refugees, raising fear of the unknown as a concern. DT uses a causal link to argue that 

admitting large numbers of refugees without thorough screening would exacerbate existing issues in the 

U.S. Additionally, DT proposes safe zones funded by Gulf states, employing the use of an example to 

contrast his controlled approach with HC’s policy. These rhetorical strategies strengthen DT’s populist 

narrative of prioritizing the safety of U.S. citizens and sovereignty over elite-driven policies perceived 

as irresponsible. 

TRUMP: Hillary Clinton, in terms of having people come into our country, we have many 

criminal illegal aliens. When we want to send them back to their country, their country says we 

don’t want them. In some cases, they’re murderers, drug lords, drug problems. And they don’t 

want them. 

And Hillary Clinton, when she was secretary of state, said that’s OK, we can’t force it into their 

country. Let me tell you, I’m going to force them right back into their country. They’re murderers 

and some very bad people. 

And I will tell you very strongly, when Bernie Sanders said she had bad judgment, she has really 

bad judgment, because we are letting people into this country that are going to cause problems 

and crime like you’ve never seen. We’re also letting drugs pour through our southern border at a 

record clip. At a record clip. And it shouldn’t be allowed to happen. 

ICE just endorsed me. They’ve never endorsed a presidential candidate. The Border Patrol agents, 

16,500, just recently endorsed me, and they endorsed me because I understand the border. She 

doesn’t. She wants amnesty for everybody. Come right in. Come right over. It’s a horrible thing 

she’s doing. She’s got bad judgment, and honestly, so bad that she should never be president of 

the United States. That I can tell you. 
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In this segment, DT portrays HC as an establishment politician whose “bad judgment” allows dangerous 

criminals and drugs to flow into the country, amplifying public fear and emphasizing DT’s own law-

and-order stance. By citing endorsements from ICE and the Border Patrol, DT frames himself as having 

the practical support and expertise needed to secure the border. DT utilizes causal link reasoning, 

connecting HC’s policies to rising crime, and uses dissociation by contrasting his forceful approach with 

what he depicts as her permissive stance on immigration. This strategy highlights DT’s populist appeal: 

he offers decisive action against the perceived failures of an ineffective elite. 

QUESTION: Good evening. My question is, what specific tax provisions will you change to 

ensure the wealthiest Americans pay their fair share in taxes? 

COOPER: Mr. Trump, you have two minutes. 

TRUMP: Well, one thing I’d do is get rid of carried interest. One of the greatest provisions for 

people like me, to be honest with you, I give up a lot when I run, because I knock out the tax 

code. And she could have done this years ago, by the way. She’s a United States—she was a 

United States senator. 

She complains that Donald Trump took advantage of the tax code. Well, why didn’t she change 

it? Why didn’t you change it when you were a senator? The reason you didn’t is that all your 

friends take the same advantage that I do. And I do. You have provisions in the tax code that, 

frankly, we could change. But you wouldn’t change it, because all of these people give you the 

money so you can take negative ads on Donald Trump. 

But—and I say that about a lot of things. You know, I’ve heard Hillary complaining about so 

many different things over the years. “I wish you would have done this.” But she’s been there for 

30 years she’s been doing this stuff. She never changed. And she never will change. She never 

will change. 

In his argumentation, DT employs anti-elite sentiment by accusing HC of protecting tax loopholes for 

her wealthy associates rather than reforming the code while in the Senate. DT uses pointed rhetoric 

(“Why didn’t she change it?”) to cast doubt on HC’s sincerity. By claiming his own financial sacrifice in 

“giving up” advantageous provisions while running for office (argumentation by sacrifice), DT 

dramatizes the situation to highlight corrupt political norms. Furthermore, DT employs a causal link to 

relate HC’s inaction to elite collusion, and dissociation to contrast his willingness to reform the system 

with her perceived complacency. Overall, DT’s rhetoric again highlights the fact that HC has had a 

long-standing political career, while allegedly having accomplished very little during that time. 

COOPER: Thank you. I want to give you—Mr. Trump, I want to give you the chance to respond. 

I just wanted to tell our viewers what she’s referring to. In the last month, taxes were the number-

one issue on Facebook for the first time in the campaign. The New York Times published three 
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pages of your 1995 tax returns. They show you claimed a $916 million loss, which means you 

could have avoided paying personal federal income taxes for years. You’ve said you pay state 

taxes, employee taxes, real estate taxes, property taxes. You have not answered, though, a simple 

question. Did you use that $916 million loss to avoid paying personal federal income taxes for 

years? 

TRUMP: Of course I do. Of course I do. And so do all of her donors, or most of her donors. I 

know many of her donors. Her donors took massive tax write-offs. 

COOPER: So have you paid personal federal income tax? 

TRUMP: A lot of my—excuse me, Anderson—a lot of my write- off was depreciation and other 

things that Hillary as a senator allowed. And she’ll always allow it, because the people that give 

her all this money, they want it. That’s why. 

See, I understand the tax code better than anybody that’s ever run for president. Hillary Clinton—

and it’s extremely complex—Hillary Clinton has friends that want all of these provisions, 

including they want the carried interest provision, which is very important to Wall Street people. 

But they really want the carried interest provision, which I believe Hillary’s leaving. Very 

interesting why she’s leaving carried interest. 

But I will tell you that, number one, I pay tremendous numbers of taxes. I absolutely used it. And 

so did Warren Buffett and so did George Soros and so did many of the other people that Hillary is 

getting money from. Now, I won’t mention their names, because they’re rich, but they’re not 

famous. So we won’t make them famous. 

DT uses anti-elite sentiment here by implicating prominent financiers and HC’s donors in using the 

same tax provisions he does, accusing them of preserving a system that benefits the wealthy at the 

expense of ordinary Americans. DT dramatizes his own mastery of the complex tax code, portraying 

himself as an expert who exposes elite hypocrisy. DT relies on causal link reasoning and examples by 

connecting HC’s political ties (Buffet and Soros) to her reluctance to close tax loopholes and uses 

dissociation to contrast his openness about exploiting legal breaks with her purported complicity in 

maintaining them. DT’s abrupt responses (“Of course I do”) and direct challenges to HC’s integrity 

exemplify the “bad manners” that reinforce his entrepreneur-populist outsider persona. 

COOPER: So can you—can you say how many years you have avoided paying personal federal 

income taxes? 

TRUMP: No, but I pay tax, and I pay federal tax, too. But I have a write-off, a lot of it’s 

depreciation, which is a wonderful charge. I love depreciation. You know, she’s given it to us. 

Hey, if she had a problem—for 30 years she’s been doing this, Anderson. I say it all the time. She 

talks about health care. Why didn’t she do something about it? She talks about taxes. Why didn’t 
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she do something about it? She doesn’t do anything about anything other than talk. With her, it’s 

all talk and no action. 

COOPER: In the past… 

TRUMP: And, again, Bernie Sanders, it’s really bad judgment. She has made bad judgment not 

only on taxes. She’s made bad judgments on Libya, on Syria, on Iraq. I mean, her and Obama, 

whether you like it or not, the way they got out of Iraq, the vacuum they’ve left, that’s why ISIS 

formed in the first place. They started from that little area, and now they’re in 32 different 

nations, Hillary. Congratulations. Great job. 

DT once again emphasizes anti-elite sentiment by questioning why HC failed to reform the tax code 

during her long political career, implying that she protects the wealthy and simply offers “all talk and no 

action”. DT exhibits “bad manners” in his abrupt refusal to specify how many years he avoided federal 

taxes, instead pivoting to criticize HC’s record. DT uses dramatization by linking HC’s supposed 

inaction on taxes to broader failures in foreign policy, holding her partially responsible for the 

emergence of ISIS, and referring to different countries as examples of HC’s “bad judgement”. 

Additionally, DT uses a causal link to assert that HC’s decisions in Iraq created the vacuum exploited by 

ISIS, and dissociation to contrast his open admissions about tax strategies with her perceived neglect of 

meaningful reform. 

TRUMP: Because NAFTA, signed by her husband, is perhaps the greatest disaster trade deal in 

the history of the world. Not in this country. It stripped us of manufacturing jobs. We lost our 

jobs. We lost our money. We lost our plants. It is a disaster. And now she wants to sign TPP, even 

though she says now she’s for it. She called it the gold standard. And by the way, at the last 

debate, she lied, because it turned out that she did say the gold standard and she said she didn’t 

say it. They actually said that she lied. OK? And she lied. But she’s lied about a lot of things. 

I would be a president for all of the people, African-Americans, the inner cities. Devastating 

what’s happening to our inner cities. She’s been talking about it for years. As usual, she talks 

about it, nothing happens. She doesn’t get it done. 

Same with the Latino Americans, the Hispanic Americans. The same exact thing. They talk, they 

don’t get it done. You go into the inner cities and—you see it’s 45 percent poverty. African- 

Americans now 45 percent poverty in the inner cities. The education is a disaster. Jobs are 

essentially nonexistent. 

I mean, it’s—you know, and I’ve been saying at big speeches where I have 20,000 and 30,000 

people, what do you have to lose? It can’t get any worse. And she’s been talking about the inner 

cities for 25 years. Nothing’s going to ever happen. 

Let me tell you, if she’s president of the United States, nothing’s going to happen. It’s just going 

to be talk. And all of her friends, the taxes we were talking about, and I would just get it by 
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osmosis. She’s not doing me any favors. But by doing all the others’ favors, she’s doing me 

favors. 

DT intensifies his anti-elite sentiment by blaming HC, and by extension, her husband’s administration, 

for signing NAFTA, which he deems “the greatest disaster trade deal in the history of the world” (use of 

metaphor). DT dramatizes the damage by highlighting lost jobs and manufacturing plants, portraying 

working-class communities as victims of elite-negotiated trade policies. DT ties this theme to the TPP, 

accusing HC of dishonesty for allegedly supporting it as “the gold standard” and then denying she made 

that statement. DT frames himself as a champion of marginalized groups in inner cities, where he cites 

high poverty, inadequate education, and scarce jobs. By repeatedly stating that HC “talks” but never 

delivers, DT uses causal link reasoning to connect her purported inaction to continued suffering in these 

communities. DT’s rhetorical approach also includes dissociation, separating his own promises of real 

change from HC’s “all talk” governance. 

TRUMP: Now, Hillary mentioned something about contributions just so you understand. So I 

will have in my race more than $100 million put in—of my money, meaning I’m not taking all of 

this big money from all of these different corporations like she’s doing. What I ask is this. 

So I’m putting in more than—by the time it’s finished, I’ll have more than $100 million invested. 

Pretty much self-funding mine. We’re raising money for the Republican Party, and we’re doing 

tremendously on the small donations, $61 average or so. 

I ask Hillary, why doesn’t—she made $250 million by being in office. She used the power of her 

office to make a lot of money. Why isn’t she funding, not for $100 million, but why don’t you put 

$10 million or $20 million or $25 million or $30 million into your own campaign? 

It’s $30 million less for special interests that will tell you exactly what to do and it would really, I 

think, be a nice sign to the American public. Why aren’t you putting some money in? You have a 

lot of it. You’ve made a lot of it because of the fact that you’ve been in office. Made a lot of it 

while you were secretary of state, actually. So why aren’t you putting money into your own 

campaign? I’m just curious. 

DT leverages anti-elite sentiment by accusing HC of amassing personal wealth through her public office 

and relying on special-interest funding for her campaign. DT dramatizes his own financial commitment, 

claiming to self-fund with over $100 million, as evidence of independence from elite donors, contrasting 

his approach with HC’s alleged reliance on corporate funding. In this interaction, DT utilizes a causal 

link to suggest that HC’s large donors will dictate her policy decisions if elected president. 

TRUMP: Absolutely. I think it’s such a great question, because energy is under siege by the 

Obama administration. Under absolutely siege. The EPA, Environmental Protection Agency, is 

killing these energy companies. And foreign companies are now coming in buying our—buying 
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so many of our different plants and then re-jiggering the plant so that they can take care of their 

oil. 

We are killing—absolutely killing our energy business in this country. Now, I’m all for 

alternative forms of energy, including wind, including solar, et cetera. But we need much more 

than wind and solar. 

And you look at our miners. Hillary Clinton wants to put all the miners out of business. There is a 

thing called clean coal. Coal will last for 1,000 years in this country. Now we have natural gas 

and so many other things because of technology. We have unbelievable—we have found over the 

last seven years, we have found tremendous wealth right under our feet. So good. Especially 

when you have $20 trillion in debt. 

I will bring our energy companies back. They’ll be able to compete. They’ll make money. They’ll 

pay off our national debt. They’ll pay off our tremendous budget deficits, which are tremendous. 

But we are putting our energy companies out of business. We have to bring back our workers. 

You take a look at what’s happening to steel and the cost of steel and China dumping vast 

amounts of steel all over the United States, which essentially is killing our steelworkers and our 

steel companies. We have to guard our energy companies. We have to make it possible. 

The EPA is so restrictive that they are putting our energy companies out of business. And all you 

have to do is go to a great place like West Virginia or places like Ohio, which is phenomenal, or 

places like Pennsylvania and you see what they’re doing to the people, miners and others in the 

energy business. It’s a disgrace. 

DT frames the Obama administration’s energy regulations as an elite-driven project (“energy is under 

siege” (use of metaphor)), highlighting the struggles of miners and steelworkers while blaming 

restrictive policies for economic decline. DT dramatizes this crisis by claiming the EPA is “killing” the 

energy industry and allowing foreign companies to exploit American resources. Employing causal link 

reasoning, DT links the revival of domestic energy to reducing the national debt, positioning himself as 

the defender of working-class livelihoods. 

 

6.2. The 2020 Presidential Debates 

6.2.1. First Debate 

The first presidential debate of the 2020 election was held on September 29th, 2020, at Case Western 

Reserve University and the Cleveland Clinic in Cleveland, Ohio. In the 2020 debates, Donald Trump’s 

populist style should be different compared to 2016 as Trump is now the incumbent president and part 

of the political establishment. However, his use of populist style remains highly similar compared to 
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2016 when running as a political outsider. All three features of Moffitt’s populist style are yet again 

present in Trump’s speech, especially his use of anti-elite rhetoric against Joe Biden. Trump particularly 

utilizes constant interrupting as a strategy to deny Biden the opportunity to criticize Trump’s record as 

president. To note, all direct quotations of this debate that are separated from the analysis with block 

quotations refer to the primary source title, Debate 1 (2020). The debate begins with a question posed by 

moderator Chris Wallace regarding the COVID-19 pandemic: 

BIDEN: The platform of the Democratic Party is what I, in fact, approved of, what I approved of. 

Now, here’s the deal. The deal is that it’s going to wipe out pre-existing conditions. And, by the 

way, the 200,000 people that have died on his watch, how many of those have survived? Well, 

there’s seven million people that contracted COVID. What does it mean for them going forward if 

you strike down the Affordable Care Act? 

TRUMP: Joe, you’ve had 308,000 military people dying because you couldn’t provide them 

proper healthcare in the military. So don’t tell me about this. 

BIDEN: I’m happy to talk about this. 

TRUMP: And if you were here, it wouldn’t be 200, it would be two million people because you 

were very late on the draw. You didn’t want me to ban China, which was heavily infected. You 

didn’t want me to ban Europe. 

In this exchange, DT employs anti-elitism by framing JB as part of an incompetent establishment that 

failed to address military healthcare and would have mishandled the COVID-19 crisis. DT uses “bad 

manners”, such as interrupting and issuing direct challenges (“don’t tell me about this”), to assert 

dominance and disrupt JB’s argument. DT dramatizes the crisis by claiming the fatalities under JB 

would have been two million, emphasizing his own decisive actions like banning travel from China and 

Europe. DT employs dissociation to contrast his leadership with JB’s alleged failures and quasi-logical 

reasoning by using speculative figures to lend credibility to his claims. 

BIDEN: Let me finish. The point is that the President also is opposed to Roe V. Wade. That’s on 

the ballot as well and the court, in the court, and so that’s also at stake right now. And so the 

election is all- 

TRUMP: You don’t know what’s on the ballot. Why is it on the ballot? Why is it on the ballot? 

It’s not on the ballot. 

BIDEN: It’s on the ballot in the court. 

TRUMP: I don’t think so. 

BIDEN: In the court. 
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TRUMP: There’s nothing happening there. 

BIDEN: Donald would you just be quiet for a minute. 

TRUMP: You don’t know her view on Roe V. Wade? You don’t know her view. 

In this segment of the debate, DT challenges JB’s credibility and knowledge of judicial issues, implying 

that JB is either uninformed or misleading the public (“You don’t know what’s on the ballot”). DT’s 

“bad manners” are evident in repeated interruptions and dismissive remarks, which disrupt JB’s points 

and projects an overly confrontational style. DT uses dissociation to separate JB’s claims about the 

ballot and court from what he frames as the actual reality, while deploying rhetorical questions to cast 

doubt on JB’s understanding of the nominee’s views. 

WALLACE: Mr. President, I’m the moderator of this debate and I would like you to let me ask 

my question and then you can answer. 

TRUMP: Go ahead. 

WALLACE: You, in the course of these four years, have never come up with a comprehensive 

plan to replace Obamacare, and just this last Thursday you signed a largely symbolic Executive 

Order to protect people with pre-existing conditions five days before this debate. So my question, 

sir, is what is the Trump healthcare plan? 

TRUMP: Well, first of all, I guess I’m debating you, not him, but that’s okay. I’m not surprised. 

Let me just tell you something. There’s nothing symbolic. I’m cutting drug prices. I’m going with 

Favored Nations, which no President has the courage to do because you’re going against big 

pharma. Drug prices will be coming down 80 or 90%. You could have done it during your 47-

year period in government, but you didn’t do it. Nobody’s done it. So we’re cutting healthcare. 

DT’s rhetoric here reflects his populist style through anti-elite sentiment and confrontational tactics. By 

asserting, “I guess I’m debating you, not him”, DT challenges the neutrality of the moderator, framing 

Wallace as part of the media elite aligned against him. DT employs “bad manners” by dismissing the 

moderator’s role and pivoting away from the question to critique JB’s long political career, accusing 

him of inaction on healthcare reform. DT dramatizes his actions by highlighting his executive order and 

promising dramatic reductions in drug prices, claiming achievements that no other president dared to 

pursue due to opposition from “big pharma”. In his argumentation, DT uses dissociation by separating 

his actions from JB’s, aligning himself with bold, decisive leadership and framing JB as complicit in 

systemic failures. 

TRUMP: Joe, you agreed with Bernie Sanders, who’s far left, on the manifesto, we call it. And 

that gives you socialized medicine. 
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BIDEN: Look, hey. 

TRUMP: Are you saying you didn’t agree? 

BIDEN: I’m not going to listen to him. The fact of the matter is I beat Bernie Sanders. 

TRUMP: Not by much. 

BIDEN: I beat him by a whole hell of a lot. 

TRUMP: Not by much. 

BIDEN: I’m here standing facing you, old buddy. 

TRUMP: If Pocahontas would have left two days early you would have lost every primary. 

BIDEN: All he knows how to do- 

TRUMP: On Super Tuesday, you got very lucky. 

BIDEN: Look he’s the deal. I got very lucky. I’m going to get very lucky tonight as well. 

TRUMP: With what? 

BIDEN: And tonight I’m going to make sure. 

TRUMP: With what? 

BIDEN: Because here’s the deal, here’s the deal. The fact is that everything he’s saying so far is 

simply a lie. I’m not here to call out his lies. Everybody knows he’s a liar. 

TRUMP: But you agree. Joe, you’re the liar. You graduated last in your class not first in your 

class. 

DT’s rhetoric in this exchange reflects populist style well, especially DT’s usage of “bad manners”. DT 

portrays JB as aligned with the far-left, invoking Bernie Sanders and “the manifesto”, to associate JB 

with socialized medicine and other “radical policies”, thereby engaging in anti-elite sentiment by 

framing the Democratic Party as out-of-touch with ordinary Americans. DT’s use of “bad manners” is 

evident in frequent interruptions, and the use of derogatory language like referring to Elizabeth Warren 

as “Pocahontas” and questioning JB’s academic record by calling him “a liar”, which disrupts JB’s 

responses. DT dramatizes the Democratic primary by framing JB’s success as “lucky” and conditional, 

minimizing his opponent’s legitimacy. DT employs an argument by comparison, separating JB from his 

narrative of moderate leadership by comparing him to Sanders. 
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TRUMP: The people understand, Joe. 

BIDEN: They sure do. 

TRUMP: 47 years, you’ve done nothing. They understand. 

In this interaction, DT relies heavily on anti-elite sentiment by emphasizing JB’s lengthy political career 

(“47 years, you’ve done nothing”) to portray him as a member of an ineffective political establishment. 

This critique aligns with populist rhetoric, where the elite are framed as detached from the needs of the 

people. DT’s use of the words, “The people understand”, amplifies his populist appeal, positioning 

himself as aligned with ordinary citizens who share his perspective. In his argumentation, DT utilizes a 

causal link, connecting JB’s tenure in politics to lengthy inaction on policy. 

TRUMP: The only thing I haven’t done a good job, and that’s because of the fake news, no 

matter what you say to them, they give you a bad press on it. It’s just fake news. They give you 

good press, they give me bad press because that’s the way it is, unfortunately. But let me just say 

something. I don’t care. I’ve gotten used to it. But I’ll tell you, Joe, you could never have done the 

job that we did. You don’t have it in your blood. You could’ve never done that, Joe. 

BIDEN: I know how to do the job. I know how to get the job done. 

TRUMP: Well, you didn’t do very well in Swine Flu. H1-N1, you were a disaster. Your own 

Chief of Staff said you were a disaster. 

DT’s argumentation exemplifies his populist style by targeting the media as part of the elite 

establishment (“fake news”) that he claims unfairly discredits him. This anti-elite sentiment strengthens 

DT’s appeal by portraying himself as a victim of media bias. DT’s dismissal of criticism (“I don’t care. 

I’ve gotten used to it”) reinforces his outsider persona as resilient against elite attacks. Through “bad 

manners”, including personal attacks on JB’s capability (“You don’t have it in your blood”), DT 

disrupts the debate’s decorum while asserting his superiority. DT dramatizes JB’s past performance, 

labeling the H1-N1 response a “disaster” (use of metaphor) amplifying its significance to undermine 

JB’s competence. Moreover, DT uses an argument based on the structure of reality by tying JB to the 

perceived failure of the Swine Flu response through citing a statement from JB’s Chief of Staff to lend 

authority to his critique (relation of coexistence). 

TRUMP: Did you use the word smart? So you said you went to Delaware State, but you forgot 

the name of your college. You didn’t go to Delaware State. You graduated either the lowest or 

almost the lowest in your class. Don’t ever use the word smart with me. Don’t ever use that word. 

BIDEN: Oh, give me a break. 
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TRUMP: Because you know what? There’s nothing smart about you, Joe. 47 years you’ve done 

nothing. 

In this exchange, DT uses personal attacks and other “bad manners” to dominate the interaction, 

repeatedly undermining JB’s intelligence and credibility (“Don’t ever use the word smart with me”). 

These ad hominem attacks serve to discredit JB directly while projecting DT’s image as a blunt and 

unapologetic figure. DT further employs anti-elite sentiment by tying JB’s lengthy political career (“47 

years you’ve done nothing”) to systemic inaction, positioning himself as a disruptor of the status quo. 

DT’s rhetorical strategy relies on repetition and pointed accusations to emphasize his message, while 

dismissive language and ridicule contribute to a populist persona that rejects traditional political 

correctness in favor of direct confrontation. 

TRUMP: Wait a minute, Joe. Let me shut you down for a second, Joe, just for one second. He 

wants to shut down the country. We just went through it. We had to, because we didn’t know 

anything about the disease. Now we’ve found that elderly people with heart problems and 

diabetes and different problems are very, very vulnerable. We learned a lot. Young children 

aren’t, even younger people aren’t. We’ve learned a lot, but he wants to shut it down. More 

people will be hurt by continuing. If you look at Pennsylvania, if you look at certain states that 

have been shut down, they have Democrat governors, all, one of the reasons they shut down is 

because they want to keep it shut down until after the election on November 3rd. 

In this segment, DT combines all three features of populist style. DT interrupts JB (“Let me shut you 

down for a second, Joe”) to assert dominance, demonstrating “bad manners” that disrupt the debate’s 

norms. DT uses dramatization by emphasizing the harm caused by shutdowns, claiming “more people 

will be hurt by continuing”, which frames JB’s position as potentially disastrous. DT utilizes anti-

establishment sentiment by linking shutdowns to Democratic governors, suggesting they are politically 

motivated rather than guided by public health concerns (“they want to keep it shut down until after the 

election”). In his argumentation, DT uses a causal link and quasi-logical reasoning, connecting the 

shutdowns to partisan strategies, and appeals to common sense, emphasizing lessons learned about 

COVID-19 to argue against continued restrictions. 

TRUMP: So we built the greatest economy in history. We closed it down because of the China 

plague. When the plague came in, we closed it down, which was very hard psychologically to do. 

He didn’t think we should close it down and he was wrong. Again, two million people would be 

dead now instead of… Still, 204,000 people is too much. One person is too much. Should have 

never happened from China. But what happened is we closed it down and now we’re reopening 

and we’re doing record business. We had 10.4 million people in a four-month period that we’ve 

put back into the workforce. That’s a record the likes of which nobody’s ever seen before. And he 

wants to close down the… He will shut it down again. He will destroy this country. 
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DT’s rhetoric here showcases all three features of populist style. DT emphasizes his leadership by 

claiming credit for “the greatest economy in history” and framing the decision to close it during the 

pandemic as a tough but necessary choice, dramatizing the challenges he faced. DT portrays the 

pandemic, through “bad manners”, as an external threat caused by China (“the China plague” 

(metaphor)), deflecting blame and framing himself as a defender of the nation. Anti-elite sentiment 

surfaces in DT’s assertion that JB’s approach would “destroy this country” (crisis or threat), positioning 

JB as out-of-touch with the needs of the American people. Furthermore, DT uses a causal link by 

connecting JB’s purported support for shutdowns to economic and societal collapse, while using 

hyperbolic language (“a record the likes of which nobody’s ever seen before”) to amplify his own 

achievements. 

TRUMP: Why didn’t you do it over the last 25 years? 

BIDEN: Because you weren’t president and screwing things up. 

TRUMP: You were a Senator and [crosstalk]- 

BIDEN: You’re the worst president America has ever had. Come on. 

TRUMP: Hey, Joe, let me just tell you, Joe. In 47 months, I’ve done more than you’ve done in 

47 years, Joe. We’ve done things that you never even thought of doing. 

DT’s remarks here highlight his populist style through anti-establishment sentiment. By contrasting 

DT’s “47 months” in office with JB’s “47 years” in government, DT frames himself as a results-driven 

outsider who accomplishes more than an entrenched political elite. DT’s claim that “we’ve done things 

that you never even thought of doing” serves to bolster his image as innovative and proactive, further 

distancing himself from what he portrays as JB’s ineffectiveness. DT also employs “bad manners”, 

interrupting and dismissing JB’s critique to dominate the exchange. In his argumentation, DT uses 

quasi-logical argumentation by comparing his record to JB’s lengthy tenure (argument by comparison) 

and exaggerates his accomplishments to enhance his credibility while undermining JB’s. 

BIDEN: And so you take a look at what he’s actually done. He’s done very little. His trade deals 

are the same way. He talks about these great trade deals. He talks about the art of the deal. 

China’s perfected the art of the steal. We have a higher deficit with China now than we did 

before. We have the highest trade deficit- 

TRUMP: China ate your lunch- [crosstalk]. 

BIDEN: … with Mexico. 
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TRUMP: China ate your lunch, Joe. And no wonder your son goes in and, wha–, he takes out 

billions of dollars. He takes out billions of dollars to manage. He makes millions of dollars. And 

also, while we’re at it, why is it just out of curiosity, the mayor of Moscow’s wife gave your son 

three and a half million dollars? 

DT’s argumentation here employs anti-elitist sentiment. DT portrays JB and his family as corrupt and 

benefiting from questionable foreign dealings. This aligns JB with the political and financial elite, 

distancing DT as an outsider fighting against such practices. DT’s “bad manners” are evident in the 

interruption and abrupt pivot from trade policy to personal accusations, disrupting JB’s argument and 

shifting the focus to unproven allegations. DT dramatizes the issue with hyperbolic language (“China 

ate your lunch”) to amplify JB’s perceived failures in dealing with China. DT employs an argument 

based on the structure of reality, specifically a relation of coexistence, linking JB and his family to 

foreign influence (the group and its members). 

TRUMP: I don’t think you have any law enforcement. You can’t even say the word law 

enforcement. Because if you say those words, you’re going to lose all of your radical left 

supporters. And why aren’t you saying those words, Joe? Why don’t you say the words law 

enforcement? Because you know what? If they called us in Portland, we would put out that fire in 

a half an hour. But they won’t do it, because they’re run by radical left Democrats. If you look at 

Chicago, if you look at any place you want to look, Seattle, they heard we were coming in the 

following day and they put up their hands and we got back Seattle. Minneapolis, we got it back, 

Joe, because we believe in law and order, but you don’t. The top 10 cities and just about the top 

40 cities are run by Democrats, and in many cases radical left. And they’ve got you wrapped 

around their finger, Joe, to a point where you don’t want to say anything about law and order. 

And I’ll tell you what, the people of this country want and demand law and order and you’re 

afraid to even say it. 

In this segment, DT uses populist style to portray Democrats, particularly in urban areas, as incapable of 

maintaining law and order. DT links JB to the “radical left”, asserting that JB’s silence on law 

enforcement reflects his dependence on the radical left’s support. DT dramatizes the perceived crisis by 

describing unrest in cities like Portland, Chicago, and Seattle, claiming his intervention resolved such 

issues swiftly (“we got it back, Joe”). Argumentatively, DT utilizes a combination of argumentation 

techniques: examples to different, in DT’s words, badly run Democrat cities, and the use of metaphor to 

highlight the destruction of Portland, (“we would put out that fire”). 

BIDEN: . . . we’re going to be in a position where we can create hard, hard, good jobs by making 

sure the environment is clean, and we all are in better shape. We spend billions of dollars now, 

billions of dollars, on floods, hurricanes, rising seas. We’re in real trouble. Look what’s happened 

just in the Midwest with these storms that come through and wipe out entire sections and counties 

in Iowa. They didn’t happen before. They’re because of global warming. We make up 15% of the 
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world’s problem. We in fact, but the rest of the world, we’ve got to get them to come along. 

That’s why we have to get back into, back into the Paris Accord. 

WALLACE: All right, gentlemen. . . 

TRUMP: Wait a minute, Chris. So why didn’t he do it for 47 years? You were Vice-President? 

DT’s response here yet again utilizes anti-elite rhetoric. By questioning JB’s past actions (“So why 

didn’t he do it for 47 years?”), DT frames JB as part of an ineffective establishment that failed to 

address environmental issues during his long political career. This rhetorical move shifts the focus away 

from the specifics of JB’s proposals and onto his perceived inaction. DT’s “bad manners” surface in his 

interruption of both JB and Wallace, disrupting the flow of the discussion. DT employs a quasi-logical 

argument by attempting to contradict JB’s statement on achieving a better environment and increasing 

job numbers. According to DT, JB has not achieved this despite his long career in government 

(contradiction). 

TRUMP: So when I listen to Joe talking about a transition, there has been no transition from 

when I won. I won that election. And if you look at crooked Hillary Clinton, if you look at all of 

the different people, there was no transition, because they came after me trying to do a coup. They 

came after me spying on my campaign. They started from the day I won, and even before I won. 

From the day I came down the escalator with our first lady, they were a disaster. They were a 

disgrace to our country, and we’ve caught ’em. We’ve caught ’em all. We’ve got it all on tape. 

We’ve caught ’em all. 

DT’s remarks in this segment reflect populist style well, particularly his emphasis on anti-establishment 

sentiment. By accusing political opponents, including Hillary Clinton, of attempting a “coup” and 

“spying” on his campaign, DT frames himself as a victim of a corrupt elite establishment conspiring 

against him and, by extension, the people he represents. DT dramatizes these events by claiming they 

were a “disgrace to our country” and asserting that “we’ve caught ’em all”, suggesting a narrative of 

triumph over a nefarious conspiracy. In his argumentation, DT uses “bad manners”, arguments from 

example and by metaphor (“if you look at crooked Hillary Clinton, if you look at all of the different 

people”). This type of argumentation serves as a way for DT to bolster his outsider populist persona 

fighting against an alleged entrenched and corrupt political establishment. 
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6.2.2. Second Debate 

The second and final debate of the 2020 election was held on October 22nd, 2020, at Belmont University 

in Nashville, Tennessee. Similarly to previous debates, Donald Trump exhibits populist style to a 

significant degree in this debate, especially concentrating on blaming Joe Biden for alleged corruption. 

However, there are considerably fewer interruptions by Trump in this debate due to a new microphone 

policy enforced by the CPD, which mutes a debater's microphone as soon as their two minutes are 

completed. All block quotations from this debate instance, separated from the analysis, reference the 

primary source titled, Debate 2 (2020). The first interaction of this debate exhibiting Trump’s populist 

style concerns an accusation made by Biden about Wall Street dealings: 

TRUMP: I don’t know, somebody went to Wall Street. You’re the one that takes all the money 

from Wall Street. I don’t take it. You have raised a lot of money, tremendous amounts of money. 

And every time you raise money, deals are made, Joe. I could raise so much more money. As 

president and as somebody that knows most of those people, I could call the heads of Wall Street, 

the heads of every company in America, I would blow away every record. But I don’t want to do 

that because it puts me in a bad position. And then you bring up Wall Street? You shouldn’t be 

bringing up Wall Street. Because you’re the one that takes the money from Wall Street, not me. I 

could blow away your records like you wouldn’t believe. We don’t need money. We have plenty 

of money. In fact, we beat Hillary Clinton with a tiny fraction of the money that she was able to 

get. Don’t tell me about Wall Street. 

DT’s argumentation here exemplifies populist style by framing himself as independent from elite 

financial interests, contrasting this with JB’s alleged reliance on Wall Street funding. This aligns with 

anti-elite sentiment, portraying JB as beholden to wealthy donors and corporate power while DT 

positions himself as a leader free from such entanglements. DT dramatizes his claim by suggesting he 

could easily “blow away every record” in fundraising if he chose to, but refrains to avoid compromising 

his position, casting himself as principled and self-reliant. DT uses a quasi-logical argument here 

through contradiction as DT claims that JB is actually the one taking funding from Wall Street, not DT. 

TRUMP: Excuse me. And it wasn’t written whenever they write this. They keep talking about 

$750, which I think is a filing fee. But let me just tell you, I prepaid millions and millions of 

dollars in taxes, number one. Number two, I don’t make money from China, you do. I don’t make 

money from Ukraine, you do. I don’t make money from Russia. You made three and a half 

million dollars, Joe, and your son gave you. They even have a statement that we have to give 10% 

to the big man. You’re the big man, I think. I don’t know, maybe you’re not. But you’re the big 

man, I think. Your son said we have to give 10% to the big man. Joe, what’s that all about? It’s 

terrible. 

In this segment, DT’s rhetoric implies that JB is guilty of corruption by accusing him and his family of 

financial entanglements with foreign powers, suggesting self-enrichment at the expense of ordinary 
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Americans. By repeatedly stating that JB makes money from foreign sources, DT contrasts himself as a 

leader free from foreign influence, aligning with his populist outsider persona. In his argumentation, DT 

uses dissociation and contradiction here, as he draws a sharp divide between his own financial practices 

(“I don’t make money from China”) and JB’s purported wrongdoing (“You do”), effectively separating 

himself from the category of corrupt behavior while pushing JB into it. 

TRUMP: I was put through a phony witch hunt for three years. It started before I even got 

elected. They spied on my campaign. No president should ever have to go through what I went 

through. Let me just say this. Mueller and 18 angry Democrats, and FBI agents all over the place 

spent $48 million. They went through everything I had, including my tax returns, and they found 

absolutely no collusion and nothing wrong. $48 million. I guarantee you, if I spent 1 million on 

you Joe, I could find plenty wrong, because the kind of things that you’ve done and the kind of 

monies that your family has taken — I mean, your brother made money in Iraq, millions of 

dollars. Your other brother made a fortune, and it’s all through you, Joe. And they say you get 

some of it. And you do live very well. You have houses all over the place. You live very well. 

DT’s argumentation here reflects his populist style through anti-elite sentiment. By describing the 

investigation into his presidency as a “phony witch hunt” conducted by “18 angry Democrats” and 

government agents, DT portrays himself as a leader unfairly targeted by a corrupt elite establishment. 

This aligns with his broader appeal to ordinary Americans as someone fighting against systemic abuse. 

DT dramatizes the scale of the investigation by emphasizing its cost (“$48 million”) and its exhaustive 

nature, positioning himself as vindicated by its failure to find wrongdoing. DT utilizes examples and an 

argument based on the structure of reality (the group and its members) to connect JB to alleged family 

corruption, highlighting the perceived scale of JB’s wealth to contrast it with his claims of ethical 

leadership. This technique frames JB as part of an elite network enriching itself at the public’s expense, 

while reinforcing DT’s self-image as a persecuted but resilient outsider. 

TRUMP: His son didn’t have a job for a long time, was sadly no longer in the military service, I 

won’t get into that. And he didn’t have a job. As soon as he became vice president, Burisma — 

not the best, not the best reputation in the world — I hear they paid him 183,000 a month. Listen 

to this, 183, and they gave him a $3 million upfront payment, and he had no energy experience. 

That’s 100% dishonest. […] 

TRUMP: Excuse me, and then unlike him, where he’s Vice President, and he does business, I 

then decided to run for president after that. That was before. So I closed it before I even ran for 

president, let alone became president, big difference. He is the Vice President of the United 

States, and his son, his brother and his other brother are getting rich, they’re like a vacuum 

cleaner, there’s something — 

DT uses anti-elitist rhetoric here in an attempt to discredit JB and emphasize his own integrity. DT 

frames JB and his family as corrupt beneficiaries of political privilege (“his son, his brother, and his 
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other brother are getting rich, they’re like a vacuum cleaner”). DT appeals to public distrust of elites by 

highlighting Hunter Biden’s alleged lack of qualifications and the substantial payments he reportedly 

received, portraying JB’s family as part of an unaccountable establishment exploiting their power. In 

terms of argumentation technique, DT utilizes an argument based on the structure of reality (the group 

and its members) by linking JB and his sons to alleged corruption on a larger scale and framing it as a 

conflict of interest. 

TRUMP: China paid $28 billion and you know what they did to pay it, Joe? They devalued their 

currency and they also paid up, and you know who got the money? Our farmers. Our great 

farmers, because they were targeted. You never charge them anything. Also, I charged them 25% 

on dumped steel, because they were killing our steel industry. We were not going to have a steel 

industry, and now we have a steel industry. 

DT's populist appeal in this segment lies in championing “our great farmers” and the steel industry, 

portraying himself as a defender of ordinary Americans against foreign exploitation and elite inaction. 

In his argumentation, DT uses causal link reasoning and comparison to claim that his tariffs on Chinese 

goods and steel saved American industries and benefited farmers, while JB’s inaction amounted to 

nothing. 

TRUMP: That is a typical statement. Excuse me, just for one second, please. 

WELKER: 10 seconds, Mr. President, 10 seconds. 

TRUMP: That’s a typical political statement. Let’s get off this China thing, and then he looks — 

the family, around the table, everything. Just a typical politician when I see that. 

WELKER: Alright, let’s talk — 

TRUMP: I’m not a typical politician, that’s why I got elected. 

DT’s populist style in this example lies in rejecting conventional politics, labeling JB’s remarks as “a 

typical political statement” and contrasting it with his own identity as an atypical, non-establishment 

leader (“That’s why I got elected”) In addition, DT uses dissociation by separating himself from the 

traditional political class, framing JB as part of an elite that the public distrusts. DT underlines his 

unique appeal by reiterating his outsider status, a core element of his populist narrative. 

TRUMP: Excuse me, he was there for 47 years — he didn’t do it. He was now there as Vice 

President for eight years. And it’s not like it was 25 years ago, it was three and three quarters. It 

was just a little while ago, right? Less than four years ago. He didn’t do anything. He didn’t do it. 

He wants socialized medicine. And it’s not that he wants it, his vice president — I mean, she is 

more liberal than Bernie Sanders and wants it even more. Bernie Sanders wants it, the Democrats 
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want it. You’re going to have socialized medicine. […] When he says public option, he is talking 

about socialized medicine and health care. When he talks about a public option, he’s talking about 

destroying your Medicare, totally destroying — and destroying your Social Security. And this 

whole country will come down. 

DT emphasizes anti-elite sentiment by highlighting JB’s long tenure and framing him as ineffective and 

aligned with what DT views as “radical policies” like socialized medicine. DT uses “bad manners” 

through hyperbolic claims, such as accusing JB of wanting to destroy Medicare and Social Security. DT 

introduces a crisis narrative by claiming JB’s healthcare proposals would bring down “this whole 

country”, framing them as an existential threat. DT employs a causal link to connect JB’s proposed 

policies to a destructive outcome if elected president. 

TRUMP: The bill that was passed in the House was a bailout of badly run high crime, Democrat, 

all run by Democrats, cities and states. It was a way of getting a lot of money, billions and billions 

of dollars to these cities. It was also a way of getting a lot of money from our people’s pockets to 

people that come into our country illegally. We were going to take care of everything for them. 

And what that does, and I’d love to do that, I’d love to help them. But what that does, everybody 

all over the world will start pouring into our country. We can’t do it. This was a way of taking 

care of them. This was a way of spending on things that had nothing to do with COVID, as for 

your question, but it was really a big bailout for badly run Democrat cities and states. 

In this segment, DT uses anti-elite sentiment by framing the House bill as a “bailout” for allegedly 

poorly governed, high-crime Democratic cities and states, accusing the political elite of mismanaging 

resources and prioritizing their interests over ordinary Americans. DT dramatizes the issue into a threat 

narrative by suggesting that the bill would encourage unchecked immigration (“everybody all over the 

world will start pouring into our country”), casting it as a crisis that threatens national stability. In his 

argumentation, DT employs a causal link between funding Democratic cities and illegal immigration. If 

continued, according to DT, this would lead to even more increased illegal immigration. 

TRUMP: Kristen, he had eight years to do what he said he was going to do. And I’ve changed 

without having a specific — we got rid of catch and release, we got rid of a lot of horrible things 

that they put in and that they lived with. But he had eight years he was vice president. He did 

nothing except build cages to keep children in. […] 

It’s so important. It just shows that he has no understanding of immigration or the laws. Catch and 

release is a disaster. A murderer would come in, a rapist would come in, a very bad person would 

come in — we would take their name, we have to release them into our country. And then you say 

they come back. Less than 1% of the people come back. 

DT’s rhetoric in this exchange reflects his populist style well. DT’s anti-elite sentiment emerges as he 

criticizes JB for inaction during his tenure as vice president, accusing him of failing to address 

immigration issues and perpetuating flawed policies like “catch and release”. By referencing “cages to 
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keep children in”, DT reframes a controversial policy as a product of JB’s administration, deflecting 

responsibility. DT dramatizes the issue by describing extreme cases of criminals benefiting from “catch 

and release”, including murderers and rapists, amplifying fears of public safety threats. This 

dramatization positions DT as the protector of national security against elite policies that he portrays as 

dangerous and ineffective. From an argumentative perspective, DT utilizes a causal link in the claim that 

ending “catch and release” directly improved security. DT also uses quasi-logical reasoning by 

highlighting an unverified statistic, such as the claim that “less than 1% of the people come back”. 

WELKER: Alright. Let’s talk about our next section, which is race in America. And I want to 

talk about the way Black and Brown Americans experience race in this country. Part of that 

experience is something called “the talk.” It happens regardless of class and income — parents 

who feel they have no choice but to prepare their children for the chance that they could be 

targeted, including by the police, for no reason other than the color of their skin. Mr. Vice 

President, in the next two minutes, I want you to speak directly to these families. Do you 

understand why these parents fear for their children? […] 

TRUMP: Yes, I do. And again, he’s been in government 47 years. He never did a thing except in 

1994, when he did such harm to the Black community. And they were called, and he called them, 

super predators. And he said that, he said it — super predators. And they have never lived that 

down. 1994, your crime bill, the super predators. Nobody has done more for the Black community 

than Donald Trump. And if you look, with the exception of Abraham Lincoln–possible exception, 

but the exception of Abraham Lincoln, nobody has done what I’ve done. Criminal justice reform, 

Obama and Joe didn’t do it. I don’t even think they tried because they had no chance at doing it. 

DT’s argumentation regarding this question uses anti-establishment rhetoric to critique JB and elevate 

his own record. DT emphasizes anti-elite sentiment by pointing to JB’s 47 years in government and 

accusing him of harming the Black community through the 1994 crime bill, framing JB as a 

representative of an establishment that has failed to address systemic racial inequities. DT contrasts this 

with his own accomplishments, claiming that he has done more for the Black community than any 

president since Abraham Lincoln. DT uses dramatization by invoking the term “super predators”, 

attributing it to JB and amplifying its negative connotations to highlight past harm done to Black 

Americans. DT uses dissociation to distance himself from the failures he attributes to JB and the 

Democratic establishment, and through a quasi-logical argument (argument by comparison) to compare 

himself to the political record of Abraham Lincoln. 

TRUMP: But why didn’t he do it four years ago? Why didn’t you do that four years ago, even 

less than that? Why didn’t you– 

BIDEN: I am not– 
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TRUMP: You were vice president. You keep talking about all these things you’re going to do 

and you’re going to do this. But you were there just a short time ago and you guys did nothing. 

BIDEN: We did– 

TRUMP: You know, Joe, I ran because of you. I ran because of Barack Obama, because you did 

a poor job. If I thought you did a good job, I would have never run. I would’ve never run. I ran 

because of you. I’m looking at you now, you’re a politician. I ran because of you. […] 

TRUMP: If this stuff is true about Russia, Ukraine, China, other countries, Iraq — If this is true, 

then he’s a corrupt politician. So don’t give me the stuff about how you’re this innocent baby. 

Joe, they’re calling you a corrupt politician– 

In this exchange, DT very explicitly utilizes anti-elite sentiment by framing JB as an ineffective career 

politician who failed to deliver during his vice presidency, calling him a “corrupt politician”. DT also 

employs “bad manners” through interruptions and accusatory language (“don’t give me the stuff about 

how you’re this innocent baby”). DT dramatizes JB’s allegedly failed political record by claiming that 

he ran for president because of politicians like JB. DT uses a quasi-logical argument here 

(argumentation by sacrifice), claiming that he left behind his past life as a businessman to, as president, 

reverse the perceived “failed” policies of politicians like JB. 

TRUMP: But why didn’t he get it done? See, it’s all talk, no action with these politicians. Why 

didn’t he get it done? ‘That’s what I’m gonna do when I become president’. You were vice 

president, along with Obama as your President, your leader, for eight years. Why didn’t you get it 

done? You had eight years to get it done? Now, you’re saying you’re gonna get it done because 

you’re all talk and no action, Joe. […] 

TRUMP: I just ask — I just ask one question: why didn’t you do it in the eight years, a short time 

ago? Why didn’t you do it? You just said, ‘I’m going to do that. I’m going to do this.’ You put 

tens of thousands of mostly Black young men in prison. Now you’re saying you’re going to get 

— you’re going to undo that. Why didn’t you get it done? You had eight years with Obama? You 

know why, Joe, because you’re all talk and no action. 

In his argumentation here, DT employs anti-elitist sentiment by portraying JB as an ineffective 

politician, repeatedly emphasizing his lack of action during his eight years as vice president (“you’re all 

talk and no action, Joe”). DT criticizes JB for failing to address key issues and links him to past policies 

that disproportionately harmed Black communities, reinforcing his image as part of an unaccountable 

elite. DT dramatizes JB’s inaction by highlighting its tangible consequences, such as imprisonment rates 

for young Black men. Argumentatively, DT employs a quasi-logical argument (contradiction) to assert 

that JB’s past political record is contradictory to what he claims to do if elected president. 
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WELKER: This is about leadership, gentlemen, and this first question does go to you, President 

Trump. Imagine this is your Inauguration Day. What will you say in your address to Americans 

who did not vote for you? You’ll each have one minute, starting with you, Mr. President. 

TRUMP: We have to make our country totally successful, as it was prior to the plague coming in 

from China. Now we’re rebuilding it and we’re doing record numbers, 11.4 million jobs in a short 

period of time etc. But, I will tell you, go back before the plague came in, just before, I was 

getting calls from people that were not normally people that would call me. They wanted to get 

together. We had the best Black unemployment numbers in the history of our country, Hispanic, 

women, Asian, people with diplomas, with no diplomas, MIT graduates, number one in the class 

— everybody had the best numbers. And you know what? The other side wanted to get together. 

They wanted to unify. Success is going to bring us together. We are on the road to success. But 

I’m cutting taxes and he wants to raise everybody’s taxes. And he wants to put new regulations on 

everything. He will kill it. If he gets in, you will have a depression, the likes of which you’ve 

never seen. Your 401K’s will go to hell and it’ll be a very, very sad day for this country. 

DT’s response to this question reflects all three features of populist style. DT appeals to anti-elite 

sentiment by contrasting his economic policies, such as tax cuts, with JB’s, which he claims would 

impose burdensome regulations and harm ordinary Americans. DT positions himself as a champion of 

economic recovery and prosperity for all, highlighting pre-pandemic achievements like record-low 

unemployment across diverse demographics to frame himself as a unifier driven by results. DT also uses 

dramatization with “bad manners” to warn of catastrophic consequences under JB’s leadership (“you 

will have a depression, the likes of which you’ve never seen” and “Your 401K’s will go to hell”), 

presenting JB’s policies as an existential threat to the country and its people. In his argumentation, DT 

uses argumentation from examples in an attempt to highlight his political record, and causal link 

reasoning to suggest that JB’s proposed policies would inevitably destroy the U.S. economy. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

This thesis has provided an in-depth analysis of Donald Trump’s populist style and his use of different 

rhetorical techniques/strategies in the 2016 and 2020 U.S. presidential debates. My analysis shows that 

Trump employs populist style to a substantial degree during these debates in an effort to undermine his 

opponents and present them as corrupt and out-of-touch establishment politicians. All three features of 

Moffitt’s populist style are highly present in Trump’s rhetoric as he creates opposition between a 

perceived notion of “the people” and “the elite” and between different minority groups inside America. 

Trump’s use of dramatization and performance to highlight crises acts as a way to critique the prevailing 

political establishment for any past failures and to present Trump himself as the political outsider who 

can fix a broken system. Finally, Trump’s rhetoric is abundant with “bad manners” that aid in distancing 

Trump from his technocratic elite opponents, which is an important feature of his populist outsider 

persona. 

Trump’s rhetoric consistently creates opposition between “the people” and “the elite”, portraying the 

latter as corrupt, detached from reality, and ultimately responsible for the U.S.’s societal decline. This 

dichotomy is further extended to out-groups in society, such as immigrants, who are depicted as an 

existential threat to the nation’s economic and cultural stability. By emphasizing these divisions, Trump 

reinforces his alleged alignment with the interest of ordinary citizens while framing his opponents as 

representatives of an out-of-touch political establishment. During both the 2016 and 2020 debates, 

Trump especially argues that Hillary Clinton’s and Joe Biden’s long tenures in American politics have 

been detrimental to Americans rather than beneficial, referring to both Clinton and Biden as “typical 

politicians” who are incapable of effectively addressing political issues in America. Trump’s rhetorical 

strategy reflects Moffitt’s concept of populist style, wherein the antagonistic relationship between “the 

people” and their constructed adversaries is central to Trump’s populist narrative. 

Trump’s use of “bad manners” during the debates manifests in personal attacks, disparaging nicknames, 

and frequent interruptions, distinguishing his communication style from conventional political norms, 

especially the technocratic political elite. These behaviors are not incidental but deliberate, serving to 

reject the traditional decorum of political discourse and establish Trump’s authenticity as a leader who 

defies the constraints of political correctness, acting as a populist outsider candidate for president. 

Furthermore, the use of “bad manners” amplifies Trump’s populist messaging and bolsters his image as 
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a political outsider unafraid to challenge establishment elites and break political norms. 

Dramatization and the use of performance to highlight crises is an important feature in Trump’s 

rhetorical strategy. By employing hyperbolic language and evocative imagery, Trump portrays the 

United States as under siege by different economic, cultural and security crises. These dramatizations 

create a heightened sense of urgency and underscore the necessity of immediate and decisive action, 

which Trump positions himself as uniquely capable of delivering. This performative emphasis on crisis 

aligns closely with Moffitt’s framework, which highlights the centrality of crisis narratives in populist 

rhetoric as a means to galvanize support and legitimize leadership. 

Trump utilizes a range of argumentative techniques during the debates that help to reinforce his use of 

populist style. Trump especially employs arguments based on the structure of reality in the form of 

causal link reasoning to frame different oncoming crises and threats as inevitable and also to attribute 

societal issues to the proposed policies of his opponents. Moreover, Trump often uses dissociation as a 

rhetorical strategy to contrast his proposed solutions with the perceived failures of the political 

establishment. Trump also often refers to examples in his argumentation in order to establish arguments 

through particular cases. This is done to amplify his own perceived political achievements and to 

criticize his opponent’s record in their previous political endeavors. Trump’s use of metaphor 

supplemented his “bad manners” well through nicknames and other personal attacks, and also through 

dramatization of crises, often referring to past policy decisions by elites as “disasters”. 

Although Trump’s populist style remained consistent between the 2016 and 2020 debates, his 

incumbency status in 2020 necessitated subtle shifts in emphasis. As an incumbent, Trump balanced his 

critique of the establishment with a defense of his own administration’s record. However, the three 

features of populist style persisted over to the 2020 debates as well, although Trump had to resort to 

interrupting Joe Biden’s argumentation more often as to prevent him from criticizing Trump’s record as 

president and undermine his populist outsider image in the process. One of the most notable differences 

between the two debate cycles was the way Trump dramatized crises. In 2016, Trump highlighted a 

range of economic and cultural grievances, portraying them as evidence of a nation in decline that 

required urgent change. His narrative positioned him as the only candidate capable of reversing these 

trends and restoring greatness to the United States. In 2020, Trump’s crisis dramatization focused more 

narrowly on defending his administration’s response to ongoing challenges, particularly the COVID-19 

pandemic. He framed the pandemic as an external threat exacerbated by China, while simultaneously 

portraying himself as a leader taking decisive action to protect the American people. This shift from 
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diagnosing crises to justifying his crisis management reflects the different rhetorical demands of a 

challenger versus an incumbent. 

The implications of Trump’s populist style also extend beyond the immediate context of the debates. 

Trump’s use of populist style has had a lasting impact on American political discourse, contributing to 

increased polarization and a breakdown of traditional norms of civility. By framing political opponents 

and institutional checks as illegitimate or corrupt, Trump’s rhetoric has undermined trust in democratic 

institutions and further entrenched partisan divides. Moreover, Trump’s recent re-election to president in 

2024 and his success in utilizing populist themes and imagery suggests that this style of communication 

will continue to shape U.S. politics, particularly if other candidates seek to emulate Trump’s approach to 

political discourse. 

In conclusion, this thesis has demonstrated that Trump’s populist style and argumentation 

techniques/strategies adapted to the changing contexts of the 2016 and 2020 presidential debates while 

retaining key features that defined his rhetorical approach. Trump’s ability to blend anti-elite sentiment, 

“bad manners”, dramatization and performance of crises, and simplified argumentation allowed him to 

connect with voters and dominate political discourse. However, the broader consequences of his rhetoric 

raise important questions about the future of populism and democratic debate in the United States. By 

examining Trump’s performance through Moffitt’s concept of populist style and Perelman’s framework 

of argumentation, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how populists use rhetoric to 

appeal to ordinary citizens. For future research on this topic, a comparative study could examine how 

populists from different regions of the world utilize populist style in presidential and other political 

debates. 
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