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Abstract 

 

Hegemony Now! An Examination of the Tea Party’s Hegemonic Project 

 

Jonathan Ashley Daniels, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Shanti Kumar 

 

The Tea Party’s influence in the recent 2010 elections suggests that the group is 

making an impact within American politics.  This project seeks to identify the cultural 

forces at work and ground them within Antonio Gramsci’s framework of hegemony.  

Taking a cue from Michael Bérubé’s recent book The Left at War, I perform a close 

analysis of the Tea Party’s project for hegemony.  I focus on the media discourses of the 

Tea Party movement, performing a close reading of two key Tea Party websites and 

unpacking two important televised moments relating to the Tea Party’s rise as a 

grassroots movement.  I argue that the Tea Party uses the practice of articulation to 

persuade the American public that Tea Party members are the rightful heirs to the project 

of “America” that the Founding Fathers began centuries ago by using the theories of 

Bérubé, Stuart Hall, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe as reference points.  Finally, I 

use my analysis of the Tea Party’s articulatory practices to begin exploring a way forward 

for the American Left, building on the groundbreaking cultural work of Bérubé, Hall, and 

Laclau and Mouffe. 



 vii 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ..............................................................................................................1 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework ..............................................4 

Laclau and Mouffe in Marxist Thought ........................................................11 

Methodology .................................................................................................13 

Chapter 1: The Revolution/Restoration of the American Tea Party ......................16 

San Antonio Tea Party Rally on FOX News ................................................25 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................33 

Chapter 2: Hegemony Now!  The Tea Party’s Project of Hegemony ...................35 

Tea Party Nation ...........................................................................................43 

Tea Party Patriots ..........................................................................................50 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................53 

Chapter 3: To Hegemony and Beyond! An Examination of Articulation .............55 

“We the People” ............................................................................................60 

“We are the 99%” .........................................................................................67 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................73 

Common Sense for a New Era ...............................................................................76 

References ..............................................................................................................82 



 1 

Introduction 

After eight years of the George W. Bush administration, 2008 seemed like a 

turning point in American politics.  With President Bush at record low approval ratings 

for his handling of the Iraq War, Katrina and the subprime financial crisis, the American 

public seemed ready to turn away from Bush style conservatism in favor of an American 

liberalism not seen since the New Deal.  Then-candidate Barack Obama won the 2008 

Presidential election in a landslide, with 365 Electoral College votes to Republican 

nominee John McCain’s 173.  Out of more than 128 million votes cast in 2008 (a record 

number), Barack Obama won almost 70 million, outdistancing John McCain by almost 

10 million votes.  In fact, Obama won the most votes in American election history.  The 

United States, it seemed, was ready to repudiate conservatism and embrace the message 

that Barack Obama carried through the country: change.   

Electorally, Barack Obama proved very popular.  George W. Bush won the 

previous two Presidential elections, though he lost the popular vote in 2000 and by only 

three million votes in 2004 as an incumbent.  In comparison, Barack Obama had a large 

governing mandate.  Yet, the amount of people who voted for John McCain cannot be 

ignored.    George W. Bush won the 2004 Presidential election with a similar vote total.  

And, like President Bush, McCain carried almost every Southern state, though he lost 

Virginia and North Carolina.  The South was still solidly conservative even after the 

country became disenchanted with President Bush and the Republican Party.  After 2008, 

conservatism needed a rebranding, something that could excite Republicans again after 

the disastrous first decade of the 21st century.   

After President Barack Obama was inaugurated on January 20, 2009, the 

country’s mood seemed to be on an upswing.  His inauguration set a record attendance 
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for any event ever held in Washington, D.C., with people coming from all over the world 

to witness the inauguration of the United States’ first black president.  Nobody at that 

point could have imagined that the Washington mall would be filled with anti-Obama 

protestors just one year later. 

The Tea Party came into existence in the popular imagination of most Americans 

through mediated discourse.  The movement claims to be independent, of no party or 

clique, yet polls consistently demonstrate that Tea Party members are more conservative 

than the median American. Therefore, the Tea Party can be considered a rebranding of 

conservative America.  Fox News covered the first 2009 Tea Party tax day protests, with 

Fox star Glenn Beck appearing in a protest held in Texas (FOX News, 2009).  Fox News 

also published an ad suggesting it was the only network to cover the Washington, D.C. 

Tea Party rally opposing passage of the Affordable Care Act (Linkins, 2009).  Following 

on this exposure, network news and the three major cable channels (Fox News, MSNBC 

and CNN) all began covering the Tea Party to varying degrees, from bringing on Tea 

Party representatives to showing video of Tea Party rallies and even holding a televised 

Tea Party sponsored debate between Republican primary candidates. Analyzing the Tea 

Party’s mediated discourse is important for understanding its project on a cultural and 

political level.   

As a result of the Tea Party’s rise in American electoral politics, the House of 

Representatives has shifted decidedly right-ward since the recent wave election of 2010.  

While the Tea Party is a loose collection of affiliated groups and politically more of an 

attitude than an organized interest group, its ability to primary Republican candidates 

from the right has given many Congressional Republicans pause.  These Republicans are 

now refining their positions on issues that recently had a certain Republican orthodoxy 

that is now in ill repute.  The passionate conservatism (read: big spending) of two-term 
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president George W. Bush now finds itself out of favor with the Republican electorate. 

Now, political observers find a zealous ideology of low taxes and low spending en vogue 

amongst many Republicans.  As the recent debt ceiling debate demonstrated, holding fast 

to a type of conservative ideology is now as important for some Republicans as having a 

functional American government.  With the current Republican primary field in a 

constant state of flux, the Tea Party continues to demonstrate its importance in party 

politics on the national stage. 

A critical examination of the Tea Party discourse is thus necessary to understand 

its origins, clarify its aims and position it amongst the war of position (Gramsci, 1971) 

that exists within American politics.   It is evident to any casual observer that the type of 

rhetoric employed by the Tea Party is more effective now than perhaps at any time since 

Ronald Reagan.  Therefore, my analysis seeks to understand the Tea Party representation 

and the overall hegemonic project.  To many Americans, the low-tax anti-government 

Tea Party rhetoric is unassailable common sense.  Of course we must lower taxes!  Of 

course the private sector can do it better!  We must, however, look more deeply into both 

the cottage industry surrounding the discourse and its placement in the average 

American’s daily life.  To wit: how does Tea Party engage in the hegemonic struggle?  

From theorists such as Louis Althusser (1971) and David Harvey (1990), to Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (1985), I will seek to clarify the structural understanding of 

hegemony and then situate the Tea Party firmly in this struggle using a textual analysis of 

prominent Tea Party symbols and rhetoric.  I will then place the Tea Party, both its 

members and its rhetoric, into a larger context of elite manipulation.  For this section, 

Thomas Frank (2004), Rick Perlstein (2008), Stuart Hall (1988a), and Michael Bérubé 

(2009) offer invaluable insight into the Tea Party’s hegemonic project.  Finally, I will 

examine the difference between the subject-position of the Tea Party as a group that 
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imagines their marginalization from political discourse with a group attempting to 

broadly articulate the message of the Left in our current moment.   

I argue that the Tea Party, using well-worn cultural tropes and symbols that many 

Americans are familiar with, work to articulate these symbols to have certain signified 

meanings that further their ideology within American political discourse.  By 

rearticulating such signifiers as “Tea Party,” “We the People,” the “Constitution,” the Tea 

Party works to create a sense of uniquely American identification and bind it into their 

specific conservative ideology.  I will analyze their project and unpack their cultural work 

through the lens of hegemonic struggle (Gramsci, 1971), aided by various theorists and 

scholars who have performed similar analyses on subjects such as the Thatcherites (Hall, 

1988a) and American conservatives (Bérubé, 2009).   

 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The rise of the Right and the discursive methods it uses to purvey its message is 

the subject of much scholarship in academia and writing in political pop culture.  Authors 

like Thomas Frank examine the seemingly contradictory nature between conservative 

rhetoric and conservative action with his books What’s the Matter with Kansas (2004) 

and, more recently, The Wrecking Crew (2008).  What’s the Matter with Kansas proved 

so popular that it was on the bestseller list of the New York Times for 38 weeks, entering 

the phrase into the popular consciousness (whatsthematterwithKansas.com, 2011).  The 

book posits that Kansas was once a Democratic state but is now more conservative than 

ever due to cultural and religious affiliations and repeated voting against their economic 

interest.  This argument is similar to some academic work performed by cultural 

theorists. 



 5 

Michael Bérubé, with his work The Left at War (2009) provides a nice link 

between the work of Frank (2004) and the cultural theorist Stuart Hall.  Bérubé argues 

that academics in the fields of cultural and media studies are failing to incorporate Hall’s 

work on the cultural politics of Thatcherism into analysis of American political 

movements of both the left and right.  Frank, he argues, is particularly guilty of 

reductionist thinking that places false consciousness above the other cultural elements of 

a hegemonic project.  While Frank makes a determinist argument based on socio-

economic status, there are many other facets of cultural work at play in the politics of the 

right.  In The Left at War, Bérubé summarizes many of the debates that took place within 

cultural and media studies during the 1990s and is startled by the fact that many 

American theorists do not take into account the lessons of Hall in many of his seminal 

works (including Toad in the Garden (1988a) and Hard Road to Renewal (1988b)).  My 

analysis will heed Bérubé’s call for more incisive cultural analysis into American 

political movements.  While the Tea Party is not necessarily analogous to the coalition 

former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s project built and maintained, it is a 

component of a hegemonic project from the right that rearticulates signifiers such as the 

group name—Tea Party. The colonial imagery such as the Gadsden flag and populist 

sounding rhetoric—“take our country back”— conveys a set of articulations through 

mediated discourse.  This makes the movement ripe for study under the Gramscian 

framework that cultural theorists Hall and others establish in their various work.   

Within academia, Hall (1997b) and David Harvey (1990) performed incisive 

scholarly inquiries into the state of Thatcher England and Reagan America during the 

1980s. Hall and Harvey both help to explain the nature of the hegemonic game being 

played by the right: that concrete identity bounded in economic class is dead, so new 

chains of equivalence must be created and maintained.  In practice, this process looks 
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exactly like what Frank (2004) describes as new articulations through difference. All of 

their work, foregrounded in cultural theory and Marxism, makes a similar case: Otherness 

became pervasive during the rise of Thatcher and Reagan and was used to distract the 

middle-class from economic disparity levied on them by the gross over accumulation of 

capital in areas such as the financial sector.  This work is important, as it provides a 

framework for examining cultural texts and discourses.   

For some American scholars, members of the Tea Party are acting within a 

hegemonic project (Harris, 2010) and the group itself exists as an attempt to change 

consciousness regarding political ideology in the United States.  John Fonte (2000) of the 

Hoover Institute suggests that the current battle for cultural hegemony in the United 

States, or the “Culture Wars” (Hunter, 1988), exists within a hegemonic negotiation 

between Gramscians and Tocquevillians.  The Tea Party has positioned itself outside of 

the “establishment” as the apotheosis of what Foote meant by Toquevillian, and renegade 

elected officials such as Senator Jim DeMint (Wall Street Journal) have even instructed 

his newly elected colleagues to not be “co-opted” by the establishment.  Interestingly, 

Fonte positions both of these groups within the war of position but fails to address how 

the Tocquevillians are not engaging in a Gramscian hegemonic project.  

Within these examinations there is a clear gap in the literature when it comes the 

manner in which the Tea Party engages in its hegemonic project.  A cultural inquisition 

into the Tea Party from an academic perspective is therefore important to foreground 

future interrogations in theory and methodology that allow scholars to more precisely 

frame the cultural work that political groups engage in.  However, to better examine the 

Tea Party, its rise, its rhetoric and its place in American politics I will drill down into 

media studies as a discipline and post-Marxism as a theory and framing device. 
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The media studies discipline provides a unique lens through which to examine the 

Tea Party’s impact on U.S. politics.  To best situate the following analysis in media 

studies we need to look towards Leurs’ (2009) innovative approach, applying discourse 

analysis in a media studies context.  Namely, I refer to the work of Ernesto Laclau and 

Chantal Mouffe whose landmark Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985) remains 

“surprisingly absent from the field…of cultural studies” (Carpentier & Spinoy, 2008, p. 

3).  Although their work is highly correlated with the formation of cultural and political 

identity where culture is about shared meaning, Leurs notes that Laclau and Mouffe have 

yet to make an impact on the discipline.  This is puzzling, as Laclau and Mouffe claim 

that discourse theory can be considered a toolbox for other disciplines (Carpentier & 

Spinoy, 2008) and cultural studies frequently relies on discourse theory as its theoretical 

framework and method of analysis.  Leurs’ article focuses on the prerequisites necessary 

to use Laclau and Mouffe’s work with other methodological approaches.  For the 

purposes of this paper, we need to examine what those prerequisites are and 

operationalize the terminology underlying this media analysis of the Tea Party, its 

cultural identity and its impact on American politics. 

Carpentier and Spinoy offer the first analysis of Laclau and Mouffe with regards 

to media studies in the Introduction to their 2008 book Discourse Theory and Cultural 

Analysis.  Through the course of the introduction they lay out Laclau and Mouffe’s 

discourse theory and examine its implications on media studies.  For the purposes of my 

work, it will be helpful to outline Laclau and Mouffe’s arguments and relate them to this 

study’s examination of the Tea Party movement.  Additionally, I will work to locate the 

contributions of such cultural theorists as Michael Bérubé and Stuart Hall within the 

discourse theory backdrop of Laclau and Mouffe. 
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In order to place Laclau and Mouffe in their proper context, I must first turn to 

their discourse theory for a brief overview of its many components.  Laclau and Mouffe 

maintain their theoretical starting point within their proposition that “all social 

phenomena and objects obtain meaning(s) through discourse” (Carpentier & Spinoy, 

2008) which Laclau defines as “a structure in which meaning is constantly negotiated and 

constructed” (Laclau, 1988, p. 254).  Their discourse theory deviates from previous 

understanding, as they argue that discourse-as-ideology, or the examination of meaning, 

is more important than the interrogation of language.  From a macro-contextual 

perspective, this implies that the processes that create and transform meaning occur 

within the realm of the social (Carpentier & Spinoy, 2008).  To tie in with cultural 

studies, Leurs (2009) uses Gray’s (2003) definition of culture as produced through 

process.   This production of meaning, which Gray terms “signifying practice,” within the 

social realm happens infinitely at every moment.  As Hall (1997a) says, in his work “Old 

and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities,”  “you can only say something by 

positioning yourself in the discourse” (p. 44).  Because politics is largely practiced in the 

social, Laclau and Mouffe provide us with an important starting point in our examination 

of meaning within the signs of the Tea Party. 

Within the social realm, identity is largely constructed through a specific process 

called articulation.  Articulation, according to Laclau and Mouffe (1985), is “any practice 

establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is modified as a result of 

the articulatory practice” (p. 105).  Slack (1996) suggests that articulation, politically, is a 

method that can “foreground the structure and play of power that entail in relations of 

dominance and subordination” (p. 113).  Articulation also provides us with a link from 

discourse theory to our chosen field of media studies.  Stuart Hall (1986), a foundational 

figure in cultural studies, says of articulation: 
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Articulation is the form of the connection that can make a unity of two different 
elements, under certain conditions.  It is a linkage which is not necessary, 
determined, absolutely and essential for all time.  You have to ask, under what 
circumstances can a connection be forged or made?  The so-called ‘unity’ of a 
discourse is really the articulation of different, distinct elements which can be 
rearticulated in different ways because they have no necessary ‘belongingness’.  
The ‘unity’ which matters is a linkage between the articulated discourse and the 
social forces with which it can, under certain historical conditions, but need not 
necessarily, be connected (p. 53). 

 

It should be noted that articulation as a theory and methodology stems from 

critiques of Marxist thought, within which Laclau and Mouffe play an important role.  

While initial Marxism relied heavily on economic and class reductionism (Slack, 1996), 

Marxist philosophers were forced to move away from reductionist thinking as real world 

events failed to match what later scholars deemed limited readings of Marx.  Later 

Marxists such as Louis Althusser and Antonio Gramsci played an influential role in 

broadening Marxism away from reductionism and towards a more complicated structure 

that took into account ideological negotiation in addition to economic dominance.  In 

“Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” Althusser notes that ideological state 

apparatuses (ISAs) operate by “function of ideology” (p. 145). Althusser also suggests 

that it is precisely the ideology of ISAs that unifies them “beneath the ruling ideology” 

(p. 146) In a manner similar to articulation, this occurs despite the fact that contradictions 

and divisions exist inherently within different ISAs.  For Althusser, ideology is important 

because it is able to interpellate with the individual.  Through interpellation, Althusser 

concludes that what seems to occur outside of ideology actually takes place within, while 

what takes place in ideology thus seems to occur outside.  
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Meanwhile, Gramsci (1971) acts as an intervention into Althusser’s somewhat 

monolithic theory of interpellation.  Because an ideological subject exists in an always-

already form, Althusser leaves little room for change in dominant ideology.  Therefore, 

Gramsci’s intervention in Marxism with the concept of hegemony, or a condition in 

progress (Storey, 2001), is important to explore and will ultimately lead us back to Laclau 

and Mouffe.  Gramsci grounds his notions of hegemony in Marx’s writings, pointing out 

that Marx had previously noted that “a popular conviction has the same energy as a 

material force or something of the kind” (Garmsci, p. 377) Gramsci then places his work 

in the study of media, writing that the dominant class organizes and propagates its 

ideology through media such as newspapers, periodicals on down to church programs.  

The methods of distribution are similar to Althusser’s ISAs with one exception:  Gramsci 

conceives of the concept of struggle, or “war of position”, within ideology as opposed to 

the always-already conceptualization of ideology that Althusser describes.  Hall also 

broadly agrees with Gramsci’s notions of struggle (Hall, 1996).  Hall’s focus on 

hegemony places Gramsci’s theory firmly within the cultural studies milieu.   

The discourse theory Laclau and Mouffe posit and its influences briefly outlined 

above will help structure much of the analysis of this work.  Articulation presents us with 

an important element in examining media texts, with a firm theoretical background 

suturing the term to scholarship.  From discourse theory, however, it is important to 

highlight the idea that there are many discourses occurring simultaneously, and that the 

whole of culture is discursive (Leurs, 2009).  To better understand how certain discourses 

come to dominate public and private life, we must turn to Laclau and Mouffe’s 

compelling examination of Marxist thought, ultimately leading us to the idea of a 

hegemonic process.   
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LACLAU AND MOUFFE IN MARXIST THOUGHT 

Laclau and Mouffe (1985) identify various interventions within Marxist thought 

that eventually bring them to extrapolate on Gramsci’s notion of hegemony.  They see 

hegemony as the general emergence of articulatory practices.  As Carpentier and Spinoy 

(2008) note, Laclau and Mouffe do not view identities as fixed.  Instead, identities are 

always confronted with dislocations that allow for the possibility of other articulations (p. 

8).  However, because discourses cannot exist without being partially fixed, the chains of 

signifiers undergo the process of articulation that eventually constructs nodal points.  

This ultimately ties in with their notion of hegemony, which Howarth (1998) describes as 

“an exemplary form of political articulation which involve linking together different 

identities into a common project” (p. 279).   

The process of articulation within a hegemonic struggle works to suture the space 

between signifier and signified with myths (Laclau, 1990).  As noted, discourse theory 

explains that culture and discourse exists within a semi-fixed state.  With regards to the 

Tea Party, this is an incredibly powerful theory that will be used repeatedly to expose the 

hidden meaning contained between a signifier and signified.  This paper will seek to 

question what is meant behind signifiers that exist in their rhetoric such as “Tea Party,” 

the “Constitution,” colonial dress and other elements that combine to create the 

movement, as we know it today.  It is important to understand that none of these 

meanings, many of which are readily apparent to many, arise out of the cacophony of 

signifiers existent within American politics.  The Tea Party’s signifiers and signifieds are 

the work of decades long projects.  The Tea Party project there exists inside of the 

cultural and political struggle for hegemony occurring in the U.S., which makes 

understanding its components crucial not just in formulating a response, but seeing 
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through the language games and potentially understanding where true anxiety lies.  I will 

work to unearth these issues over the course of my project.  

Another major element of the hegemonic process, and one that is central to the 

notion of equivalence, is antagonism.  This concept follows on Laclau and Mouffe’s 

discussion of subjectivity, in which they build on the Lacanian notion of the subject as 

itself always being decentered (Bishop, 2004).  This is counter to the notion of the subject 

as unified and rational.  Bishop (2004), in her examination of Laclau and Mouffe, parries 

the question of a seeming contradiction between a decentered subject and the ability to 

exercise political agency by invoking Laclau (1990), who answers that the supposed 

conflict is based on a false premise.  Laclau then proceeds to identify subjectivity with 

identity, of which he says a subject has a failed identity (by being decentered) and 

therefore is dependent primarily on identification.  For Laclau, subjectivity is the process 

of identification and is thus always incomplete and in motion.  Antagonism is, as Bishop 

argues, “the relationship that surfaces between incomplete entities” (p. 66).   

Laclau further simplifies the concept of antagonism with regards to subjectivity 

by demonstrating contradiction (A not A) and real difference (A*B).  Neither of these can 

be considered antagonism, as contradiction is perfectly normal within subjectivity and 

real difference requires completion of the identification process and is akin to a collision.  

For Laclau and Mouffe (1985), when “we are confronted with a different situation: the 

presence of the ‘Other’ prevents me from being totally myself.  The relation arises not 

from full totalities, but from the impossibility of their constitution,” (p. 125).   

The hegemonic project relies on these antagonisms to create what Laclau and 

Mouffe call chains of significance (or equivalence), which seeks to string together the 

identical within difference.  Equivalence seeks to connect signs that are the objects of 

definitional struggle.  How the Tea Party creates chains of significance to further its 
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hegemonic construct will be an important point of analysis for me.  The chain of 

significance between “Constitution,” colonialism, the Tea Party, the Tea Party rhetoric 

and the policy objectives they prescribe and advocate is common sense in the minds of 

many Americans.  Therefore, this paper will attempt to unpack how exactly the chain of 

equivalence described became common sense and what ramifications this has for the Tea 

Party as an organization and the U.S. body politic as a whole.   

 

METHODOLOGY 

To analyze the Tea Party’s role in the war of position in American politics, I will 

be analyzing various media content through which the Tea Party advocates their message.  

Operationally, I am defining the Tea Party as a movement that began, as historically 

understood, with the Rick Santelli “rant” that occurred on February 19, 2009, mere weeks 

after President Obama took office.  I will work from that point to the end of November 

2011 in order to give myself the maximum timeframe to examine both the Tea Party and 

the overall war of position occurring in American politics up to that point.   

In my first chapter, I will be examining mainstream media symbols of the Tea 

Party.  I will begin with the video that started the movement, the Rick Santelli YouTube 

video, and proceed to other mainstream media reports on the Tea Party as it began to 

make headway into the American political consciousness.  The San Antonio Tax Day 

Rally MC’d by FOX News host Glenn Beck will prove particularly compelling in this 

regard, as it was one of the first widely broadcast Tea Party even in 2009.  I will perform 

a discourse analysis in the vein of Laclau and Mouffe (1985) on the rhetoric of Glenn 

Beck and Ted Nugent, who also participated in the San Antonio event, as they captured 

the politics of the nascent Tea Party and project them to other Americans through FOX 
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News.  This will help me understand the politics and rhetoric of the Tea Party and 

prepare me for Chapter 2, which will work with the statements and websites of Tea Party 

members.   

Chapter 2 will investigate and compare two active Tea Party websites: Tea Party 

Patriots (TPP) and Tea Party Nation (TPN).  The differences between these two groups 

are important to underscore, particularly when attempting to understand the nature of the 

movement.  While Freedom Works, an organization led by former House Speaker Dick 

Armey, initially funded the Tea Party Patriots and thus gave it an air of the conservative 

establishment, Tea Party Nation is a site maintained by grassroots members that helps 

connect Tea Party members to one another.  I will critically interrogate the functionality 

of both websites, as well as the discursive elements of the language employed by the 

websites and Tea Party members.  This analysis will help illuminate potential differences 

between elite run websites and those run by the rank and file. This information will be 

brought to bear in my third chapter, which will pull together two projects for hegemony: 

the Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street. 

Occupy Wall Street sprang up in September of 2011 as a project dedicated to 

changing the system of banks and multinational corporations that they posit control much 

of the political power in the U.S. (Occupywallst.org, 2011).  OWS’s rallying cry, “We are 

the 99%,” stands in direct contrast to the “We the People!” signifier employed by the Tea 

Party.  Both harken back to the culture vs. economics arguments that Bérubé and Hall 

employ against Leftists such as Frank in discussing the importance of a hegemonic 

project to further political aims.  I will unpack the chains of signifiers both the Tea Party 

and OWS use to promote their movements and discuss the impact these chains have on 

the American public and political common sense.    



 15 

Methodologically, I understand that I will need to be careful when discussing the 

Tea Party as a monolithic entity.  One of the movement’s hallmarks is that it is, in fact, a 

loose confederation of local groups and moneyed interests.  Careful attention must be 

paid to the proper definition of each group and that conclusions are drawn on the basis of 

the analyzed texts and not the Tea Party name.  Furthermore, I must continue to remind 

the reader that I am grounding my research in a post-Marxian discourse theory with 

elements of cultural studies from Hall et al.  I am attempting to decode the language of 

the Tea Party, and in doing so, words mean less than meaning: i.e., the signified is more 

important than the signifier.   

This paper does not claim to be definitive on the reasons that individuals have for 

joining the Tea Party.  It is meant as a critical source of understanding the ways in which 

the Tea Party reflects and influence political debate in the U.S. using a project for 

hegemony.  This paper will also demonstrate the effectiveness of these projects, and offer 

advice to the Left in constructing and sustaining blocs that can be used to further their 

agenda in hegemonic terms.  There is something unique about the current Tea Party 

movement that needs to be examined so that some perspective is gained regarding its 

saliency to American politics from the present through the near future.  It is undeniable 

that the message and symbolism of the Tea Party has been very inviting for a small 

portion of the American electorate.  More broadly speaking, what does the rise of the Tea 

Party as a nascent American political movement say about the United States itself?  

These questions, and their answers, will give scholars a better understanding of 

contemporary American political culture and the resilient yet unstable nature of common 

sense. 
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Chapter 1: The Revolution/Restoration of the American Tea Party 

 

RICK SANTELLI’S “SHOUT HEARD ROUND THE WORLD” 

Rick Santelli, a CNBC business personality, took to CNBC’s “Squawk Box” on 

February 19, 2009 from the floor of the CME Group in Chicago to deliver a resounding 

riposte to the Obama Administration and those on Capitol Hill trying to figure a way out 

of the financial meltdown.  His rant came to be termed “The Shout Heard ‘Round the 

World,” and offered a stinging rebuke to Keynesian economics and the President himself.  

Santelli used many commonly understood signifiers of Americana to attack the Obama 

administration’s stimulus efforts and create space for opposition to a then-very popular 

president.  Within hours, the video was the top story on the Drudge Report (Stelter, 

2009).  By February 20, over 1.4 million people viewed the video online and thousands 

of others saw it on cable news networks and YouTube (Quick, 2009).  In this chapter, I 

will unpack the hegemonic project that Santelli and the Tea Party movement engage and 

expose some of the signifiers that have come to embody the Tea Party.   

In his appearance on CNBC, Santelli rallies a group of financiers to his side by 

attacking the idea of a government “stimulus,” promoting the fact that losers “lose” and 

winners “win.”  As Santelli speaks, advocating a neoliberal governmental approach of 

laissez-faire capitalism, the traders and analysts on the CME floor with him cheer, 

clapping and yelling in approval.  This rambunctious scene, playing out February 19th, 

2009 on televisions across the financial world, and eventually being repeated on cable 

news and YouTube, suggested that a deep sense of anger existed in the country that 

needed an outlet.  However, nobody in politics or punditry predicted that Santelli’s rant 

would galvanize a political movement.        
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Santelli’s specific rhetorical signifiers all point to a specific strain of thought that 

resides in American political discourse: nationalism couched in neoliberalism. Stories 

such as Horatio Alger and other rags to riches anecdotes dominate American culture, 

appearing in all manner of cultural products created to speak to and for the American 

public.  In public discourse, appeals to the “rugged individual” and “bootstrap” mentality 

help define the American spirit to many.  Santelli, out of a position of privilege, 

articulated a position of populism by rearticulating basic American cultural signs to 

signify a larger discourse around “us and them,” or America and the Other. 

When Santelli first began speaking, his argument relied on the trope, well trodden 

in the U.S., that government promotes “bad behavior” and artificially buttresses those 

who do not deserve it.  He says,  

 
The government is promoting bad behavior. Because we certainly don't want to 
put stimulus forth and give people a whopping $8 or $10 in their check, and think 
that they ought to save it … Why don't you put up a website to have people vote 
on the Internet as a referendum to see if we really want to subsidize the losers' 
mortgages; or would we like to at least buy cars and buy houses in foreclosure 
and give them to people that might have a chance to actually prosper down the 
road, and reward people that could carry the water instead of drink the water? 
(Santelli, 2009). 

 

A trader then sarcastically suggests, “That's a novel idea.”  Santelli continues, 

“How many of you people want to pay for your neighbor's mortgage that has an extra 

bathroom and can't pay their bills? Raise their hand.”  The audience boos, and Santelli 

faces the camera and says “President Obama, are you listening?” (Santelli, 2009).  As 

Frank notes in The Wrecking Crew (2008), this type of rhetoric is used to join privileged 

subjects that do not see themselves as benefitting from government activity, thus 

effectively becoming outsiders.  The unidentified trader’s amen chorus is salient in this 
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context, as he is using irony to portray his common sense understanding of how 

government and the markets ought to work, positioning himself paradoxically as a 

capitalist financial trader who exists outside of dominance and power.  This subject-

position articulation of imagined marginalization will be important throughout my 

analysis of the Tea Party subject.   

This chapter will examine and unpack the multiplicity of articulatory practices 

employed by Rick Santelli, as well as Glenn Beck, the former FOX News television host, 

speaking to members of the American public that eventually created the Tea Party 

movement.  My first discourse analysis will focus on Santelli and his now infamous 

“shout heard round the world” (CNBC, 2009).  I will then shift my analysis to the San 

Antonio Tax Day rally held on the grounds of the Alamo by Glenn Beck and covered live 

by FOX News.  Both of these moments are important in furthering the Tea Party 

discourse in the media, and they require scholarly examination to better understand the 

success of the hegemonic project that elements of the right engaged in after the 

inauguration of President Obama. 

In approaching this analysis, Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory (1985) is 

helpful in investigating the different hegemonic elements that Santelli’s speech used to 

rally people into what eventually became the Tea Party movement.  Laclau and Mouffe 

posit that the symbolic character of social relations does not reside within a two plane 

system of essences and appearances (1985).  Overdetermination will play an important 

role in the hegemonic project of the Tea Party, and will provide the locus for this 

analysis.  Consequently, the realm of the social itself is a symbolic order.  Materially, 

while specific word choices are important, the more significant critical examination lies 

in the social meaning and processes behind the words that are determined by the 

signifying practice (Gray, 2003).   
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I will use the theories of Laclau and Mouffe (1985) while examining the process 

of overdetermination that gives words both a symbolic dimension and multiplicity of 

meanings.  This process inevitably involves articulatory practices that rearticulate signs 

and symbols towards a different meaning using a chain of signification that speaks to a 

particular audience.  To further explain, the process of overdetermination relies not just 

on the economic, but also the political and the ideological.  This process often involves 

multiple articulated determinations, creating a chain of signification (Procter, 2004).  

Articulation itself, as Hall states, is “the form of the connection that can make a unity of 

two different elements, under certain conditions.”  Within hegemonic projects, the 

articulatory process is employed to shift the understanding of common sense by 

rearticulating overdetermined symbols in a manner consistent with the goals of the group, 

in our case the Tea Party. 

Michael Bérubé’s reclamation of Hall within American political discourse will 

also prove useful in my analysis of the visual and linguistic rhetoric of the Tea Party.  

Bérubé notes that Hall is often overlooked and underutilized in the American academy’s 

exploration of the cultural impact of politics, and his The Toad in the Garden (1988a) 

positions cultural studies of the political within the Gramscian framework of hegemony.  

Although the Tea Party is not necessarily Thatcherism, much of the ideology’s 

framework claims kinship with Reagan ideals and Hall is masterful at analyzing these 

movements in a Gramscian fashion.  Thus, I will examine rhetorical moves made by 

Santelli and Glenn Beck and probe the process of overdetermination in American 

political and cultural discourse.  I will perform this analysis within what I call the 

hegemonic project of the Tea Party, or the marshalling of articulatory practices regarding 

unstable, overdetermined symbols towards creating an effective discourse of what Tea 

Party subjects consider common sense. As I will explain, Santelli’s speech is masterful at 
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projecting a hegemonic project within U.S. political discourse; that of the government as 

a bad actor actively working against good capitalist Americans to destabilize the 

American way of life.   

At this point, it is important to mention Hall’s understanding of the hegemonic 

process.  He strongly condemned the notion of false consciousness as a “state always 

reserved for others” (Hall, 1988a).  The idea that rubes are trapped in a false-

consciousness pervades Marxists and some of the academic left in general.  However, 

Hall has other ideas.  He notes that that hegemonic struggle is always multi-dimensional 

and occupies many arenas.  It does not take place merely in the realm of the economic, 

but instead encompasses a wide variety of different subject-positions simultaneously.  

Ultimately, hegemony is reached when a bloc has achieved a clear level of popular 

consent (Hall, 1988a).  Santelli’s rant was not merely elocution of ruling class ideology – 

it comprised what many in the U.S. would consider good sense.  And the “first thing to 

ask about an organic ideology…(is) what is true.” (Hall, 1988a, p. 46). To Tea Party 

members throughout the country, the articulated symbols and content of the “Shout 

Heard Round the World” were not up for debate; they made good sense and were true 

accepted as truth.     

To further his preferred subject-position of the common man, Santelli repeats his 

assertion that those on the trading room floor (and by extension, those watching on 

television) should not have to subsidize their neighbors’ poor financial decisions and 

lifestyle choices.  Note that Santelli never suggests that anyone on the trading floor or 

even watching might be in a similar situation to the one he rails against.  This Othering of 

those whom he calls “losers” allows him to further demonize government as the great 

provider to other people.  He never claims that government is also helping him or his 
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colleagues, the show hosts or the viewers.  Instead, he posits government as an institution 

that only aids “losers” at the expense of good “capitalists,” such as him.   

Santelli really hits this point home when he looks around the room and proclaims, 

“These guys are pretty straight forward, and my guess is, a pretty good statistical cross-

section of America, the silent majority” (Santelli, 2009).  Once again, Santelli is staking 

his claim to the common sense, straight talking everyday American.  But he’s also tying 

his colleagues’ yolk to this claim as well.  His masterful use of the term “silent majority” 

is a dog whistle designed to appeal to those who feel the country is heading in the wrong 

direction.  This phrase was popularized by Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew to describe 

the type of American that their administration spoke for and defended (Perlstein, 2008).  

In the 1970s, this meant an American that believed in law and order; a conservative who 

did not understand nor agree with many of the cultural changes that boomers and hippies 

fought to foster.  In Santelli’s articulation, the silent majority is a group that played by the 

rules and is now being punished by an out-of-control government that continues to 

reward the “losers” while ignoring those who put in an honest day’s work to earn a 

decent wage.  This rhetorical move is brilliant in that it was actually the financial firms 

that funded, packaged, sold and resold subprime mortgages to make incredible profits, 

only to see the bottom fall out of the market as the economy began to downturn and home 

foreclosures increased.  The U.S. government had just spent $87 billion dollars in 

Troubled Assessment Relief Program (TARP) funds to prop up failing financial 

institutions.  Yet there was Rick Santelli, on CNBC, standing on a Chicago trading floor, 

imploring the government to listen to him and stop bailing out those who “drink the 

water” in favor of those who can “carry the water” (Santelli, 2009).  

By invoking the figured world of the U.S. “founding fathers,” Santelli is making a 

politicized rhetorical move, claiming to speak for revered figures of American history.  
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When he says Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson are “rolling in their graves,” 

(Santelli, 2009) he is appealing to the idea that the U.S. government is moving away from 

the vision of our founders and towards an unknown destination.  Citing the founders is a 

popular move in American politics designed to position Americans as unruly children 

who are disobeying the guidance of their parents.  This is why the phrase “founding 

fathers” is so powerful in American political discourse; it promotes the notion that the 

American public must be kept in line by continuing to adhere to principals and ideas that 

were popularized in the 1700’s by a very wealthy group of colonial citizens.    

In Santelli’s crie de couer he yells, “We're thinking of having a Chicago Tea Party 

in July. All you capitalists that want to show up to Lake Michigan, I'm gonna start 

organizing” (Santelli, 2009). When asked what they will be dumping, ala the colonial Tea 

Party, he exclaims “derivative securities” (Santelli, 2009).  There are few parallels to 

these two events, one purportedly protesting taxation without representation and the other 

merely a celebration of capitalism and punishing the “losers,” but the symbolism of the 

Tea Party resonated with the crowd of traders on the floor as they cheered, whistled and 

clapped at the clarion call.  At that moment Santelli coined a phrase that would come to 

denote a certain political ideology and a movement that would sweep the U.S.   

This moment was also the first suggestion in mediated discourse for a Tea Party 

promoting capitalism.  Capitalism, in American political discourse, is not just an 

economic model; it is a sign and an identity.  The U.S. is capitalist, Europe is socialist 

and the U.S.S.R. was communist.  Capitalism is a way to separate us from them in 

hegemonic struggle.  Liberals often point out that the U.S. is a mixed economy and has 

been for decades, but this argument is to miss the point of what capitalism as an 

overdetermined signifier means within discourse.  When Santelli is calling for the 

capitalists to have a Tea Party, “capitalists” signifies the hardworking, industrial, 
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ruggedly individualist average American.  It does not signify people who understand the 

ideology of capitalism, nor does it mean CEOs and bankers.  It signifies “the people,” 

though that phrase is also an overdetermined signifier, akin to the “silent majority.”  

Capitalism did not always signify the multiple meanings it presently articulates.  In this 

sense, capitalism is a word that has a chain of significance created in a hegemonic war of 

position over decades that connotes certain meanings to people in the U.S.  Some may 

read capitalism as antithetical to human rights, but the popular meaning affords it a 

control role in the performance of American identity.   

From any objective perspective, someone standing on the trading floor of a major 

international financial firm shouting about the government giving preference to the few 

(in this case, those who had bad mortgages, etc.) at the expense of the majority (in this 

case, his colleagues on the trading floor and the viewer watching) would seem ludicrous.  

Millions of people lost their jobs during the recent recession, spurred by the subprime 

mortgage fiasco that involved many of the country’s largest financial firms. The irony of 

the rant was delicious, yet went unnoticed by many.   

Although Rick Santelli’s rant may seem more at home on FOX News to some, 

appearing on CNBC has its advantages. CNBC is targeted primarily to the U.S. financial 

class; those that work within the financial industry or people interested in minute-by-

minute stock market analysis.  Its audience is overwhelmingly male and overwhelmingly 

affluent (World Business Digest, 2007).  It does not have expressly political 

programming on its schedule, though its analysts tend to emphasize a strong free-market, 

“pro-business” ideology when discussing political orientation.  While FOX News is 

widely regarded as having a conservative tilt both culturally and politically, CNBC’s 

agenda is more narrowly focused to advancing the cause of the investor class.  Therefore, 
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an investor appearing on the channel complaining about government interference in the 

free-market to cheers from his colleagues is taken more seriously in mediated discourse.   

CNBC’s role in promoting the Santelli rant cannot be overlooked.  The channel 

acts as what Althusser calls an ideological state apparatus (ISA), advocating the language 

and desires of the business class.  Although Hall problematizes Althusser’s notion of 

ISAs with regards to the state, but CNBC is an ideological apparatus (Hall, 1988b).  

While CNBC is not a broadly popular channel ala CBS or NBC, its audience is influential 

and has access to levers of power that ordinary citizens often lack.  In this case, the White 

House and other political institutions took notice of Santelli’s words because of the 

implication that that the investor class broadly agreed with his sentiment.  The 

aforementioned popularity of the video online, and the course of events that followed 

demonstrate that their fears were warranted.   

CNBC called Santelli’s rant “the shout heard round the world” (CNBC, 2009), 

continuing the colonial theme by linking it to the infamous “shot heard round the world” 

in Boston that is popularly understood to be the beginning of the American Revolutionary 

War.  The rant took the cable news world by storm and went viral online, compelling the 

White House to respond directly to Santelli the next day, February 20, at a White House 

Press Conference (Gerstein, 2009).  This proves that Santelli was not operating in a 

vacuum, but actually had an operable impact on the political discourse that week.  At that 

point, however, nobody knew that the rant would have an impact on political discourse 

for the next three years. 
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SAN ANTONIO TEA PARTY RALLY ON FOX NEWS 

Rick Santelli’s words beget a movement, but it did not occur overnight.  His call 

for a “Chicago Tea Party” turned into multiple rallies across the country, held between 

April 9 and April 15, 2009.  Hall would call this moment part of the “organizational 

moment, or the long march through the institutions” (Hall, 1986, p. 149).  When Glenn 

Beck, an institution in and of himself, offered his legitimacy to the idea of rallies and 

FOX News made the decision to cover them, the building of a certain Tea Party 

intellectual movement began.   FOX News widely covered these rallies, with Glenn Beck 

appearing at Tea Party rally at the Alamo in San Antonio and other news anchors 

covering the Tax Day rallies held throughout the U.S.  The rhetoric and imagery that Tea 

party protestors used to convey their message of government overreach is rich with 

meaning, both in connotation and denotation.  For my inquiry into the importance of Tea 

Party discourse, I will examine the San Antonio Tea Party rally, featuring right-wing hero 

Ted Nugent and former FOX News personality Glenn Beck. 

Glenn Beck’s appearance at the San Antonio Tea Party rally gave elite legitimacy 

to the then-nascent Tea Party movement.  FOX News is the most watched cable news 

channel in the country (though their viewership is lower than network news, their 

audience is very homogenous) (Thee-Brennan, 2010), and any amount of time FOX 

News spent covering the Tea Party gave the group a platform to reach a large, highly 

conservative audience.  Therefore, it is important to examine the lens through which FOX 

News covered the San Antonio event and the manner in which the Tea Party expressed its 

agenda.   

The April 9 Tea Party protest in San Antonio was the first widely covered Tea 

Party protest.  FOX News aired the entire event live, as part of the Glen Beck Show, and 

the host himself MC’d the event.  Well-known conservative rabble-rouser and Cat 
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Scratch Fever performer Ted Nugent took part as well, entertaining the crowd with his 

rendition of the Star Spangled Banner.  The rally took place at the Alamo, long a symbol 

of American resistance to a foreign enemy.  Beck reminds us of this, saying “The Alamo 

is still a sacred and respected place – people who gave their lives because they believed 

in something” (Beck, 2009).  In the video, the viewer can see a prominent flag being 

waived by a Tea Party supporter behind Glenn Beck: the 1824 Flag.  According to 

legend, the flag was proudly displayed on the Alamo during the battle that ultimately cost 

almost every Alamo defender their life.  The signified meaning of the flag for our 

purposes represents an attitude of independence in the face of aggression.  In this 

instance, the flag is potentially historically meaningful and profoundly relevant to the 

message of the present-day Tea Party.  In fact, it is not the only historic flag to be used by 

the group. 

Also seen flying in the background is the famous yellow Gadsden flag 

popularized during the colonial era.  The flag joins the famous colonial snake, created by 

Benjamin Franklin to advocate independence with the phrase “Don’t Tread on Me,” and 

was created by Continental Army Colonel Christopher Gadsden of South Carolina.  

Largely confined to history books, reenactments and museums, the flag gained a new 

lease on life with the Tea Party movement.  It perfectly captures the attitude and 

ideological presence of the movement, but the signified is divorced from its material 

history.  While once it advocated for independence from a ruling colonial power, it now 

is used to identify with the people’s independence from the American government.  The 

phrase “Don’t tread on me,” once signifying a motto to the British, now signifies a motto 

to the American government.  It also forms a chain of significance with the Tea Party 

name, both using colonial symbolism to represent a populist movement aimed at its own 

government.  The colonial identity is well-known in the U.S., as the country’s history 
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does not span a particularly long period of time, and the images that the Tea Party used to 

symbolize itself in mediated discourse went a long way towards giving it legitimacy in 

the eyes of the American people.   

Glenn Beck’s appearance at the rally not only guaranteed it good press coverage, 

but he lent some of his typical rhetorical flourish to the affair as well.  Beck treated 

viewers watching FOX News on April 9, 2009 to some vintage conservative rhetoric, 

which I will now analyze for its work towards the Tea Party hegemonic project.   

Beck begins his opening gambit from San Antonio with a classic conservative 

trope: bashing the media.  He claims that “It’s really hard for the mainstream media to 

figure out why all of these people that they belittle, that live outside of LA, of 

Hollywood, of Washington, DC, of New York – not all the parts of New York, just the 

SNOTTY parts of New York.  They continue to think that these Tea Parties are all about 

Barack Obama or for the GOP.”  Immediately, Beck positions himself (a very rich 

mainstream media figure) and FOX News (a mainstream media outlet) as outside of the 

hegemony of mainstream media liberalism.  Indeed, as Beck would tell it, they are the 

marginalized outsiders.  He elevates the America that does not live in big East or West 

Coast cities, making a double move of marginalizing those in LA, DC and New York 

City while casting everyone else as the true outsiders.  He then expertly defuses the 

notion that Tea Party members are Republicans by another name.  As he later says, the 

“Democrats suck, however, no more than the Republicans suck” (Beck, 2009).  By 

making this move, Beck carving out a rhetorical position for the Tea Party as of no party 

nor clique, but merely for common sense.   

In American political discourse, the “mainstream” or “liberal media” is an 

overdetermined position relating to conservative grievance.  Very rarely, if ever, do the 

mainstream media signify anything other than antipathy or hostility toward the 
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conservative agenda.  “Mainstream media” came to mean this through a hegemonic 

process of articulation that created an overdetermined definition of mainstream media.  

The phrase no longer means mainstream in any essential context of delivery systems or 

popularity; instead, it refers to a media liberal in its desires and its viewpoint, actively 

working to marginalize the conservative viewpoint in political discourse.  Perlstein’s 

book Nixonland (2005) details the process through which this articulation took root, with 

the Nixon administration actively criticizing the New York Times, et. al. whenever the 

media attacked his policies.  This articulation sutured itself into the conservative 

imagination and is now as true as the sun rising in the East, and was the product of 

decade’s articulation and rearticulation from right-wing thinkers and media personalities 

to movement conservative activists. 

The history of articulation practices that the conservative movement employs is 

long indeed, and far too complicated for the scope of this paper.  However, a brief 

sojourn into the historical construction of the conservative movement from William 

Buckley Jr. through the present day is warranted.  Buckley helped create the current 

conservative media industry, starting National Review in 1951 and using his perch as 

Editor-in-Chief to include or marginalize certain groups from the boundaries of the 

conservative movement, such as famously exiling the John Birch Society (Perlstein, 

2001).  Within the National Review, articulating practices took shape that bolstered its 

status among the conservative intelligentsia while ostracizing mainstream media for not 

including the conservative point of view.  By creating an apparatus that espoused the 

conservative message, Buckley hoped to take on The New Republic and The Nation. 

Ultimately, Buckley created a parallel media establishment given to conservative ideals 

and marketed to a conservative audience and is widely credited with being one of the 

intellectual founders of the current conservative movement (Perlstein, 2001).  The 
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National Review lives on both in-print and online as a highly influential conservative 

mouthpiece.   

The rise of Buckley coincided with the hegemonic work that Perlstein details in 

both Nixonland and Before the Storm.  During this period, conservatives widely assailed 

the mainstream media (a practice continued today, as Sarah Palin’s “lamestream media” 

comments will attest) and also began the articulation practices that ultimately gave the 

American political scene such phrases as “welfare queen” and “slum dwellers”, with a 

New York Times article from 1976 exposing Reagan’s penchant for half-truths and 

colloquial stories not entirely rooted in fact.  Yet the article goes on to note how effective 

the rhetoric was, saying that people at the campaign stops were startled by what they 

heard, and that the rhetoric had “struck a nerve” (New York Times, 1976).  The 

articulatory practice of creating a chain of significance from “hard-working” people who 

pay “high taxes” to those who abuse the system and defraud tax-payers of hundreds of 

thousands of dollars has proven effective with a range of issues, from welfare to food 

stamps and other programs designed to benefit the needy.  The rhetoric used by Regan in 

1976 is not all that different from the rhetoric used by Santelli and Glenn Beck discussing 

winners and losers.   

Understanding how these articulatory practices work, any analysis of the 

mainstream media to determine the veracity of any claim of bias is irrelevant to the 

hegemonic process articulating this slice of common-sense.  Thus, deriding the 

“mainstream media” is a well-trodden conservative trope, designed to sustain the 

marginalized status so many conservatives believe they hold.  Beck ends his riposte 

towards the media by adding, “And if you don’t understand it in New York, maybe that’s 

why your newspapers are going bankrupt and your televisions stink on ice.  It’s not us, 

it’s you” (Beck, 2009).   
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Meanwhile, though Beck is careful to always degrade George W. Bush in the 

same breath as degrading Barack Obama, he finds time to throw in a few winning 

conservative talking points.  He says that the Tea Party is tired of “union and big labor 

politicians who want to take away the secret ballot, which is fundamental to America.”  

In addition, he pillories illegal immigration and Obama administration officials who were 

caught with unpaid tax obligations.  These talking points do not sound like a group that is 

of no party or clique, but they do sound like the kind of “common-sense” rhetoric that is 

very effective in promulgating their hegemonic project as I will demonstrate.   

What labor unions and illegal immigration have to do with the supposed main 

grievance of the Tea Party is highly unclear.  But a careful examination of the phrasing of 

Beck’s criticism suggests an America that is under attack from all sides, whether from the 

politicians, illegal immigrants or labor unions.  With this line, Beck created a chain of 

overdetermined signifiers around which the concept of an America under siege is 

illustrated.  Although these three symbols have no necessary link, the unity exists through 

the process of hegemonic articulation (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985) according to Beck and 

other right-wing public figures.  This chain of signification is then rearticulated by the 

grassroots, who believe it to be true.  Beck suggests that labor unions are attacking the 

sacred American right to a secret ballot, illegal immigrants are attacking the sacred 

institutions of American law and administration officials are attacking the sacred 

American ideal that no-one is above the law.  All three of these overdetermined symbols 

position the “average American” as someone squarely in the middle of shark infested 

waters.  The crowd’s reaction, booing the suggestion of unions, migrants and tax evaders, 

show the viewer that the Tea Party is a group of Americans that see the country “being 

flushed down the toilet” (Beck, 2009) and are taking a stand.  It need not be reminded 
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that President Obama had been in office for all of a month after being elected by a huge 

electoral and popular majority.  

In his book The Condition of Postmodernity, David Harvey (1990) asserts that in 

the postmodern condition, the increasing speed of capital accumulation has profound 

impacts on the temporality of cultural practices.  Harvey says that “postmodernist 

flexibility is dominated by fiction, fantasy, the immaterial…images, ephemerality, 

chance…and embodies a penchant for charismatic politics” (p. 339).   Within this 

instability of the political-economic, articulatory practices become important stabilizers 

of the overdetermination in being and place.  This is how Beck can alert viewers with a 

sincere charisma that life in a post-Obama America is dramatically changing for the 

worse, and now is the time to stand up and be counted. 

At the end of his opening, Beck and Nugent make small talk about the attitude 

and feelings of those in the audience.  Nugent says, “We get up really early, we work as 

hard as we can, be the best you can be” (Nugent, 2009).  The signified message here is 

that there are plenty of people who do not get up early and work hard, and that these 

people are a drain on the economy.  This sentiment is similar to Santelli’s winners and 

losers rhetoric; Nugent suggests what Santelli said, that government helps those who 

“drink the water” (Santelli, 2009).  The rhetoric, again, is situated in the understanding 

that hardworking Americans play by the rules, but are marginalized by both a 

government bureaucracy and media machine determined to penalize them for their 

efforts.   

Nugent (2009) then lapses into the well-trodden territory of common-sense, 

saying “Logic is alive and well in this country; the media is allergic to logic.  These 

people are addicted to logic.  These are Democrats, Republicans and Libertarians…”  

This sentence hits three important signifiers that the Tea Party emphasized early in its 
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inception.  By calling the Tea Party platform “logic”, and telling viewers that the San 

Antonio Tea Party rally attendees were “addicted to logic”, Nugent hits on the notion that 

the Tea Party platform is, in fact, logic.  Logic in this example is an overdetermined 

symbol, designed to convey the common sense nature of the Tea Party platform.  Hall 

notes that “good sense” is usually enough for ideology (Hall, 1988a).  If the Tea Party 

platform equates with logic, then by definition every other platform is illogical and thus 

undeserving of time and attention.  The fact that economics is complex and the 

interrelated nature of government spending and economics makes for a much more 

complicated portrait of priorities is wholly anathema to the Tea Party, but it is a position 

also much easier to explain to the American public.     

To reiterate the purportedly independent nature of the Tea Party movement, Beck 

asks Nugent, “Where were these people when George W. Bush in office?” (Beck, 2009).  

This question sets up the notion that the Tea Party is not a partisan reaction to President 

Obama’s electoral victory.  Nugent, seemingly well-versed in the nature of a movement 

that was hardly two weeks old, says “Well, they were too silent because the hell hadn’t 

quite gotten hot enough yet.”  Apparently, Hell got hot enough a month after President 

Obama’s inauguration.  The important thing to keep in mind is that this Q&A display is 

meant to divert attention away from the fact that the Tea Party platform is very 

conservative, and instead highlight the independent nature of the Tea Party.  Beck and 

Nugent both want FOX News viewers to believe that this movement was brewing during 

the Bush administration.  This rhetorical move is important not just for FOX News 

viewers, but also for the larger mediated discourse surrounding the Tea Party.  If other 

media saw the Tea Party as merely a rebranding of conservative movement ideology, the 

coverage might have negated its impact.  Instead, the Tea Party positioned itself as a 

marginalized actor in political discourse.   
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At work is the hegemonic project of “revolution-restoration,” made easier by the 

postmodern condition.  Gramsci says that: 

 
The necessity for the “thesis” to achieve its full development, up to the point 
where it would even succeed in incorporating a part of the antithesis itself—in 
order, that is, not to allow itself to be “transcended” in the dialectical opposition. 
The thesis alone in fact develops to the full its potential for struggle, up to the 
point where it absorbs even the so-called representatives of the antithesis: it is 
precisely in this that the passive revolution or revolution/restoration consists” 
(Gramsci, 110). 
 

This notion of revolution-restoration is explicated by Tea Party rhetoric, coupling 

the revolutionary spirit of colonial America (Tea Party, colonial garb) with the notion of 

a restoration (the rhetorical use of We the People and take our country back).  While 

Gramsci could not have predicted that his idea would be expressed in such an explicit 

manner, the instability of the post-modern condition allows for the rhetoric of revolution 

and restoration to sit uneasily side by side, signifying an overdetermined idea that is not 

quite graspable but yet wholly common-sense to many within the United States.  The Tea 

Party embodies this instability but wears it as a source of pride and authenticity that made 

an impression in the early days of the Obama administration.   

 

CONCLUSION 

The revolution/restoration hegemonic project that the postmodern condition 

allows the Tea Party to enact is evinced by the discourse that influential Tea Party-

endorsed figures espouse.  A close reading of this discourse demonstrates the articulatory 

practices enacted to construct the hegemonic project that Tea Party undertook at the 

beginning of 2009.  The Tea Party, an amorphous movement that proudly stated it had 

“no leaders” and was free of the nefarious influence of Washington, began a media 
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campaign to “take the country back.”  While many on the left mocked the Tea Party, 

derisively calling them tea baggers (Maddow, 2009) and pointing out the absurdity of 

signs such as “Get your government hands off my Medicare” (Cesca, 2009), Hall (and 

Bérubé) argue that this counting on contradiction to unmoor the masses from their false-

consciousness is deluded at best as we will see in the next chapter. 

In analyzing the discourse used by Santelli and Beck, I demonstrate the 

importance of the Tea Party’s hegemonic project in reaching Tea Party members and 

other Americans.  This movement did not happen overnight; the articulatory practices 

present in Santelli’s “Shout Heard Round the World” took decades of work to finally 

transform the overdetermined meaning of the signifiers he shouted from the trading room 

floor.  The same can be said for Glenn Beck’s rhetoric at the Tax Day Rally in San 

Antonio, as well as the symbols and imagery found in the broadcasting of that event.  All 

of these elements contain contradictory, polysemous claims nullified by the nature of 

articulation.  The next chapter will examine the Tea Party’s main media and 

organizational outlet: social media websites.  I will examine the rearticulation of the 

phrase Tea Party, as well as certain signs and codes that the group uses to signify its 

desires and beliefs to the broader public.  Additionally, I will examine a hegemonic move 

on the part of the elite to co-opt and promulgate the Tea Party into a national movement, 

replete with millions of dollars in funding and legitimacy brought by elite participation.
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Chapter 2: Hegemony Now!  The Tea Party’s Project of Hegemony 

 

Although the Tea Party rants and rallies of early 2009 profoundly impacted 

American media political discourse, the message did not exist explicitly within a 

televisual media vacuum.  The Tea Party quickly became a movement with actual 

supporters performing the difficult and often thankless work of grassroots organizing, 

eventually electing Tea Party branded politicians to positions in both the House of 

Representatives and the United States Senate.  They also found success at the state and 

local level, making an impact up and down the ballot.  The Tea Party grew to have 

national conventions and dramatically changed the national mediated political discourse 

toward issues important to Tea Party members such as the enormity of the U.S. debt and 

deficit as well as the large tax burden they felt they bore.  This chapter will examine the 

aforementioned Tea Party hegemonic project of changing discourse and the methods Tea 

Party members use to identify with each other and the U.S. writ large. 

In Chapter 1, I performed a discourse analysis of the Rick Santelli rant and the 

San Antonio Tax Day Rally to identify some characteristics of the nascent Tea Party 

ideology.  This chapter will go further, both in examining that ideology and 

demonstrating how citizen activists use this discourse to engage in a hegemonic project to 

create a political climate friendly to Tea Party purveyors.  The Tea Party is rife with 

cultural signifiers meant to convey a sense of marginalization and authenticity that the 

average American can understand and potentially sympathize with.  These 

overdetermined signifiers are precisely the way in which the Tea Party engages with 

hegemony.  They are not only seen on television by Fox News viewers; they are 

incorporated into many American’s daily lives, producing and reproducing an always-
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already sense of imagined marginalization which is vital to the Tea Party project.  This 

sense of marginalization filters through their ideological media down to individual 

subject positions that view Washington as being actively hostile to their concerns and, as 

I will demonstrate, an occupying force to be actively resisted. 

For the many on the American left, the analysis of right-wing cultural politics 

tends to focus heavily on the idea of false consciousness.  In What’s the Matter with 

Kansas, author Thomas Frank (2004) explores how Red-State America came to vote 

against their economic interests.  He suggests that the media portrays Red America as a 

forgotten artifact of a lost-era where American style cultural values are still on display.  

This contrasts with Blue America, whose cultural values are often mediated as 

fundamentally at odds with that of Red America.  Frank specifically states that Red 

America’s “vast stretches are tragically ignored by the dominant class” (p. 18).  His usage 

of the term “dominant class” is meant to put forth the perceived notion that liberals living 

on the coasts somehow oppress those living in Red States, creating an imagined class of 

Americans that do not have access to power through political means. 

Frank ultimately finds that authenticity, rather than class, is the dividing line 

between the “two Americas,” a popular trope in US political discourse.  This sense of 

authenticity pervades many of America’s political debates and animates some of the more 

stinging Tea Party member rebukes of the Obama Administration.  Frank recounts how 

Ann Coulter, upon visiting Kansas City, states that there is “so much common sense 

[here]!” (p. 29).  As the previous chapter discusses, common sense is very often “good 

enough” for an ideology (Hall, 1988a).  If an ideology is considered common sense, then 

that particular hegemonic project is complete.  Noam Chomsky, Robert McChensey and 

others also focus their efforts on theories of false consciousness (Bérubé, 2009), 



 37 

overlooking the role that hegemony plays in foregrounding the conditions for political 

discourse.   

Chomsky working with Edward Herman in his opus The Manufacturing of 

Consent (1988), posits that the “corporate media manufacture the consent of the 

dominated masses” (Bérubé, 2009, p. 171).  Within his propaganda model, Chomsky 

leaves very little room for the agency of media consumers to consent to the news they 

consume.  Instead, Chomsky sees the masses as a dominated group, subject to the 

changing whims of a media that is corporately owned and operated. McChesney, another 

leading Leftist scholar, follows Chomsky’s line of thought when discussing the 

marketplace as a system “where the bosses force the masses to swallow whatever they are 

fed” (McChesney, 1996, p. 10).  Both of these arguments use a traditional Marxist 

base/superstructure reading of American social life, where capitalism and those who 

control capital (base) determine the social elements (superstructure), of which false 

consciousness is one.   Both scholars do not take into account Gramsci’s intervention into 

this dichotomy with his notion of hegemony playing an intermediary role of force and 

consent between elements of the base and superstructure.   

Michael Bérubé (2009), in The Left at War, breaks with these scholars and instead 

focuses his efforts on examining hegemony at work in American cultural politics.  

Bérubé invokes Hall’s damning critique of theories of false consciousness in calling 

scholars and the Left at large to move away from this lynchpin of Marxist thought and to 

instead focus on the chains of significance being fashioned by the right within their 

hegemonic project.  Specifically, he cites Hall famous claim in Toad in the Garden 

(1988a) that false-consciousness was “(like corruption by pornography), a state always 

reserved for others.” (p. 44) With this reclamation of Hall and his unique perspective on 

cultural studies, Bérubé points future scholarship away from the supposed false 
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consciousness of conservative adherents and instead toward a Gramscian understanding 

of the Right’s cultural project for hegemony to better grasp American political discourse.  

This chapter aims to make good on Hall’s premise and Bérubé’s call for more sustained 

analysis of political discourse in a Gramscian fashion. 

Having moved away from theories of false consciousness, it is possible to 

examine the Tea Party’s discourse as a chain of overdetermined signifiers that have a 

material impact on American politics.  There are a couple of scholars that have already 

attempted to dissect the Tea Party in a Gramscian framework.  Lee Harris, writer for the 

Hoover Institute’s Policy Review, posits that the Tea Party is a “revolt of common sense 

against that of privileged opinion makers” (Harris, 2000).  He goes on to explain that the 

Tea Partiers are attempting to overthrow the current liberal cultural hegemony, and 

potentially will do it far more successfully than the current conservative elite.  He likens 

the Tea Party to an attitude embodied by their slogan, plundered from the aforementioned 

Gadsden Flag, “don’t tread on me.”  In fact, even the idea of ‘common sense’ as an 

American governing philosophy has roots in the colonial era, with Thomas Paine’s 

(1776) famous treatise on American independence, “Common Sense” arguing in a more 

colloquial fashion that the American colonies should break free from British rule.  Harris 

argues that, while elite rule may be unavoidable, the first step toward a people’s self rule 

is to eject the elites.  He then concedes that while these same activists may form the core 

of a new elite, even the threat of an ouster will force elites to act within the acceptable 

limits imposed upon them by the people’s common sense (Harris, 2010).  In this sense, 

Harris’s argument follows the Gramscian understanding of hegemony, as the elites will 

openly appropriate much of the ideology espoused by Tea Party members and make it 

their own.   
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Harris also contends that Tea Partiers are “marginalized outsiders,” playing into 

the concepts enumerated by Frank (2004).  He claims that the anti-intellectual attitude of 

Tea Party members problematizes the current ruling intellectuals’ claims on cultural 

hegemony.  Harris reads Gramsci as promoting the concept of prestige over capitalist 

production.  In presenting this framework of Gramsci, Harris contends that the production 

of prestige, over which elites have total control, outweighs the monopoly over the 

production and distribution of material (Harris, 2010).  Through this understanding of 

Gramsci, Harris creates an elite prestige feedback loop in which the amorphous “elites” 

bestow prestige on one another and those who consent to their ideology (which is 

undetermined in his writing).  Like Chomsky, Frank and McChesney before him, Harris 

uses his understanding of Gramsci to create a system built on a theory of false 

consciousness from which he asserts the Tea Party breaks free.   This allows Harris to 

read the Tea Party movement as revolutionary precisely because they do not care about 

prestige.  However, Harris does not place the ideology of the Tea Party in any Gramscian 

context, nor does he answer the question of where it came from and how it came to be 

determined.  He instead contends that the Tea Party is a group of “marginalized 

outsiders” existing outside of the hegemonic framework of American political discourse.  

In this way, Harris is content to claim that the Tea Party stands for ‘common sense’ 

without pushing towards a better understanding of the Tea Party’s hegemonic project. 

The University of Notre Dame’s David Ruccio (2010) refutes Harris’ argument in 

his post “Tea with Gramsci”, suggesting that Harris misinterprets cultural hegemony.  

While Harris posits that Gramsci’s analysis allows for intellectuals (or the intelligentsia, 

as Harris claims) to create and sustain separate interests from capitalist hegemony of 

prestige imposed on the masses, Ruccio states otherwise.  Gramsci, according to Ruccio, 

was always working within the framework of capitalist hegemony as the product of 
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coercion and consent.  Therefore, intellectuals create the ideas that would achieve the 

dominant hegemony and continuously reproduce it.  Thus, in Ruccio’s rebuttal, the Tea 

Party exists as a manifestation of a segment of the privileged elite, revolting against a 

potential hegemonic change in the ruling order that would potentially afford them the loss 

of certain privileges.  This counters Harris’ (2010) notion of the Tea Party as 

marginalized outsiders, placing the Tea Party squarely within the broader hegemonic 

framework of the United States.  Ruccio’s denouement is that “the Tea Party movement 

is not a ‘revolt of common sense against privileged opinion makers’ but a movement that 

reinforces the existing hegemony by favoring the privileged opinion makers of the Right 

over those of the Left” (Ruccio, 2010).  But who are these elites? 

The billionaire Koch brothers, Dick Armey, Glenn Beck and several other monied 

GOP groups were at the forefront of the Tea Party movement initially, providing it with 

monetary resources and support to get the movement on its feet.  While much of the 

movement is grassroots, the financial support from Americans for Prosperity, a Koch 

brothers funded organization and the media support of right-wing commentators such as 

Glenn Beck helped the Tea Party become mainstream quickly.  Highly conservative 

Senator Jim DeMint (R-S.C.) spoke at the April 17th, 2009 Tea Party rally in Greenville, 

S.C., lending elite legitimacy to the group.  Within a year, the Tea Party grew from a 

series of localized rallies to a massive, staged rally outside of Washington, D.C on 

September 12, 2009 attended by “tens of thousands” of people (FOX News, 2009).  

Freedom Works, the organization chaired by former House Majority Leader Dick Armey, 

organized the rally using the pseudonym Tea Party Express.  The rally was a culmination 

of the Tea Party Express’ 34 day, 7,000 mile cross country bus tour (FOX News, 2009).  

With the assistance of billionaires and other elite conservative figures, the Tea Party 

carried its message across the country.  This evidence counters Harris’ assumption that 
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the Tea Party disdains elites.  On the contrary, the Tea Party uses elite resources to 

sustain its message. 

In analyzing the Tea Party within the Gramscian framework, neither Ruccio nor 

Harris mentions that common sense itself is a hegemonic construct that is constantly 

under revision.  Bérubé claims there is “no necessary correspondence between the ruling 

class and the ruling ideas” and that “the ruling classes themselves have no single interest” 

(p. 163).  Both scholars seem highly reductive with their arguments, claiming that some 

group is marginalized and that ‘common sense’ has not yet prevailed within hegemonic 

discourse.  Ruccio even reveals himself to be a proponent of Frank’s (2004) economic 

determinism, claiming that hegemony causes Kansans to vote against their economic 

interests and thus throws the veil of false consciousness over their eyes.  Yet ‘common 

sense’ is ultimately itself hegemony, so how ‘common sense’ is signified and reproduced 

is of the utmost importance.   

Between the ideas of Harris and Ruccio is a middle ground worth exploring.  As 

Harris (2010) notes, the feeling of marginalization exists within many now in the Tea 

Party community.  But Harris is misguided in his construction of the hegemonic 

framework through which the Tea Party operates.  The Tea Partiers’ subject-position is 

not on the outskirts of accepted orthodoxy in the U.S.  It is, in fact, planted firmly within 

the contours of the conservative hegemonic project.  For instance, Tea Partiers often hark 

back to the ideas of Ronald Reagan as an example of their preferred type of presidential 

priorities (Huston, 2011 & Stewart, 2011).  President Regan was certainly no outsider, 

and his rhetoric and ideology have been appropriated by both the Left and the Right in 

the decades following his administration.  President Obama often invokes Reagan when 

trying to sell an idea to the country, as Regan is seen as a legitimizing force or a seal of 

conservative approval.  Through hegemonic construction, the era of the Regan 
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Administration seem to many as the halcyon days of conservative rule, and something 

that they are determined to recreate.   

Even though Tea Partiers can participate in the pluralistic process and have many 

of their views on social and economic policies aired ad infinitum, often without debate, 

by many in the media does not seem to dissuade the Tea Partiers from the idea that they 

inhabit a position on the margins of society.  Since this is an organizing principal of the 

Tea Party, rearticulating this idea of marginality is important for their hegemonic project 

and can increase membership and activism.  However, the Tea Party clearly exists within 

the accepted bounds of American political ideology.  In fact, if the Tea Party represents 

“common sense,” its ideas are already hegemonic. 

Using the theories of Stuart Hall, Michael Bérubé, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe as tools of analysis, it is possible to explore the middle ground I previously 

highlighted, examining the ways in which the Tea Party discourse of “marginalized 

outsider” impacted people and their conception of politics.  These theorists encourage us 

to analyze not just the mediated discourse, but to also use the discourse to better 

understand the tangible effects it has on hegemony in American politics.  This chapter 

sets out to argue that much of the discourse examined in Chapter 1 influenced Americans 

throughout the country, encouraging them to form virtual communities devoted to not 

only political activism, but also hegemonic construction through various moments of 

rearticulation that the media reinforced.    

The next section of this chapter examines the project of the Tea Party in 

constructing virtual spaces for its members that reproduce the signifiers discussed in 

Chapter 1.    
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TEA PARTY NATION 

I will first examine the Tea Party website TeaPartyNation.com. The Tea Party 

Nation (TPN) is a loosely affiliated group of state and local Tea Party chapters that have 

no centralized authority.  The site is privately owned, but is one of the largest Tea Party 

social media sites on the Internet.  Therefore, in choosing this site, we can investigate the 

self-identification of Tea Party politics.  According to the website, there were 44,822 

members as of October 27th, 2011 (Tea Party Nation, 2011).  In order to view any part of 

the website outside of the homepage, one must register and be approved by a moderator.  

Thus, it is hard to know how many members are actually active in TPN as we only have a 

webpage to go by and presumably some people will sign up but not actually participate.  

It is also highly likely that many Tea Party members (in both thought and action) do not 

use either of these sites to communicate their views.    

The ads on the right and left margins of the homepage are eye-catching.  

Advertisements are an ideal way to understand representation because, by definition, 

banner ads are tailored to appeal to a specific audience.  In order to become hegemonic, 

certain ideas must become interpreted as common sense understandings of the world.  If 

these understandings are picked up by capitalist interests and rearticulated to an audience, 

the ideology has become potentially hegemonic to a certain group of people.  In this case, 

ads displayed on TeaPartyNation.com are meant to encourage Tea Partiers to click on the 

link and purchase the product, so they must speak to Tea Party Nation users.  Examining 

banner ads is a helpful way to find tangible links between mediated discourse and the 

people that consume the discourse.   

The first ad seen is for a book available from Amazon entitled Saving America: 

Common-Sense Solutions to Washington Nonsense (2010).  Implicit in this banner 

advertisement is the idea that Tea Partiers possess a certain amount of common sense that 
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“Washington” lacks.  As previously noted, Washington signifies liberals, RINOs and 

otherwise incompetent government officials and bureaucrats.  The graphic for the ad 

shows a crumbling Statute of Liberty.  Couple this image with the phrase “Saving 

America,” and one gets the sense that the United States, from the perspective of certain 

Tea Partiers, is either under attack or collapsing from within.  Many questions arise out of 

this combination, such as “Who or what does America need saving from?”  As Harris 

(2010) noted, the Tea Partiers represent an attitude or idea.  The website itself makes 

perfectly clear that the TPN is “hard at work to defeat liberals and their socialist agenda.”  

By coupling this rhetoric with the advertisement, an understanding emerges that Tea 

Party Nation members fashion themselves as a band of patriots; the last line of defense 

between the United States and an anti-American agenda.  This demonstrates that Tea 

Party members not only heard Rick Santelli’s message calling for a new Tea Party 

previously explored in Chapter 1, but also the call for a new American Tea Party to rail 

against the excess of government by believing in the message and acting upon it.   

This representation must be interpreted in the contemporary American cultural 

and historical milieu.  With President Obama in the White House and Democrats 

controlling both Houses of Congress by 2009, Republicans found themselves in the 

minority of a pluralistic society for the first time in 15 years.  While not all Republicans 

are Tea Party members, a majority of Tea Partiers consider themselves conservative 

(Zernike and Thee-Brenan, 2010).  From this, we can surmise that a feeling of 

powerlessness has led to a group of people that has reappropriated colonial imagery and 

symbolism on TeaPartyNation.com while employing the rhetoric of patriotism to create 

an imagined community that calls itself the “Tea Party.”  The “Saving America” ad 

articulates this feeling.  It suggests that America is crumbling and only the Tea Party can 
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save the homeland.  The fact that America has already begun to fall apart, according to 

the ad, suggests that the Tea Party see themselves as the country’s only hope. 

Even the name Tea Party Nation, which we see on the masthead of the website, 

carries a specific amount of weight and authenticity within the United States.  The Boston 

Tea Party was, as commonly mythologized in the U.S., one of the first acts of rebellion 

against the British Crown.  What makes the appropriation of this name ironic, particularly 

to the “oppressed” group of Americans that comprise the new Tea Party, is that the 

original Tea Party was formed in protest of British taxes whereas the colonials did not 

have representation in the British Parliament.  Tea Party Nation members do, in fact, 

have political representation.  They are able to vote in elections, which Tea Party Nation 

understands because their website includes a “Contribute” button.  In the United States, 

political speech is often equated with contributions and donations.  If Tea Party Nation 

can make political contributions (or request political contributions), then they de facto 

have a voice in the American political process.  Another ad on TPN appears to give more 

credence to the concept that Tea Party Nation members understand it has political agency 

in the U.S.  The ad, with a cartoon picture of a morose looking Obama in the style of the 

iconic Shepard Fairey “Hope” poster, says “Nope.”  The ad then directs Tea Party Nation 

members to the website www.nobama2013.com.  This sense of agency immediately 

differentiates them factually from the original Tea Party movement, which means that the 

Tea Party name can only be read as representative of an attitude or espirit de corps.  And 

yet, if someone views the government as an occupying force that does not listen nor 

represent those who elect it, the Tea Party symbolism discussed here and in Chapter 1 

creates a chain of significance that makes logical sense. As Hall (1988a) writes, 
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The first thing to ask about an ‘organic’ ideology that, however unexpectedly, 
succeeds in organizing substantial sections of the masses and mobilizing them for 
political action, is not what is false but what is true.  By true I do not mean 
universally correct as a law of the universe but ‘makes good sense’, which – 
leaving science to one side – is usually quite enough for ideology (p. 46). 
 

This is the prism through which the Tea Party needs close examination.  The 

factual errors in their ideology are manifold, but the overdetermined nature of the chain 

of signifiers underscore the impact articulation has on the representations, dislodging 

them from their historical mores and rearticulating them into signifiers of rebellion and 

discontent that are understood and targeted toward a particular segment of the American 

audience.   

As evidenced by the aforementioned ads, there is a highly visible commodity 

market targeting and profiting members of the Tea Party.  This political economy created 

and sustained by capitalist institutions exists largely because there is a recognized 

audience for such material.  Conservative establishment publishing house Regnery, for 

example, published a book entitled That’s No Angry Mob, That’s My Mom (2010), a book 

discussing the mainstream left’s “assault” on conservatives.  Regnery also publishes 

books by elites such as Newt Gingrich (former Speaker of the House) and Bobby Jindal, 

current governor of Louisiana.  This locus of movement conservatives, marginalization, 

capitalism and elite participation creates an elite feedback loop; the exact conservative 

hegemonic project that Harris derides in his argument protesting the notion of prestige 

over production.  This is yet more evidence that prestige and production work in concert 

with one another to attain hegemony. 

Even though there is an established commodity market profiting off of the 

outsider discourse of the Tea Party, members of TPN continue to exhibit evidence that 

they believe they exist outside of the dominant discourse.  Take Tea Party Nation 
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member Alan Caruba’s TPN blog post entitled “All the News That the Times Wants You 

to Know“ (Caruba, 2010).  Implicit in this statement is that the New York Times (and, 

more generally, the mainstream media elites) routinely misses or distorts stories.  This 

rhetoric again creates the perception among believers that they exist outside of elite 

discourse on the margins.  Tea Party Nation members are encouraged in a different blog 

post from Ron Robinson, to “Take Over the Party – From the Inside” (Robinson, 2010).  

A feeling of marginalization is echoed throughout the website.  This demonstrates that 

some Tea Party members feel as if they were marginalized in even Republican Party 

proceedings, presumably the party in which they feel the most at home.  This imagined 

marginalization causes Tea Party members to feel the need to “Take Over” the party and 

exert hegemonic control over Republican Party discourse.   

This feeling of marginalization, evinced in Chapter 1’s analysis of the San 

Antonio Tax Day Rally, makes its presence known with regularity on TPN.  TPN founder 

Judd Phillips writes that “Washington Insiders (are) damaging the Tea Party movement,” 

going on to note that, 

 
Washington insiders have never really understood the Tea Party movement since 
its inception.  They have tried to belittle it, co-opt it and control it.  Now another 
Washington insider is trying to tell the Tea Party movement what to do and act as 
its leader.” (Phillips, 2011). 
 

Washington often is a metonym and signifier for the government and power 

elites, and one thing that the Tea Party consistently stands in opposition to is Washington.  

Washington signifies, as I examined in the discourse analysis of Glenn Beck in Chapter 

1, a place that does not value nor listen to the concerns of the heartland and therefore 

cannot be trusted to do the people’s work.  Part of the Tea Party spirit is “We The 

People” standing up against the tyranny of Washington bureaucrats and governance.   
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Fetishization of the Constitution is another way in which Tea Party members 

distinguish themselves.  One of the largest groups on Tea Party Nation is the 

“Constitution Study Group” (Tea Party Nation, 2010).  This group has over 500 members 

that have joined to promote the group study of the “founding documents” of the United 

States.  Because “Washington” and those in power are trampling these documents, in 

their view, they have formed a group designed to create a consciousness through which 

they can wage hegemonic battle.  The problem with this formulation is that the 

Constitution is still the overarching law of the United States, with a 5-4 ideologically split 

Supreme Court that, for the past few terms, has tilted to the Right (Liptak, 2010).  

According to the TPN site, members formed this group to “study the U.S. Constitution to 

learn the original meaning as shown by The Federalist Papers.” (Tea Party Nation, 2010) 

TPN member JC Daley (2010) recounts thusly: 

 
I too have had to learn to "rethink" when it comes to the Constitution... too long in 
the public school system. It wasn't easy either.... but when the lightbulb finally 
goes off it is like a huge weight is lifted because, innately ,we know what we have 
been told just didn't feel right... I have been enlightened........ thanks PH!! 
(November 30, 2010) 
 

The use of the word “enlighten” is very revealing regarding the feeling of 

marginalization expressed by many in the Tea Party.  What JC is suggesting is that he or 

she has broken free from the constraints of the U.S. cultural hegemony (or, as many on 

the Left would put it, false consciousness).  Just as Gramsci (1971) encouraged workers 

to deliberate and create a consciousness to compete for hegemony over the current 

dominant discourse, TPN members gather, deliberate and create a consciousness that sets 

out to control dominant discourse.   
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Within this discourse, the Constitution becomes an anchoring component of their 

chain of significance.  Because the Constitution is a material production, the Tea Party 

latches on to it as a foundational element of their ideology (and a sure signifier of their 

true Americaness).  The fealty paid to the Constitution, as the founding document of 

American government, allows Tea Party members to signify their status as heirs to the 

American Revolution and defenders of freedom and liberty.  The Constitution is not just 

a governing document; it is an overdetermined symbol representing all things America, 

from its values to its capitalist economic system.  It signifies multiple meanings to 

different audiences, which explains the fierce battles over juridical prudence with regards 

to Constitutional interpretation and other political entanglements the document has faced 

over the course of American history.   

Part of the Tea Party’s hegemonic project regarding the Constitution is to link it to 

divine providence.  Another thread within the Constitution Study Group examines where 

the rights contained in the Constitution are derived from.  The answer, according to 

Publius Huldah, is that “our Rights were bestowed by God” (2011).  This demonstrates a 

powerful chain of significance that creates an almost infallible nature to the Constitution, 

since Tea Party members believe that God himself inspired the document.  Within this is 

a sense that the Tea Party is recovering a lost history in which God plays a role in 

America’s founding and continued success.  This is typically seen as American 

exceptionalism, which I will examine in greater detail shortly.    

However, the symbolism they utilize belies their underpinnings.  Members of the 

original Boston Tea Party participated in the Constitutional convention.  In fact, members 

of the Boston Tea Party were the original American elite, as the Boston Tea Party was 

organized by an original Founding Father, Samuel Adams.  The TPN website has 

reappropriated the title of Tea Party to imply a consciousness of marginalization, yet 
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most members of Tea Party Nation exhibit political agency and conform to ideological 

beliefs that are backed by many in the Republican Party.  In fact, this chapter’s second 

site is a website for a group partnered with FreedomWorks, a firm run by ex-House 

Speaker, Dick Armey (Tea Party Patriots, 2010): the Tea Party Patriots. 

 

TEA PARTY PATRIOTS 

Teapartypatriots.org is a much different site from Teapartynation.com.  The site 

as a whole comes across much more professionally than do the hodgepodge social 

network aspects of TPN.  Looking at their logo, Tea Party Patriots (TPP) is colored red, 

white and blue.  These colors traditionally represent the United States, so the imagined 

subaltern community is aligning itself with the dominant discourse of national 

symbolism.  The more interesting component of the logo is its shield, which contains 

white stars and red/white stripes on a blue background.  Why are the TPP using a shield 

as a component of their logo?  They are attempting to represent themselves as the shield 

of liberty.  This graphic presents them as defenders.  In this dichotomy, swords attack and 

shields defend.  Another shield is prominently placed on TPP’s “Mission Statement” 

webpage (Tea Party Patriots, 2010).  This imagery is pervasive on the website.   

Therefore, the shield is an attempt to unite a disparate group of Tea Party members from 

coast to coast under the auspices of ‘Defenders of Liberty’.  What they are defending 

liberty from, however, goes unanswered on the website.   

One of the ways to understand how the Tea Party recognizes itself is under the 

TPP tab “Recommended Reading” (Tea Party Patriots, 2010).  The idea that TPP 

members should read the same books, creating a particular kind of consciousness that can 

span geography, is similar to the way that many TPN members revere and study the 
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Constitution.  These are touchstones meant to create a community of like-minded 

individuals that feel as though mainstream, dominant discourse holds nothing of value to 

them.  In this way, they present themselves as a hegemonic project, organizing around 

specific discourses meant to influence American political thought and power structures.     

The Recommended Reading list demonstrates how TPP represents itself as an 

organization to both its members and the general public.  The page prominently displays 

the book Underdogma (2010) a conservative tome with the subtitle stating “How 

America’s Enemies Use Our Love for the Underdog to Trash America’s Power.”  The 

book’s author, Michael Pell, is described on the site as “one of us—a fellow Tea Party 

Patriot who has been volunteering behind the scenes and helping us for a long time.”  The 

rhetoric of “one of us” (Tea Party Patriots, 2010) seems to signal to the imagined 

subaltern community that Michael Pell is also a defender of liberty.  In looking at his bio, 

however, we can see that Michael Pell is actually not an average citizen, but instead an 

‘International Communications Expert’ who has advised Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu, Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper and “hundreds of conservative 

public officials in the United States and around the world.”  (Prell, 2010).  Although 

Harris (2010) claims that the Tea Party could potentially oust the elites, it appears as if 

the elites might actually be infiltrating the Tea Party.  This reconciles with Ruccio’s 

(2010) idea that the Tea Party is, in fact, just a group of elites engaged in a hegemonic 

discourse with other elites.  However, the quote referring to Michael Prell as “one of us” 

(Tea Party Patriots, 2010) reinforces the discourse of imagined marginalization that the 

Tea Party creates, regardless of his elitist qualifications in society.  

Within this recommended reading list, there is also a message that potentially 

contains multiple constructed meanings.  The recommendation for Underdogma ,written 

by the co-founder of TPP, Jenny Barth Martin, states that Time Magazine considers her 

http://townhall.com/columnists/MichaelPrell/�
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the 15th most influential leader in the world (Tea Party Patriots, 2010).  The fact that TPP 

chooses to alert readers that Jenny Barth Martin is recognized by Time Magazine can 

have multiple meanings.  This biographical information demonstrates that the TPP is 

engaged in the force and consent model of Gramscian cultural hegemony within the U.S.  

Implicit in the quote is the consent of the TPP to the cultural notion that Time Magazine 

is an elite institution that bolsters Ms. Martin’s legitimacy.   This also counters Harris’ 

(2010) perception that the Tea Party is opposed to elites.  Perhaps Ms. Martin is 

articulating one thing to the elites and another to the Tea Party members who might read 

this quote.  The quote, to Tea Partiers, might suggest that their movement is prevailing in 

the hegemonic discourse and they are, indeed, taking over.  To elites, however, this 

approbation might signify that the Tea Party is really just an extension of elites 

themselves.  

Interestingly, in the course of writing this chapter, TeaPartyPatriots.org underwent 

a dramatic facelift, changing the entirety of their website.  In a move designed to shift 

attention away from the myriad partners once featured at the bottom of the homepage 

(including Armey’s FreedomWorks, RedState and Michelle Malkin) (TeaPartyPatriots, 

2010), the site now features the phrase “100% Grassroots, 100% of the Time” 

(TeaPartyPatriots, 2011).  It also features a graphic of grass, to further illustrate the point.  

This is a fascinating demonstration that the project of hegemony was furthered by the 

notion that the TPP was truly a grassroots movement with no elite participation.  The TPP 

also now advertises a “Speaker’s Bureau”, where interested parties can access key TPP 

leaders for media and other appearances (Tea Party Patriots, 2011).   At this point, a case 

can be made that the founders of TPP, including the aforementioned Jenny Beth Martin 

are elites in and of themselves, without the help of legitimizing partners.  This 

demonstrates the process of hegemony very clearly: a coercion and consent model in 
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which elites not only self-perpetuate, but where grassroots activists can also become 

elites once their ideology becomes hegemonic.  The Tea Party Patriots no longer need to 

advertise their connections to elite entities as their organization is now elite in and of 

itself, with a large number of consenting members helping to further its hegemony in 

American political discourse. 

 

CONCLUSION  

In What’s the Matter With Kansas, Frank (2004) relentlessly argues that the Right 

uses cultural anger to overshadow their economic agenda, tricking people into voting 

against their economic interests by luring them with culture war bromides.  This chapter, 

using a close reading of Tea Party Nation and Tea Party Patriots, takes on this argument 

by unpacking the Right’s project for hegemony, which includes both cultural and 

economic appeals to the average American.  The project is one of articulation, turning 

overdetermined symbols into chains of significance articulating a certain ideology that 

situates the subject within the Gramscian war of position.   

Placing the Tea Party within the Gramscian framework can be complicated, 

particularly when there is disagreement within a community on how to approach Gramsci 

and in which ways the Tea Party connects with his ideas.  I have charted a middle ground 

between Harris’ notion of prestige over production and Ruccio’s economic reductionism, 

because as Hall says, what “makes good sense” is usually quite enough for ideology.  

“What makes good sense” is not a false consciousness that blinds people to their true 

needs.  Instead, “what makes good sense” is often a negotiated subject position that 

appears on its face to be perfectly logical.  As I have demonstrated, both Hall and Bérubé 
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decry the theory of false consciousness, claiming that a larger process is at work: 

hegemony.   

In the final chapter, I will examine the ways in which a hegemonic project uses 

chains of signification to incorporate “the people.”  Using methods of articulation, the 

Tea Party attempts to create a sense of unity amongst its ranks while simultaneously 

working to exclude others through their hegemonic project.  I will then discuss a new 

project that attempts to articulate economic dissatisfaction through the argument of 

economic determinism.  I will compare these methods and hopefully point to a new way 

forward for the Left, using the lessons of Hall and Bérubé as guidance.   
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Chapter 3: To Hegemony and Beyond! An Examination of Articulation 

 

With the Tea Party engaging in a project of hegemony to pull the United States in 

a rightward direction, the natural inclination of any political observer would be to wonder 

if there was a countervailing force working against it.  In hegemony, which is an unstable 

negotiation predicated upon coercion and consent (Hall, 1988a), there are always forces 

working to rearticulate overdetermined signifiers in a manner that is advantageous to 

their project.  The Tea Party’s project for hegemony, consisting of practices such as 

rearticulating colonial imagery and using popular phrases like “We the People” to signify 

a specific type of ideology, was very successful in achieving electoral change.  

Ultimately, these practices helped the Republican Party sweep to victory in the 2010 

midterm elections both at the federal and state level.  The Democrats lost the House 

majority in 2010 and also lost control of 20 state legislatures to the Republican Party, 

classifying 2010 as a wave election (Ballotopedia, 2011).  However, there are other 

groups performing important work dedicated to achieving hegemony within American 

politics.  This chapter seeks to locate such groups within the ideological struggle of 

American politics and examine how the forces of articulation demonstrate hybridity 

within the hegemonic projects of the Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street.   

Before exploring the broader ideological spectrum in a Gramscian analysis, it is 

important to theorize hegemony in relationship to hybridity.  Homi Bhabha, in The 

Location of Culture (1994), presents an inviting conceptualizion of third space that finds 

possibilities in “the beyond.”  As Heidegger notes, “A boundary is not that at which 

something stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary is that at which something 

begins presenting” (Bhabha, 1).  Bhabha uses this quote to begin his discussion of third 
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space, suggesting that the next frontier of politics lies “in-between,” where new strategies 

are conceived that create both “innovative sites of collaboration” (pg. 2) and innovative 

sites of contestations where society struggles to define itself.  Cultural hybridity allows 

scholars to go beyond essentialized notions of race, class and gender such as those 

presented to us by Thomas Frank (2004), Noam Chomsky (1988) and Robert McChesney 

(1996), and instead to examine possibilities of alliance building through articulation as 

discussed in Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strategy 

(1985).   

The concept of third space is theoretically supple, allowing for different groups to 

enact strategies that go beyond the traditional essentializing of signifiers.  This gives third 

space a particularly important role within American politics.  Stuart Hall finds that 

identity is a political game: a situational, contradictory and a never-ending process of 

articulation attempting to represent the kaleidoscopic nature of what identity can be (Hall, 

1992).  Within this decentered subjectivity, third space exists as neither one nor the other, 

but instead as a border crossing.  For example, the Tea Party often articulates its identity 

as a marginalized group of outsiders attempting to exert their organized or collective 

power over the political process.  Yet their exhortations of ideology are often 

contradictory, such as claiming that “We the People” are silenced by a democratically 

elected government one month after its inauguration.  This example is undergirded by the 

fact that hegemonic projects are often contradictory because they rely on the third space 

of articulation to create chains of signification that imbue ideology with a common sense 

that defies logical explanation.   

This third space, according to Bhabha, is the moment in which the openness of the 

arbitrary signifier – the virtualness of the sign as an unfixed position within discourse – 

meets the gaze of a subject position that cannot read the sign within its discursive limits.  
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It is the moment in which liminality becomes translucent and where new questions seek 

to displace old truths.  Third space is also the moment in which the Gramscian war of 

position occurs; it is a moment of hybridity that allows the subject position to fashion a 

new articulation that calls out to the beyond, moving past the limits of culture and history 

(Bhabha, 1994).  Within this moment, signifiers can be transformed, changing their 

political meaning and advancing a project of hegemony.  This is the space that Laclau 

and Mouffe use in their theory of articulation (1985).    

Within Laclau and Mouffe’s radical politics is the possibility of a construction of 

a new common sense.  As they write, “There are not, for example, necessary links 

between anti-sexism and anti-capitalism, and a link between the two can only be the 

result of a hegemonic articulation” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985, p. 178). This is an example 

of how the chain of signification works to create a linkage between two movements 

within signifiers.  It is possible to suture this example to Bhabha’s notion of third space, 

or the beyond.  The beyond is possible through hegemonic articulation.  Laclau and 

Mouffe point out that Stuart Hall, in his embrace of hybridity, constructs Thatcherism as 

combining the “resonant themes of Toryism – nation, family, duty, authority, standards, 

traditionalism, with the aggressive themes of a revived neo-liberalism – self-interest, 

competitivism, anti-statism.”  (Laclau & Mouffe, 170).  As Hunter (1991) points out, this 

is the space in which the Right’s cultural and economic critiques merge, fashioning 

themselves a third space through which to sustain a project of hegemony.   

Hegemony, as Laclau and Mouffe construct it, rises out of the fundamental 

ambiguity of the social (Laclau & Mouffe, 170).   The polysemous nature of signs and 

symbols allows hegemonic projects the ability to rearticulate their meaning due to the 

impossibility of defining social struggle as a fixed concept.  This gives groups the 

potential to engage in a struggle for hegemony while the terrain constantly shifts 
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underneath their feet.  It also means that asking essentialized questions of these 

movements is both unimportant and unnecessary, as the ever-shifting terrain of 

hegemonic struggle does not allow movements to be pinned down under contradiction or 

questions of truth.  Hegemony is a uniquely hybrid moment, a continuing process of 

never-achieved unification between alliances and sectors through the articulation process 

(Hall, 1986).   

Since hegemony is a “war of position,” Gramsci (1971) implores us to look 

beyond essentialization in examining these movements.  In previous chapters, I have 

discussed the feeling of marginality that exists within some of the Tea Party movement.  

This feeling is made possible because of how hegemony interacts with third space: a 

moment where different elements are articulated to carve out space for different subject 

positions.  Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) notion of articulatory practice can position the 

Kansan not as marginalizing themselves as Frank claims (2004), but as becoming 

marginalized.  Conversely, articulatory practice can rearticulate rights and privileges unto 

a minority historically marginalized.  Affirmative Action is often articulated as 

privileging minorities over other Americans, most notoriously in the “Hands” ad ran by 

Jesse Helms against Harvey Gantt in the 1990 North Carolina Senate Race.  This ad 

shows white hands crumpling a rejection notice because “they had to give it to a racial 

minority because of a racial quota” (Helms, 1990).  In doing so, the ad rearticulated 

Affirmative Action as a racial quota law, privileging minorities over white Americans. 

Because signifiers such as Affirmative Action are not fixed, their meaning and social 

definition are often struggled over in a war of position.  It is within this process that I find 

Bhabha’s notion of third space relevant politically not just for the Tea Party, but for 

Occupy Wall Street and other movements created to effect social change within the U.S. 
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While the first two chapters focused exclusively on the Tea Party’s project for 

hegemony, this chapter will use the theory of hegemonic articulation as third space to 

examine methods in which the Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street movements make 

similar demands through different articulatory practices.  These practices position them 

as different movements with different prerogatives.  In my analysis, I will examine the 

third space of articulation.  This is the space where signifiers such as “We the People” 

and “We are the 99%” are articulated, rearticulated and struggled over.  Through these 

articulatory practices, common sense emerges in which these movements speak on behalf 

of people across the United States.        

Occupy Wall Street (OWS) has been called the Left’s response to the Tea Party 

(OccupyParty.org, 2011), with the movement attempting to counter the concerns of the 

Tea Party with cries of systemic corruption within the United States.  While the Tea Party 

stole the headlines for much of 2009 and 2010, Occupy Wall Street captured the public 

imagination during the latter part of 2011.  According to the unofficial Occupy Wall 

Street website Occupywallst.org (2011), the movement began on September 17th, 2011 in 

New York City.  The idea behind the “occupation” was to replicate freedom movements 

seen in Tunisia and Egypt during the Arab Spring and protest anger of the financial 

system that “favors the rich and powerful at the expense of ordinary citizens” (Moynihan, 

2011).  While NPR traces the beginnings of OWS to a Canadian anti-consumerism 

magazine known as AdBusters calling for a September 17th day of action (Chappell, 

2011), the movement quickly spawned occupations in cities throughout the country.  

Occupy Wall Street claims to be a leaderless movement that uses a “general assembly” 

(Occupywallst.org, 2011) to shape its agenda and make decisions.  It also employs a 

slogan, “We are the 99%” (We Are the 99%, 2011), to argue for it being the standard 

bearer of the American people.   
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In the next section, I will examine the OWS and Tea Party movements to find the 

third space, or moment of hybridity in which a radical politics can be fashioned.  Both 

movements use a project of hegemony to position themselves against a system they 

perceive to be unfair and unjust and use similar rhetoric to position themselves as the 

people versus the powerful.  One project speaks to a more traditional and nationalistic 

impulse, while the other uses a more cosmopolitan notion of class-consciousness and 

solidarity.  Both slogans are designed to give the impression that the peoples’ interests 

are aligned.  Both movements also use their slogans to insinuate that the people stand 

behind their chosen ideology.  I will examine the chains of signification that are 

employed by both movements in going beyond mere words and into a hegemonic project 

meant to create a new common sense.   

 

“WE THE PEOPLE” 

The Tea Party often employs the rhetorical device “We the People” in carrying 

their grievances against the American government.  The phrase was first used in 

American political discourse as the opening line of the U.S. Constitution, invoking the 

solidarity of American citizens with elected representatives in pursuing a governing 

document applicable to the thirteen colonies as they broke away from the British Crown 

in 1776.  “We the People” established the rhetorical notion of American sovereignty and 

self-rule, identifying the people as being from the nation of the United States and not 

merely the colony from which they hail.  With this turn of phrase, the framers’ of the 

Constitution also invoked the notion of a social contract in which the government is 

responsible to the people and is of the people, by the people and for the people.  This was 

a marked contrast to the governing body of the thirteen colonies, in which an unelected 



 61 

king and a parliament that had no representation from the United States made and 

enforced laws applicable to the colonies.  This was also the premise for the first 

American Tea Party that protested “taxation without representation.” 

When the Tea Party first mobilized, the appropriation of colonial garb and naming 

themselves after a famous American rebellion also extended to its rallying cry, “We the 

People.”   TeaParty.org claims that the Tea Party represents “the true owners of the 

United States: WE THE PEOPLE” (TeaParty.org, 2011).  This intertextual reference to a 

phrase that most Americans become acquainted with in grade school was taken out of its 

historical setting and recast in a manner more befitting of revolutionaries than 

evolutionaries.  When placed within the hegemonic project, however, “We the People” 

becomes an overdetermined signifier articulating popular discontent with an unelected, 

unaccountable controlling authority (government) that must listen to the demands of the 

people or be overthrown.  This positioning of government as a monolith not subject to the 

democratic constraints of the American political system even places “government” in the 

realm of the overdetermined, as presumably a democratically-elected government is 

always of the people, by the people and for the people. 

Multiple references to “We the People” come to light when examining Tea Party 

websites and rallies.  On Tea Party Nation’s website, for example, a Tea Party Nation 

user “William Wallace” (Wallace, 2011) posted a public redress to President Obama 

entitled “We the People,” (NosPopulus, 2011a) which is a transcript of a video on 

YouTube entitled “We the People” that has been viewed over 9.5 million times since its 

first posting on Feb. 10, 2010 by user NosPopulus, a username that translates to “We the 

People” (NosPopulus, 2011b).  9.5 million page views is a very large number for political 

videos on YouTube by any measurement.  CSPANs video of President Obama’s 
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inauguration speech, in comparison, received only 4.8 million views while being 

available for a year longer (2009).  The video begins with a narrator saying: 

 
 
“We The People” have assembled across America resisting your efforts to subvert 
our constitution and undermine our liberty. You claim you have not seen us. “We 
The People” have stated resolutely we reject your vision for our country. You 
claim you have not heard us (NosPopulus, 2010b).   
 

This video demonstrates the Tea Party’s use of “We the People” to advance its 

agenda.  Using the phrase works as a hegemonic move to project the Tea Party as a 

movement of cultural Americans versus a leviathan that no longer responds to the wants 

and whims of the people it claims to represent.   The phrase projects a multiplicity of 

signifiers creating a chain of significance around the Tea Party.  By using “We the 

People,” the Tea Party articulates the phrase around a chain of signifiers that begins with 

the nod to the American Revolution and the Founding Fathers, who are revered political 

figures within the U.S.  The video also uses “Battle Hymn of the Republic” for its 

background music, further connecting the “We the People” phrase to revolution and 

American patriotism.  From the reappropration of Tea Party to “We the People,” the 

signifiers of the American Revolution are omnipresent in the movement and hard to miss.   

The video also does a masterful job of articulating the phrase “We the People” in 

relation to the Tea Party agenda.  The transcript specifies the exact conditions necessary 

for the popular revolt that the Tea Party claims to represent.  One of the first explicit 

articulations of “We the People” as the rightful heirs the United States comes when the 

video discusses the American people’s “greatest treasure” (NosPopulus, 2010b): 

freedom.  NosPopulus then defines freedom as the “absence of restraints on our ability to 

think or act” (NosPopulus, 2010b) and expressly correlates freedom with individual 
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responsibility.  Freedom, according to NosPopulus, is the cornerstone of every 

American’s existence and thus must be protected as such.   

From this articulation of freedom, NosPopulus moves into an exaltation of the 

American soldier.  In popular culture, the American military member is an average 

citizen who dedicates his or her life to the cause of freedom.  The author creates this 

chain of signification by using President Lincoln’s commemoration of Gettysburg 

National Cemetery, where the president said, “It is for us the living to be dedicated here 

to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus so nobly advanced” 

(NosPopulus, 2010b) and framing the American soldiers’ fight for freedom in the context 

of an enduring battle, always proceeding but never ending.  The “unfinished work” 

(NosPopulus, 2010b) is a free United States of America, or so NosPopulus claims.  This 

explicitly demonstrates the chain of signification at work, articulating the sign of “We the 

People” into an overdetermined signifier with a multiplicity of meanings.  NosPopulus, in 

his video, attempts to highlight each one. 

In addition, the reclamation of the American soldier is an important project for 

NosPopulus.  The author suggests that “We the People” must stand up against the 

aggression of President Obama in the name of the American armed forces that fought and 

continue to fight for “our freedom” abroad.  NosPopulus articulates this by writing, “Our 

duty to them and to ourselves is to treasure freedom enough to live up to it” (NosPopulus, 

2010b).  This expressly articulates the Tea Party movement as brothers-in-arms with the 

American soldier, standing up for freedom in the face of tyranny.  This articulatory 

practice has another important element: excluding those who disagree with this ideology 

from taking part in the Tea Party.  It logically follows that if a subject-position finds itself 

in disagreement with Tea Party principals then they must also disregard the sacrifices that 

the American armed forces make for the freedom that all Americans should cherish.   
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NosPopulus then gets to work signifying the tyranny of the opposition, in this 

case the American government.  NosPopulus concludes by telling the President, 

 
By our honor, Mr. President, we vow forever to resist coercive government in 
America. Patriots will not stand silent as you attempt to dismantle the greatest 
nation on earth. “We The People” will defend our liberty. We will protect our 
beloved country and America’s exceptionalism will prevail (NosPopulus, 2010b). 
 

The author is not talking about just any government, however; they choose to take 

aim specifically at the Democratic Party and President Obama.  From this, the author 

creates a cultural signifier around a certain brand of “real American” that stands in 

opposition to the policies implemented by an illegitimate government that does not speak 

the will of the people.  Although the U.S. employs a democratic process to choose a 

government, the ideology of government tyranny “makes good sense” to certain subject-

positions and is articulated through the media with a variety of overdetermined signifiers.  

Using “We the People” to signify contemporary popular revolution opens up a space to 

demonstrate that discontent with the government is not just something that malcontents 

and Others feel, but that its acceptable for all Americans to feel outrage towards the 

government and that the only truly American response is to do something about it.   

 There is also an implicit recognition in the final phrase that President Obama and 

his government are eroding America’s exceptional nature in the world.  Therefore, it is up 

to the Tea Party to fight back and defend the last remnants of American civilization 

before President Obama dismantles the country.  With this, NosPopulus (2010) pits “We 

the People” against the democratically elected government of the country they claim to 

love.  The author thus makes an expressed articulation chain between the American 

revolutionaries of yore and the contemporary Tea Party.  In the Tea Party’s popular 

imagination, both groups stood up to tyranny in order to protect freedom.      
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As I mentioned in the previous chapter, there is a large commodity market for Tea 

Party branded products.  “We the People” is no exception, and demonstrates the 

resonance the phrase has with Tea Party members.  The “We the People” 

(TeaPartyPatriots.org, 2011) bumper sticker, replete with Tea Party Patriots logo and 

shield, is another example of the Tea Party attempting to monetize their articulation 

practices and project them around the country.  The bumper stickers also further the 

project of articulating the Tea Party to the colonial past by excavating that past and 

allowing it to haunt the present.  This also demonstrates the value that “We the People” 

has to Tea Party members, as the phrase is now articulated into a Tea Party mantra and 

signifies membership.  Politically, the hegemonic project the Tea Party engages in has 

claimed the phrase “We the People” as its own, stripping it of its historical context and 

suturing it to a new ideological space.  This is a clever move on the part of the Tea Party, 

as most Americans are fairly familiar with basic colonial history.  Thus, the Tea Party has 

rearticulated old slogans and rhetoric into new meanings, making these new articulations 

seem always already in existence.  This perfectly illustrates Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) 

idea of hegemonic practice. 

In examining the phrase “We are the People,” its previous historical context and 

its newly articulated meaning, it becomes clear that these floating signifiers are indeed 

struggled over and rearticulated in new and interesting ways.  Clearly, “We the People” 

does not mean all Americans.  As I discussed in the introduction, Barack Obama earned 

almost 70 million votes, or about 53 percent of the electorate in the 2008 Presidential 

campaign.  For the Tea Party to claim they speak for “We the People” when they attack 

the President’s policies, one almost has to have a willful ignorance of the 2008 election 

and presidential elections in general, where razor thin margins had been the norm for the 

previous two election cycles.  However, as the refrain goes, “what makes good sense” 
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(Hall 1988a, p. 46) is usually quite enough for any hegemonic project. The feeling of 

marginalization I have described in previous chapters seeps its way into the rhetoric of 

the Tea Party in a very clear way with regards to their rhetorical strategies.  “We the 

People” is part of a larger chain of signification that articulates Tea Party members as the 

next generation of American revolutionaries attempting to take their country back from 

President Obama’s project, which the “We the People” video enumerates as:  

 
…expanded government, violated our Constitution, confounded laws, seized 
private industry, destroyed jobs, perverted our economy, curtailed free speech, 
corrupted our currency, weakened our national security, and endangered our 
sovereignty. (NosPopulus, 2010). 
 

In many ways, the Tea Party hegemonic project of rearticulating “We the People” 

mirrors that of the Thatcherites Stuart Hall examined in both Notes on Deconstructing the 

Popular (1981) and Toad in the Garden (1988a).  In Notes on Deconstructing the 

Popular, Hall astutely unpacks the hybridity of such statements exalting the will of the 

populist.  Hall tells us that the term “people” is unfixed in discourse.  As he notes, 

whereas the Left might shout “Power to the People,” the Right also constructs a popular 

imaginary of the “people” to further its projects.  It is the multiaccentuality, or hybridity, 

of this sign that affords the Tea Party the ability to rearticulate “people” away from what 

the Left might posit and towards a more constrained traditional/national definition.  Hall 

says that the Thatcherites constructed the “people” as a group that needed stronger, 

heavier handed leadership and whose “way of life need(ed) to be protected from ‘alien 

cultures’” (Hall 1981:453).  He insists that this type of rhetoric has a certain appeal to 

everybody, which is why the struggle to articulate “the people” is paramount in politics.   

As I have demonstrated, the Tea Party’s “We the People” construct makes two 

specific moves.  It is an inclusive project, grouping certain ideological adherents into a 
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bloc that closely self-identifies with revered American historical figures.  It is also an 

exclusionary project, creating an Other with each rhetorical subject-positioning in the war 

of position, suggesting that supporters of Democratic policies or a more Leftist agenda 

have no place claiming lineage with the freedom-loving revolutionaries of two-hundred 

years ago.  Those supporters also denigrate the service that our troops provide in support 

of the nation by attempting to subvert and invert those sacrifices in favor of a project of 

tyranny antithetical to the American ideal.    

Where the Tea Party construct “people” as a historical morass inextricably linked 

to the nation state who are proud of their personal sovereignty and even prouder of the 

soldiers who fight for the freedom of individual responsibility, there is another 

articulation of “people” taking place in American civil society.  This articulation posits 

the people as an economic class that must unite in solidarity against the tyranny of the 

few.  That is the move that OWS makes with their slogan “We are the 99%.”  The next 

section will unpack the chains of signification that OWS seeks to create in attempting to 

appeal to the masses with their message of economic and systemic discontent. 

 

“WE ARE THE 99%” 

Occupy Wall Street’s hegemonic project is to rearticulate “the people” as an 

economic grouping carrying grievances against the “1%” that supposedly control 

America’s wealth and the power levers of American government.  This articulation 

contains many of the classic tropes of the Left: economic determinism, labor union 

support and working class versus ruling class implications.  I will first examine the brief 

history of the “We are the 99%” slogan and then identify and connect the chain of 
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significance around the phrase to better understand how OWS attempts to marshal 

support for its project for hegemony. 

The “We are the 99%” slogan began life as a tumblr created to support the 

nascent OWS movement (We Are The 99 Percent, 2011).  The idea behind the tumblr 

was to have every day citizens handwrite letters describing their difficult socio-economic 

circumstances, self-identify as part of the 99% and then sign-off by writing 

“occupywallst.org” (Weinstein, 2011).  The user would then take a photo of him or her 

holding up their letter of protest and submit it to the tumblr, which would repost the 

photo for mass consumption.  This strategy attempted to put a human face on the 

amorphous idea of the “99%,” and tried to explicitly articulate the “99%” to economic 

hardship.   

The tumblr almost immediately went viral.  Other widely read blogs such as The 

Dish picked up on the meme and reposted photos of the self-proclaimed 99%ers, 

articulating the phrase “We are the 99%” away from a mere tumblr title and into a 

rallying cry for OWS protestors.  It also spawned a rival, conservative tumblr titled “We 

are the 53%” (We Are the 53%, 2011) which used the “We are the 99%” formula of 

hand-written letters but with a different ideological slant (Khimm, 2011).  “We are the 

53%” stood for the percentage of the American public that pays federal income taxes, a 

move designed to articulate the 99%ers as freeloaders taking advantage of the hard work 

of other, more conservative members of society.   

 The “We are the 99%” tumblr’s first post asks, 

 
Are you drowning in debt that never goes away? Are you facing the real 
possibility of eviction and homelessness? Are you worried that the social 
programs you depend on will get cut in the name of austerity? Let the 1 percent 
know by taking part in the 99 Percent Project. Make a sign. (We are the 99%, 
2011) 
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The chain of signification for the 99% is made very clear with this project’s 

instructions.  These direct questions relating to a person’s economic circumstances map 

the 99% onto the question of income inequality or economic difficulties borne out of the 

recession.  There is no mention of the United States or its governing system.  The role of 

this tumblr is to highlight the economic desperation of the 99% with little concern for any 

other cultural issues.  It arose out of a terrible recession that robbed millions of people of 

their retirement, pensions, jobs and homes.  In many ways, the recession disrupted the 

average American’s life and placed it in the context of larger systemic concerns of 

equality and systemic fairness.  OWS moved to take advantage of this with the “We are 

the 99%” project.  This strategy is based on a class reading of the American political and 

economic system; a reading that is not fixed and is unstable.   

To further articulate this point, the tumblr ends its appeal by saying:  

 
The 99 percent have been set against each other, fighting over the crumbs the 1 
percent leaves behind. But we’re all struggling. We’re all fighting. It’s time we 
recognize our common struggles, our common cause. Be part of the 99 percent 
and let the 1 percent know you’re out there. (We are the 99%, 2011). 
 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, Michael Bérubé (2009) and Stuart Hall (1988a, 

1988b) attack the notion of false consciousness that is exhibited in Leftist rhetoric.  Here 

again, the tumblr suggests that the 99% have been set against one another by the cultural 

project of the few to attack one another for scraps of the 1%.  The tumblr calls for 

solidarity amongst the 99%, a kind of class solidarity commonly associated with leftist 

politics and derided by the right as so much class warfare.  By calling for the 99% to set 

aside their petty battles and focus on a “common struggle” or a “common cause,” the 

tumblr is telling the 99% that its cultural struggles are unimportant compared to the 
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economic battle being waged against them.  In this rhetorical move, the tumblr authors 

and OWS hoped that economic concerns would trump all other ideological issues in 

appealing to a broad base of support that could sustain the movement. 

One example of the type of post seen on the tumblr is a woman who is holding up 

a printed piece of paper saying “Single Mom, grad student, unemployed and I paid more 

tax last year than G.E.” (We are the 99%, 2011b).  With these types of images that can be 

linked to by other blogs and going viral in minutes, OWS organizers attempted to capture 

a segment of the public that played by the rules and yet found themselves on the wrong 

side of the recession.  In paying more tax than G.E., the woman articulates that the 1% 

rigged the system in their favor so that massive multinational corporations like G.E. can 

use tax loopholes and other accounting tricks to pay very little in taxes while the single 

mom, attempting to make it through grad school, has to strap the country on her back and 

pay her share.  Again, the tumblr attempts to put a human face on economic suffering, but 

the common thread amongst all of the photos on the tumblr are people who stand in 

solidarity with the 99%. 

With “We are the 99%,” OWS found a pithy slogan that broadly translated their 

concerns while being largely inclusive.  This closely adheres to Leftist orthodoxy, where 

economic determinism proclaims that class is the defining signifier in the dominant 

struggle taking place within civil society.  In many ways, “We are the 99%” closely 

resembles Hall’s example of leftists proclaiming “Power to the People!” only to have that 

phrase reclaimed by right-wingers such as Laura Ingraham (Bérubé, 2009).   

The chain of signification contained within “We are the 99%” begins with what 

the “99%” represents.  Broadly speaking, the “99%” refers to the huddled masses of 

Americans who have seen their wages stagnate or decline over the past 30 years.  

According to the New York Times, the top 1% of American earners controls over one-
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third of the country’s wealth, leaving the other two-thirds divided up amongst the 99% 

(Rampell, 2011).  The idea of dramatic income inequality is fueled from a similar 

resentment that energizes the Tea Party: bailouts for large financial corporations and the 

crony capitalism that pervades the nexus of big finance and the government.  Whereas the 

Tea Party points their anger towards the American government and the Obama 

Administration, OWS expresses outrage toward Wall Street (though not exempting 

government and the Obama administration).  The 99% phrase works on the level of 

claiming that almost all Americans fall somewhere into its figure, attempting to give the 

movement a mass-popularity.   

With this slogan, OWS is attempting to articulate their systemic concerns in 

relation to the average American’s economic status.  The implicit conclusion from this is 

that almost all Americans are having their concerns aired and their grievances carried by 

the OWS movement.  Furthermore, it is implicit that their concerns and grievances are 

held against the financiers and Wall Street bankers.  In this manner, the movement 

attempts to carry the popular mantle and articulate their movement as one with popular 

appeal: of the people, by the people, for the people.  OWS also attempts to articulate their 

movement as being beyond the borders of the working class, a group that has been 

articulated almost out of existence in popular American political discourse.   

The 99% movement attempts to rearticulate the notion of working class into 

something more encompassing and inclusive.  The notion of working class in the United 

States, as I previously stated, has been articulated almost out of existence.  Much of 

American lore rests upon the notion that the U.S. is a “classes” society where meritocracy 

trumps oligarchy.  The Horatio Alger “rags to riches” story is a famous American trope, 

reliant on the signifiers of individual responsibility.  The story privileges the equality of 

opportunity over the equality of results.  In the United States, the story goes, anything is 
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possible.  This idea also forms the basis for American exceptionalism, a signifier 

referenced in NosPopulus’ “We the People” video.  Labor union membership, the 

traditional bastion of  “middle” and “working” class power, declined from 32.5% in 1953 

to 11.9% in 2011 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011).  The Right has worked hard to 

articulate unions as “thugs,” such as Michelle Malkin’s Labor Day piece discussing the 

Top 10 union thug moments of the year.  Malkin attempts, in her post, to rebut unions 

“history of coerced dues-subsidized racketeering” (Malkin, 2011).  They articulate unions 

not as collections of people (in the vein of the Tea Party), but as a type of homegrown 

mafia employing violence and intimidation against regular workers to further their 

agenda.  Therefore, the 99% slogan needed to articulate the idea of class in an 

unorthodox manner, as unions saw their fortunes and popularity decline over the past 50 

years.   

The 99% movement works to exclude the 1% in very obvious fashion.  They 

protest the 1% every day while occupying various parks in cities across the United States.  

The 1% signifies the power-elite; people who protect the best interests of their class over 

the interests of the people.  The 1% is a global group, as evidenced by the anger OWS 

expresses towards multinational corporations.  With this rhetoric, the movement expands 

its horizons beyond the borders of the United States and looks to global class solidarity as 

key articulatory point.  OWS, unlike the Tea Party, does not use a phrase that invokes 

“America” in the popular imagination.  They stake their claim on class solidarity rather 

than wrapping their ideology in the flag.  Therefore, OWS has had a difficult time 

articulating its strategy in connection with the imagined “America” that exists in the 

minds of everyday citizens.  In fact, OWS claims to fight against the “corrosive power of 

major banks and multinational corporations over the democratic process” and states that 

they patterned their strategies off of the Arab Spring.  Nowhere on the OWS’ unofficial 
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“about” page does it discuss American values, the American democratic system or the 

American government (Occupywallstreet.org, 2011).  Their concerns are articulated in a 

cosmopolitan manner, contra the Tea Party which articulates its concerns in very 

national/traditionalist fashion.   This strategy has its benefits, but it also detracts from its 

effectiveness in a country where only around 35% of the population has a passport (State 

Department, 2011).     

 

CONCLUSION 

While the Tea Party incorporates culture and economics into their project for 

hegemony, OWS advances an articulation of the “people” as the 99%, an economically 

determined group of individuals who have attained class-consciousness.  The economic 

determinism employed by OWS runs counter to the ideas of Hall and Bérubé, whom 

suggest a project larger in scope that encompasses both the cultural and economic state of 

play.  In moving the Left away from notions of class solidarity as the determining factor 

in the Gramscian war of position, Hall writes that “the logics of ideological interference 

turn out to be more multivariate, the automatic connection between material and ideal 

factors less determinate, than the classical theory would have us believe” (Hall 1988a, p. 

43).  With this statement, he joins Laclau and Mouffe in breaking from Marxist 

orthodoxy, which insists that deterministic positions of class are paramount in the war of 

position.  Instead, Hall works to position the Left within a structure of signs and 

signifiers.  This is a position where everything can be read in a moment of hybridity.  It is 

also where the Tea Party’s project for hegemony, strongly rooted in nationalist tradition, 

out maneuvers OWS’s class-based project. 
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The Tea Party, with its chains of significance locked into the common sense 

wisdom of the founding fathers, has a message that is presented in a more palpable way 

to other Americans.  OWS, relying on a (trans)national global class-consciousness, falls 

into the trap that Bérubé and Hall lay out in great detail in their previous works.  Through 

many avenues of civil society, Americans are taught that if they work hard and play by 

the rules, success should find them.  The reason that the class warfare refutation the right 

employs works so surprisingly well, time and again (and much to the chagrin of the Left) 

is that many Americans believe they can move up the economic ladder and that they 

should not begrudge the success of those who do.  This, in and of itself, is the work of 

hegemony in which American common sense celebrates the entrepreneur.  The Left is 

often accused by the Right of resenting success and this charge sticks regardless of its 

veracity.   

The hybridity of signs allows hegemonic articulation to take place.  This project 

of articulation has a profound impact on political discourse.  As Bérubé and Hall lament, 

the Left is often at odds with the idea of hegemonic projects.  It chooses instead to use 

economic determinism as a moment that elevates class-consciousness and brings about 

desired political transformation.  Both the Tea Party and OWS use language games in 

their projects; language that is at once both inclusive/exclusive.  However, as noted 

above, the Tea Party has already set out to counter notions of the 99% with “We are the 

53%,”while the Left’s response to the Tea Party never attempted to position the Left 

itself within the “We the People” umbrella.  By calling the Tea Party “Tea Baggers,” 

(The Week, 2010) insisting that they were astroturf (Monbiot, 2010) and otherwise 

pointing out inherent contradictions in their chain of significance, the Left once again 

relied on ideological contradictions.  As Bérubé (2009) writes about the Thatcherites, the 

various chains of signification included in Thatcherism “actively made sense to those 
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defined by that bloc, and the discourses cobbled together by its hegemonic project were 

persuasive rather than coercive” (Bérubé, 172).  The inherent contradictions within 

ideology are often not enough to persuade adherents to migrate elsewhere and this tactic 

cannot be relied on in the moment of hybridity to shift the ideological struggle to more 

friendly terrain. 

This chapter discussed two roughly equivalent strategies within two different 

hegemonic projects: “We the People” (Tea Party) and “We are the 99%” (OWS).  The 

Tea Party, in its extensive chains of signification, often elide economic determinism in 

favor of cultural affinity.  The Tea Party creates an elaborately conceived “us vs. them” 

mentality that is constantly shifting the boundaries of the “people” in third space.  OWS, 

meanwhile, chose an alternate route; the clearly specified, inelastic boundaries of 

economic determinism aimed at shifting the debate away from the cultural mileu the Tea 

Party and the larger Right so expertly wield in favor of a struggle confined to the 

corporate-economic front.  However, what the Left must do if it is to achieve similar 

success is to align their economic struggle with a broader cultural struggle of articulation 

that rearticulates an entire society’s viewpoint and way of thinking.  The Left, in other 

words, must work to create a new common sense.
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Common Sense for a New Era 

 

America.  Freedom.  Patriotism.  “We the People.”  The Constitution.  These 

overdetermined signifiers have been at the center of a hegemonic project for decades.  

With the emergence of the Tea Party, these signifiers are undergoing further articulation 

in the service of a broader project.  This project uses these signifiers to create a chain of 

signification, rearticulating American values and virtues into the sole possession of the 

Right, or “real Americans” (Palin, 2008).  This body of work examined the Tea Party’s 

hegemonic project from the initial “shout heard round the world”(CNBC, 2009) to its 

articulations of the Constitution and “We the People,” all in the service of an ideology 

attempting to gain a foothold in the U.S. as common sense.  And yet hegemony is always 

unstable, enabling other blocs to compete within hegemony for that sought after status of 

common sense.  With Occupy Wall Street, it is possible that we are seeing the beginnings 

of an effort that could wrest away the mantle of common sense from the Right and their 

virtuous free market toward a more radical politics.  The lessons of Bérubé and Hall 

cannot go ignored in this pivotal moment.  

Contra Frank (2004), I do not believe there will ever be a time when the false 

consciousness will be lifted from the beleaguered American mindset.  Of course, this is 

because false consciousness implies that there must be a “true” consciousness that exists, 

and that some wise Leftists are privy to its virtues.  I have argued alongside Bérubé and 

Hall that false consciousness is a myth “like so much pornography” and that of the worst 

kind.  It implies that the hard work required to achieve hegemony is unnecessary; that the 

dialectic will bear out the truth of capital and we should sit back and wait for that 

glorious day to come. Laclau and Mouffe, Hall, and Bérubé all argue that there is much 
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to learn from Gramsci in this regard and that woe will be unto those who do not heed 

these lessons.  I am in agreement. 

In order to sustain its movement, Occupy Wall Street and the Left writ large must 

enact a project of hegemony that articulates the slogan “We are the 99%” beyond class-

consciousness and economic determinism.  With labor union clout at an all-time low and 

very few other large groups of working class laborers in the U.S. around to pick up the 

slack, OWS must reach out to other constituencies and build a chain of signification to 

create a larger bloc working together to advance an ideology that can become common 

sense.  OWS, as I have noted, uses a more cosmopolitan strategy to raise awareness.  

There are “Occupations” taking place around the world, and the movement models itself 

after events that took place an ocean away.  This is all well and good, but there are blocs 

and constituencies that exist here in the U.S. that OWS could, and should, reach out to in 

order to advance their project. 

After examining the Tea Party’s project for hegemony, there are some lessons that 

can be learned.  I am cautious to ever advocate a radical politics based on an ideology of 

exclusion and social Darwinism, and I do not believe that the Left need to take the “if you 

can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em” tact.  By doing that, the goalposts only move further Rightward, 

as Hall cautions.  Despite this hesitation, I believe that language games are important.  

Bérubé warns us of a Manichean Left, seeing sellouts and turncoats around every corner 

attempting to undermine the ideology of social equality.  That might be so.  Yet, I cannot 

help but believe that thirty years after the Reagan Revolution, a change in strategy might 

be necessary.  We live in a society where the Laffer Curve, an economic theory literally 

written on the back of a napkin (Laffer, 2004), has achieved a level of common sense that 

social welfare has yet reach.  This necessitates a critical rethink of how the Left projects 

itself and its ideology, and more importantly, how the Left practices articulation. 
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The Tea Party takes almost every opportunity to remind people about its links to 

the American Revolution, the Founding Fathers and our nation’s founding documents.  

Regardless of the contradictions certainly inherent in their ideology, it seems to “make 

good sense” and people frankly take for granted the chain of signification that the Tea 

Party rearticulates every day.  People take this for granted for a few reasons: the Tea 

Party’s ideology has reached an unstable hegemony and the Right works to articulate it in 

multiple avenues.  These include churches, school boards, cable networks, newspapers 

and other ideological state apparatus that informs people daily.  When the Right confronts 

an ISA they disagree with, it works ferociously to destroy that ISAs credibility while 

building alternative ISAs to project its ideology.  The Left, on the other hand, assumes 

too much.  Like Frank, it assumes that people will see the inherent truth in its beliefs.  It 

assumes that, one day, people will “wake up” and cast aside the chains locking them to 

their economic fate and create a different, better society.  And yet this has not happened 

in thirty years while the Left is at war. 

If the Left takes the strategy of cosmopolitanism, as it appears it has, there are 

various strategies to elevate this cosmopolitanism as the more progressive American 

ideal.  The instability of signs (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985) such as the American flag, the 

Constitution, the Statue of Liberty and other iconic images of the United States insists 

that rearticulation is possible.  Capitulation to these signs being read in only one way 

should not be an option.  The subordinate can become dominant: civil rights, gay 

marriage and other minority groups have seen their fortunes change by forming coalitions 

with other Leftist groups to articulate their message in a manner conducive to acceptance.  

The Left, however, must continue to perform the important work necessary to maintain 

these coalitions while advancing their cause in other arenas, such as immigrant rights 
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while staying true to its core message of a world where economic stability truly means 

equality of opportunity, if not outcome.   

The Tea Party’s agenda and ideology is not so completely dominant that there is 

no room to maneuver against it.  In fact, the opposite is quite true.  Hegemony is always 

in flux, and achieving complete hegemony is always out of the grasp of any project.  But 

to compete on this terrain, the Left must recognize that there is something to compete for 

and that language games are an important component of this war of position.  The Left 

must articulate a vision of a cosmopolitan America that is compelling for all Americans.  

It cannot cede ground by giving up on entire groups of people.  It must always perform 

the arduous work of articulation, which involves not just signifiers but also forming 

coalitions that can chain their individual aims into a comprehensive ideology that can be 

furthered by articulation.  Imagine if OWS sought migrant groups as well as gay rights 

groups, consumer activist groups, students, Christian groups, military vets and others into 

a bloc surrounding an agenda of systemic reform.  I am of the persuasion that this could 

happen, but it requires a strategy as well as a belief in convictions. 

In order to gain attention in a country that largely ignores their plight, migrant 

farmers used Stephen Colbert, famous for his show The Colbert Report, to appear before 

a Congressional hearing on migrant farming practices.  Colbert remained in character for 

the majority of the hearing, using his shtick to attract attention from both Congress and 

the media to air the stories of migrant workers.  At the end of the hearing, Colbert 

dropped character and said, “I like talking about people who don’t have any power.  And 

this seems like some of the least powerful people in the United States are migrant 

workers who come and do our work and yet don’t have any rights as a result” (Colbert, 

2010).  This example of coalition building and articulation is something that the Left can 

and should employ more often.  There are third spaces in existence for a multitude of 
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issues that can be entered and articulated by the Left into a bloc that struggles within the 

war of position.  Colbert articulated the migrant worker not just to Congress, but through 

mass media it was brought to the American people and viewers of his show.   While this 

may seem like an untraditional alliance, radical politics can only occur through a big-tent, 

where agendas are articulated into ideology, which is then articulated into common sense. 

My argument, in sum, is that the Tea Party works exceptionally hard to 

effectively employ Laclau and Mouffe’s notion of articulation to achieve hegemony in 

the Gramscian sense.  Members of the Tea Party do not live in a “state reserved for 

others” (Hall, 1988a, p. 44).  They live in the United States and adhere to an ideology that 

has a broad acceptance of legitimacy from the elites on down.  Chapter 1 discussed how 

elites are influenced and influence the hegemonic process.  Glenn Beck may describe 

himself as a “rodeo clown,” but that does not necessarily imply that he disagrees with the 

ideology he espouses.  Rick Santelli, a CNBC contributor, probably believes everything 

he ranted about from the trading room floor.  The belief that these people are grifters 

pretending to be ideologues may help the Left sleep at night, but it does not grasp the 

core of the problem.  Chapter 2 uses Tea Party websites to demonstrate how hegemony 

works both ways, from the elites down to the average citizens and back up again.  In their 

2010 Congressional victory email, Tea Party Patriots thanked Rick Santelli for starting 

the Tea Party movement.  Now, of course, some of those average citizens are in Congress 

as part of the Tea Party caucus, working daily to cement their ideology in our governing 

body.  Finally, in Chapter 3, I argued that the Tea Party’s appeal to “We the People,” 

wrought with cultural articulation played the language game better than OWS “We are 

the 99%.”  Despite this, I feel that all is not lost. 

I have pointed out many times throughout this paper that hegemony is unstable 

and the process of articulation is never finished.  This should cheer the Left in all its 



 81 

manifold iterations.  Americans are more aware of the world surrounding them than ever 

before with new information technologies, and cosmopolitanism has a certain global 

appeal to a new generation of Americans raised in a time of national uncertainty.  But 

that does not mean that the work of articulation has been done already for the Left.  Not 

at all.  It must seize this moment to build new bridges, connecting heretofore-untethered 

advocacy groups in a chain of signification that speaks to this new ethics and 

cosmopolitanism.  It must work to rearticulate the Constitution as a document that 

bestows inalienable rights to all people, not just some of the people.  It must work to 

rearticulate “We the People” as an inclusive group of Americans that share a broad vision 

for the country accepting of a global society while valuing their own.  Most importantly, 

it must not cede discourses of American virtue and values to the Right in favor of global 

virtues and global values that ignore the average American.  Instead, it must rearticulate 

American values and virtues as cosmopolitan and, through a tireless project of hegemony, 

work to achieve a global society that values equal opportunities for all.  On this, I am sure 

Laclau and Mouffe, Bérubé, and Hall must surely agree.
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