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For all of the attention given to charisma in media accounts of presidential campaigns,
there is surprisingly little systematic research on the use and effect of charismatic rhetoric, even
though researchers outside of political science have attempted to deconstruct and analyze the
different components of rhetorical speech. We draw from this scholarship to explore the use of
different forms of charismatic rhetoric throughout the entire 2008 presidential campaign season.
We use DICTION 5.0, a content analysis program designed specifically for political discourse,
to explore the use of rhetoric in the campaign. We begin by mapping the prevalence of different
types of rhetoric and then move on to examine the impact of partisanship and electoral context
(primary vs. general election) on rhetorical choices.

The 2008 presidential election will no doubt be remembered as the one that saw
the first African American elevated to the office of president; the then-junior U.S.
senator from Illinois, Barack Obama. Somewhat surprisingly, however, is that candidate
Obama’s oratorical abilities seemed to garner as much media attention as his race. As
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Slate’s Jack Schafer (2008) noted with tongue in cheek, “Barack Obama bringeth rapture
to his audience. They swoon and wobble, regardless of race, gender, or political affilia-
tion.” And, this oratory was often described as charismatic in the press:

When charismatic politicians such as Obama speak, they are able to turn a room full of
strangers into a community rich in shared meaning, just as a great actor creates such
a community within a theater. Whether such rock-star politicians talk about change or
healthcare policy, they articulate a vision that those in the audience quickly make their own.
(Bennis and Zelleke 2008)

While Obama’s charismatic rhetoric seemed to rise above the other candidates
running for office, he was certainly in high-quality company. During the battle for
the primary election, Obama faced two Democratic leaders known for their rhetorical
skills—Hillary Clinton and John Edwards. On the GOP side, Mike Huckabee, a former
Southern Baptist minister, had a stronger showing than would be expected, due in part
to his charismatic language and appeal to voters, while Rudy Giuliani was considered a
charismatic political figure since the events of 9/11. John McCain was known for being
a maverick in words and deeds, while Mitt Romney looked the part, even if his rhetoric
fell flat. Given the attention to oratory in the election and the long-standing debate
about the use and effect of presidential rhetoric in scholarship on the presidency (e.g.,
Lim 2002; Rowland, Payne, and Payne 1984; Zarefsky 2004), analyses of the respective
candidates’ use of charismatic rhetoric is a fruitful area of inquiry.

To date, existing studies of rhetoric in presidential elections focus on either
differences in the issues emphasized by the candidates (e.g., Burden and Sanberg 2003;
Kaplan, Park, and Ridout 2006; Waldman and Jamieson 2003) or the values they
espouse (e.g., Barker 2005; Doherty 2008). This makes sense given that studies have
shown that voters in part base their voting decisions on which candidate they deem as
more capable of handling issues salient to them (e.g., Benoit 2007; Petrocik 1996), as
well as on values (Feldman 1988). However, a long line of scholarship also documents
the importance of trait assessments to voting decisions at the presidential level (e.g.,
Campbell et al. 1960; Funk 1999; Miller, Wattenberg, and Malanchuk 1986), including
assessments of leadership and charisma (Merolla and Zechmeister 2009). Yet, there
has been surprisingly little systematic research on the use of charismatic rhetoric in
presidential elections. To our knowledge, only one study (Bligh et al. 2010) has tried to
understand the content of charismatic rhetoric in presidential campaigns, and that study
only looked at Hillary Clinton’s campaign rhetoric before and after the New Hampshire
primary.1

This research is the first to systematically analyze the use of charismatic rhetoric
in a presidential election campaign for all major candidates running in the primary and
general election. We collected comprehensive samples of the candidates’ speeches, inter-
views, and debate appearances, and then used DICTION 5.0 (Hart 2000), a content

1. Bligh et al. (2010) tested whether there was a shift in Clinton’s use of masculine-oriented linguistic
constructs towards more feminine constructs after the campaign event in New Hampshire when she teared
up commenting on the importance of the upcoming election.
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analysis program specifically designed for studying political discourse, to examine the use
of charismatic speech in the 2008 presidential campaign. The sheer number of candidates
running in both party primaries, and their diversity, makes this a particularly good case
study to explore the types of rhetorical speech used by presidential candidates.2 We are
especially interested in identifying commonalities in their use of charismatic rhetoric,
but also wanted to see whether there are systematic differences that can be traced to
political context. In particular, we are interested in the ways that candidates attempt to
appeal to different constituency groups at different stages in the campaign. As Smith
(2010, 225) noted, “The rhetorically sensitive campaign is attentive to multiple audi-
ences and considers their messages accordingly.” Accordingly, we expect to find differ-
ences in the elements of charismatic rhetoric used between Democrats and Republicans
and between the primary and general election.

Presidential Rhetoric and Charisma

There is a rich literature in political science on presidential rhetoric. One important
strand in this literature is a discussion of shifts in presidential rhetoric over time.
Twentieth-century presidents are characterized as regularly attempting to go “over the
heads” of Congress to appeal directly to the American people (Ceasar et al. 1981; Tulis
1988, 2006), while earlier presidents avoided policy specific appeals, perhaps out of
deference to the Founders’ proscription against demagoguery.3 This is particularly inter-
esting in light of Lim’s (2002, 2008) research, which is the first to attempt a systematic
quantitative analysis of the use of presidential rhetoric over time by using content
analysis software to analyze inaugural addresses and annual messages delivered between
1789 and 2000. Lim finds support for the thesis that presidential rhetoric has shifted,
with five notable shifts: an anti-intellectual trend, where reasoned argument is missing
and largely replaced by sloganeering and pandering; an increase in the use of abstract
lofty words; more democratic rhetoric, such as the use of we, us, and the collective; more
assertive rhetoric, which reflects the president’s more influential role over time; and, a
more conversational rhetoric, which also is more reflective of an increased connection
with the electorate.

Scholars have also looked at the use and effectiveness of rhetoric by particular
presidents. For example, some have debated whether Reagan’s rhetoric during the 1982

2. Case studies are an appropriate methodology when the research is exploratory, particularly when the
phenomenon is new or previously inaccessible to researchers (Yin 1989). The diversity of candidates in the
2008 campaign make it just such a situation. In terms of obvious ascriptive characteristics (e.g., race,
biological sex and age), the two Democratic front runners, Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton were the first
viable African American and female candidates. In the early Democratic primaries, there also was Bill
Richardson, a Latino from New Mexico. On the Republican side, there was John McCain, who was 74 years
old at the time of the election. The GOP also had religious diversity in terms of Mitt Romney, a practicing
member of the Church of Jesus Christ, Latter Day Saints, and Mike Huckabee, who was an ordained Southern
Baptist minister prior to entering politics.

3. Only a few scholars have disputed this characterization of the rhetorical presidency as a twentieth
century innovation. Most notably, Ellis and Walker (2007), examine in-depth the rhetoric employed by
Zachary Taylor in his summer of 1849 speaking tour and demonstrate that Taylor engaged in sharply partisan
and policy specific rhetoric.
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mid-term elections helped or hurt his party (Ingold and Windt 1984; Rowland, Payne,
and Payne 1984). Rowland and colleagues make the important point that presidents are
constrained in the rhetoric they are able to employ given the particular political context
that they face. In the case of Reagan, they argue his rhetoric was very effective given
the unemployment situation the country was facing. As another example, Holian (2004)
explored how Clinton used rhetoric to gain an advantage on the crime issue, one
traditionally owned by Republicans. Finally, Druckman and Holmes (2004) linked
Bush’s issue rhetoric in the 2002 State of the Union address to presidential approval
among the electorate.

While the previous studies have all looked at sitting presidents, there is also
scholarship on the use of rhetoric by presidential candidates during the campaign, and
the effectiveness of that rhetoric. Much of the literature in this domain has looked at the
use of issue rhetoric or, more specifically, which issues candidates choose to highlight
(e.g., Burden and Sanberg 2003; Waldman and Jamieson 2003). For example, Burden
and Sanberg (2003) do a systematic analysis of the use of budget rhetoric by presidential
candidates over time. A few scholars have also looked at the use and effect of values
rhetoric by presidential candidates (e.g., Barker 2005; Doherty 2008). For example,
Doherty (2008) finds that Democratic candidates are more likely to use egalitarian
rhetoric in nomination speeches, while Republicans are more likely to use limited
government rhetoric. While the parties act as if they own certain values in their rhetoric,
Doherty shows that candidates may benefit by adopting the rhetoric associated with the
other party, with the exception of the use of egalitarian rhetoric among Republican
candidates.

For all of the work on presidential rhetoric and rhetoric in presidential campaigns,
notably absent is any scholarship in political science on the charismatic rhetoric used
among presidents or presidential candidates, even though as early as the mid-twentieth
century, political scientists (Davies 1954; Friedrich 1961) identified charisma as an
important element in political leadership. In addition, almost every election cycle
includes ubiquitous discussion among the media and various pundits of whether the
candidates are more or less charismatic. The reluctance among political scientists to study
charisma may be because they consider it to be an amorphous concept (Spinrad 1991).
After all, the construct was developed from the path breaking work of Max Weber, who
described charismatic leadership as a process by which followers ascribe “exceptional
powers or qualities” to the leader (Weber 1947, 358).4 How does one operationalize
exceptional power or qualities as conveyed in speech or actions?5

Fortunately, researchers in social psychology and management have more recently
sought to “demystify” charismatic leadership and have identified characteristics—

4. See also, for example, anthropologist Charles Lindholm’s (1990, 6) description of the charismatic
leader as someone who is able to forge a “compulsive, inexplicable emotional tie” with their followers. By
focusing on extreme cases of leader-follower ties, such as those between Jim Jones and the members of the
People’s Temple who at his command committed suicide en masse, Lindholm warns of the dangers of
charismatic leaders, who require followers to completely put aside rationality and completely identify with
a leader’s vision.

5. For a broader discussion of reluctance to study charisma in political science see Merolla, Ramos, and
Zechmeister (2007).
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confidence, goal orientation, inspirational, optimistic, caring etc.—that are positively
associated with being charismatic (Behling and McFillen 1996; Bryman 1992; Conger
and Kanugo 1988; Den Hartog and Verburg 1997; House and Howell 1992; House,
Spangler, and Woycke 1991). It is important to note that the current research follows
in the tradition of the latter scholars, who have attempted to deconstruct Weber’s
original treatment of charisma as a superhuman quality into a distinct leadership style.
However, we note that this process of deconstruction may move the current examination
of charisma away from Weber’s original formulation into a relatively “tamer” version
(see Beyer 1999 for more on this debate; see Geertz 1985 for a cultural perspective on
charisma). Lindholm (1990, 6) similarly defined charisma as a “compulsive, inexplicable
emotional tie linking a group of followers together in adulation of their leader.” While
we do not contest this definition, we hope to elucidate the process or mechanisms through
which the charismatic relationship is created and maintained, shedding light on how this
seemingly “inexplicable” tie potentially develops between a political leader and his or her
followers. This new approach emphasizes that charisma is not a dichotomy that one either
has or does not have, but can be placed on a continuum, and that a leader can convey and
possess to varying degrees.

Subsequent research has begun to explore this alternate conceptualization of cha-
risma, which is beginning to be used by political scientists as well. Several scholars have
looked at how different contextual factors might influence perceptions of a politician’s
charisma, with some (e.g., Bligh, Kohles, and Meindl 2004; Madsen and Snow 1991;
Merolla, Ramos, and Zechmeister 2007; Merolla and Zechmeister 2009) finding that
crisis situations, in particular, seem to result in heightened perceptions of a leader’s
charisma. Other work has looked at the consequences of perceived charisma for political
figures. These studies show that higher perceptions of charisma translate into more
electoral support, more support from followers, and the public is less likely to blame such
leaders for policy mistakes (Bligh, Kohles, and Meindl 2004; Merolla and Zechmeister
2009; Merolla, Ramos, and Zechmeister 2007; Seyranian and Bligh 2008). With respect
to charismatic rhetoric in particular, scholars have begun to more systematically explore
the content and form of charismatic rhetoric among leaders, which we elaborate on in
the next section. They have also found a link between the use of charismatic rhetoric
and more favorable evaluations of a leader. For example, studies show that visionary
rhetoric increases perceptions of a leader’s charisma and can build support (e.g., Bligh and
Robinson 2010; Emrich et al. 2001; Seyranian and Bligh 2008). However, this more
nascent scholarship has not closely explored the use and effect of charismatic rhetoric by
political leaders.

While it is important to understand the effects of charismatic rhetoric on followers,
one first needs to understand how it is used, by whom, and to what audiences. There
simply is little existing scholarship on the use of charismatic rhetoric among presidents
or presidential candidates (exceptions include Bligh et al. 2010). Following the work of
Den Hartog and Verburg’s (1997) work on business leaders, the current study explores
the content and form of the candidates’ charismatic rhetoric in the 2008 presidential
election. While we do not contest the fact that the candidate’s style and delivery is
important, we are primarily interested in whether or not attempts to communicate
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leadership effectiveness and suitability for office differ substantial among candidates both
within and across political parties, and across electoral contexts.

We emphasize that we are not attempting to assess the effectiveness of different
types of rhetoric in actually building support for a particular candidate, although we
encourage other scholars to pursue this linkage. However, we believe that understanding
the scope and types of rhetoric employed by presidential candidates is an important and
necessary first step in augmenting our understanding of how candidates use varying levels
of charismatic rhetoric to communicate their suitability for office to voters.6 For example,
it is not entirely clear whether all presidential candidates use the various elements of
charismatic rhetoric that have been identified. And if the use of rhetoric does vary, can one
identify systematic patterns in usage? Given that Democrats and Republicans appeal to
different constituency bases and emphasize different issues and values, we might expect
them to utilize different types of rhetorical constructs. One also might expect there to
be differences across time as candidates attempt to expand their support bases when
they move from the primary to general election setting. Exploring these questions is the
primary focus of this research.

Deconstructing Charismatic Rhetoric

For this study, we will use nine rhetorical constructs that have been theoretically
and empirically linked to engaging the collective identity of followers and enhancing
charismatic attributions (Bligh, Kohles, and Meindl 2004). These constructs were first
proposed by Shamir, Arthur, and House (1993, 1994) in their self-concept–based moti-
vational theory of charismatic leadership. They note that over 35 studies of charismatic
leadership have demonstrated its profound effects on followers; however, these studies
reveal little about the process through which charismatic leaders motivate and inspire
followers. Shamir et al. (1993) argue that the effects of charismatic leadership are largely
due to the ability of leaders to increase the intrinsic value of collective goals by linking
them to central aspects of followers’ self-concepts.

According to this theory, charismatic leadership involves five distinctive social-
cognitive, motivational, and identity processes that encourage followers to want to follow
and achieve a leader’s vision. Specifically, charismatic leaders increase the intrinsic valence
of followers’ efforts by convincing followers that these efforts have a moral connota-
tion and that increased efforts will lead to the attainment of important values. Second,
charismatic leaders increase effort-accomplishment expectancies by enhancing the self-
worth of their followers. In other words, they communicate confidence and optimism that
followers can achieve their values through additional efforts. Third, charismatic leaders
increase the intrinsic value of goals: they emphasize the importance of the goal as a basis
for group identity and for distinguishing the group from other (often competing) groups.
Finally, they instill faith in a better future and commitment to the leader’s vision through

6. Zarefsky (2004) argues more generally that when studying presidential rhetoric, looking at the
effects of rhetoric is just one important line of research. He also notes the importance of studying the content
of rhetoric.
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increasing both self- and collective efficacy. Through positive evaluations, communicat-
ing high performance expectations, showing confidence in followers’ ability to meet such
expectations, and emphasizing followers’ ties to the collective, charismatic leaders moti-
vate followers to invest in the leader’s vision and the collective movement.

In a subsequent paper, Shamir et al. (1994) outline seven specific propositions
regarding the content of speech that is likely to produce charismatic effects among
followers: (1) more references to collective history and to the continuity between past and
present; (2) more references to the group and collective identity, and fewer references to
individual self-interest; (3) more positive references to followers’ worth and efficacy as
both individuals and as a collective; (4) more references to leader’s similarity to followers
and identification with followers; (5) more references to values and moral justifications,
and fewer references to tangible outcomes; (6) more references to distal goals and the
distant future, and fewer references to proximal goals and the near future; and (7) more
references to hope and faith.

These propositions have subsequently been operationalized into rhetorical con-
structs that have been empirically linked to charismatic attributions (Bligh, Kohles, and
Meindl, 2004; Seyranian and Bligh 2008). Three of these constructs emphasize com-
munal identity and its importance to the attainment of the leader’s vision: (1) collective
focus, (2) followers’ worth, and (3) a leader’s similarity to followers. Two of the propo-
sitions are more agentic and emphasize the need for commitment and effort to attain the
vision: (4) action and (5) adversity. Previous researchers have characterized the communal
constructs as “feminine” and the agentic ones as “masculine” (Bligh et al. 2010). There
also are three elements of charismatic rhetoric that are relatively gender neutral: (6)
temporal orientation, (7) tangibility, and (8) values or moral justification. These con-
structs focus on linking the vision to the larger historical context and to broader values
that are “larger” than the leader or the followers. A final construct is inversely related to
charisma: (9) language that is indicative of passivity or language that endorses the status
quo. To follow is a brief description of the constructs.

Communal Aspects of Charismatic Rhetoric

As discussed above, collective focus builds consensus and trust around a group’s goals
and shared identity. Prior research suggests that inclusive language affirms and high-
lights followers’ social identity (Tajfel 1974; see also Hogg, Hains, and Mason 1998;
Shamir, House, and Arthur 1993). The general idea is that people are more likely to be
persuaded (Cialdini and Trost 1998) and to trust (Fiske 1998) those who are similar to
themselves. Accordingly, a leader may attempt to construct him or herself as a member
of the audience’s in-group and thereby enhance his or her ability to exert influence
(Reicher and Hopkins 1996). This can partially be accomplished by using high levels
of collective language—for example, “we,” “us,” “our” (Fiol, Harris, and House 1999).
Collective language thus focuses the conversation around a shared purpose that can be
contrasted with the status quo or with the shared purpose of a competing group.

Charismatic leaders create a positive sense of follower’s worth through communicat-
ing confidence in followers and enhancing their collective efficacy (House, Spangler, and
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Woycke 1991; Shamir, Arthur, and House 1994). This bolsters confidence in followers’
abilities to achieve a better future under the leader and his or her vision. Praising
followers is one means for a leader to both flatter and ingratiate him or herself to voters.
Specifically, charismatic leaders use positive affirmations and praise, which incorporates
terms associated with positive affective states and moments of joy and triumph. Together,
this type of rhetoric fosters efficacy that followers are both deserving of a better future and
able to achieve it through collective effort.

Similarity to followers is typically achieved by the leader stressing his or her shared
values and experiences as a representative of the collective. For instance, a political leader
may attempt to gain voters’ trust by emphasizing his or her status as a member of the
in-group (Bligh, Kohles, and Meindl 2004; Fiol, Harris, and House 1999; Shamir,
Arthur, and House 1994) as well as his or her representativeness or “fit” as the titular head
of the group. As a parenthetical speculation, perhaps this is one of the reasons behind Lim
(2002) finding an anti-intellectual and more conversational trend in presidential rhetoric.

Agentic Aspects of Charismatic Rhetoric

Action oriented rhetoric is bold and purposeful language that emphasizes movement
toward attainment of the vision as well as sense of confidence in realizing that state, all
of which are considered important elements to charismatic leadership (Conger 1991). A
number of studies have highlighted the role of proactivity (Deluga 1998) and strong
action (Maranell and Dodder 1970) in predicting presidential success. As discussed
above, creating a sense of urgency, movement, and momentum is critical to a leader’s
ability to create a sense of shared efficacy that his or her vision is attainable. Prior research
suggests that a successful political candidate must mobilize followers into action (Fiol,
Harris, and House 1999; Shamir, House, and Arthur 1993) and create a sense of
excitement and adventure (Bass 1990).

Adversity is rhetoric associated with a leader’s ability to articulate why action is
necessary and, in some cases inevitable, due to the strong forces or enemies dedicated
to maintaining the status quo. A leader attempting to gain office may make particularly
strong efforts to ascribe blame to others (particularly the current administration) as well
as highlight the hardships and grievances associated with the current state of affairs.
Charismatic leaders often use language intended to “describe or exaggerate the current
situation as intolerable” (Conger 1991, 36). Prior research highlights the ability of a
change-oriented leader to articulate how dangerous the enemy is or how unnecessary the
suffering has been in order to challenge the status quo and motivate followers to support
a new leader and his or her vision moving into the future. In this manner, the leader
attempts to generate support for his or her candidacy and emphasize how his or her vision
will help followers to overcome adversity (Fiol, Harris, and House 1999).

Neutral Charismatic Constructs

Temporal orientation is rhetoric that references the continuity between the past and
the present, which Shamir, Arthur, and House (1994) suggest a charismatic leader will
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make in an attempt to highlight his or her role in spearheading the short- and long-term
changes that are advocated. In addition, a leader’s ability to link both past and future
values to his or her vision highlights the group’s collective identity within a larger
historical context as well as reinforcing that the leader’s vision involves values that are
essentially timeless.

Tangibility concerns rhetoric that references intangible future goals and deempha-
sizes concrete, tangible outcomes. A number of scholars (Bligh, Kohles, and Meindl
2004; Conger 1991; Shamir, Arthur, and House 1994; Willner 1984) have suggested
that a charismatic leader will use less tangible rhetoric in an attempt to emphasize the
appeal of his or her vision of the future that is broadly meaningful and important to a
variety of individuals within the collective, as opposed to grounded in specific, measur-
able goals that may lead to disagreements and ideological differences about how the
vision should be implemented.

Values and moral justifications concerns rhetoric that makes frequent references to
universally endorsed values and moral justifications, which Shamir, Arthur, and House
(1994) theorize a change-oriented leader is more likely to make. According to Awamleh
and Gardner (1999, 359), a leader can enhance followers’ perceptions “by using symbolic
language that challenges and appeals to followers’ higher level values.” For instance,
rhetoric that emphasizes religious terms and inspiration tends to focus attention on the
morality of the leader’s cause and draws on broad traditional themes in an attempt to
incite followers to identify with the moral integrity of the leader’s vision of the future.

Noncharismatic Rhetoric

Following the argument presented above, inactivity is a rhetorical construct that
is theoretically and empirically linked to lower perceptions of charismatic leadership
(Bligh, Kohles, and Meindl 2004; Conger 1991; Shamir, Arthur, and House 1994).
Inactive language encompasses passive words that range from neutrality to inactivity,
such as terms of compliance, docility, and cessation. The construct also includes ambiva-
lent terms that express hesitation or uncertainty, implying an inability or unwillingness
to commit. This type of language not only communicates doubt or ambivalence about the
leaders’ message, it also implicitly supports the status quo and the current vision or plan
“in use.” Given this definition, it may appear unlikely that any candidate would be likely
to incorporate inactive speech. However, one feature of elections in a two-party system is
that candidates sometimes face incentives to be ambiguous about their stances (Downs
1957), which may in turn cause them to appear higher on inactive speech. Some research
has found evidence of convergence in issue priorities and stances among presidential
candidates under certain conditions (e.g., Aldrich and Griffin 2003; Damore 2005;
Waldman and Jamieson 2003). One thing is clear: a propensity to use inactive rhetoric
is likely to work against a leader projecting charisma and power.

Applying these Constructs to Presidential Rhetoric

This is exploratory research in that we are systematically mapping for the first time
the use of charismatic rhetoric by candidates throughout an entire presidential election.
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The high degree of professionalization of presidential campaigns leads us to expect
charismatic rhetoric to be used by all the candidates. Political consultants attempt to
design strategy and tactics that will increase support for their candidates while simul-
taneously trying to dampen support for their opponents (Iyengar and Petrocik 2000).
Although a presidential candidate may be deeply involved in shaping the substance of his
or her message, the actual language is crafted by professional speech writers (Lim 2008),
and we would expect them to be aware of the ways that rhetoric can be used to sway
listeners.

Yet we might also expect there to be some variation across the candidates in the
choice of the rhetorical constructs that are emphasized, in particular, across parties and
electoral context. Turning first to differences between the Democratic and Republican
candidates, the most obvious reason to expect differences is rooted in deep standing
ideological differences between the two parties that according to Gerring (1998) are of a
magnitude equal to those of European parties. These ideological differences reflect in part
the fact that the Republican and Democratic Parties draw from different constituency
bases.7 The difference in constituency bases between the parties has resulted in parties
gaining a reputation over different issues, and it behooves candidates to raise the salience
of the issues they own in a given electoral context (e.g., Benoit 2007; Petrocik 1996;
Petrocik, Benoit, and Hansen 2003). Scholars have applied Petrocik’s issue ownership
theory to presidential campaign rhetoric and have found differences in the issues high-
lighted between Democratic and Republican candidates (e.g., Burden and Sanberg 2003;
Petrocik 1996; Spiliotes and Vavreck 2002). Others have extended the theory to include
values, and have found that Democrats are more likely to have egalitarian rhetoric in
their campaign nomination speeches, while Republicans are more likely to have limited
government rhetoric, though surprisingly the findings for the use of traditional morality
rhetoric are mixed (Doherty 2008; also see Barker 2005).

In a similar vein, we would expect to observe differences in the charismatic
constructs used depending on the party of the candidate. According to the literature on
trait ownership, part of the brand for Democrats is that they are generally perceived as
being more compassionate and empathetic (Hayes 2005). The literature on values cited
above also finds that the party is perceived as more egalitarian (Barker 2005; Doherty
2008). This suggests that their constituents value these types of traits and values more
than others. We may therefore expect to find that Democratic candidates are more likely
to use the communal constructs of charismatic rhetoric, with the possible exception
of follower’s worth since the Republican Party is better known for highlighting values
related to individual responsibility, limited government, and bottom-up solutions to

7. Over the past two decades, the Pew Foundation (Kohut 2005) has sought to identify the different
groups that traditionally coalesce around the two major political parties. The Republican Party typically is
comprised of individuals from two to three distinct demographic and attitudinal groups while the Demo-
cratic Party’s support comes from three or four distinct groups. According to the Pew researchers, Republican
must build an electoral coalition based on support from “Enterprisers, Social Conservatives and Pro-
Government Conservatives,” while Democratic candidates try to build a coalition out of “Liberals, Disad-
vantaged Democrats and Conservative Democrats.” However, neither party can win without also drawing
support from the political middle comprised of “Upbeats, Disaffected and Bystanders.”
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problems (Barker 2005; Doherty 2008; Gerring 1998). Meanwhile, Republican candi-
dates are perceived as being more decisive and stronger leaders (Hayes 2005) and may
therefore be more inclined to use the agentic constructs of charismatic rhetoric. That
being said, the context of the 2008 presidential election, with an incumbent Republican
Party at the helm during an economic downturn, may have limited the ability of
Republican candidates to use this type of rhetoric (Rowland, Payne, and Payne 1984).
With respect to the neutral constructs, we would expect the Republican candidates to
have greater use of values and moral justification, given that the party is considered to
“own” rhetoric related to traditional values (Doherty 2008). Expectations for temporal
orientation likely vary according to the particular election context, with the out-party
being more likely to use this type of rhetoric of linking the past and present when
they face an unpopular incumbent party, and the incumbent party being more likely to
use it when things are going well. In the context of 2008, we may therefore expect to see
Democrats using more of this construct than Republicans, since they would want to link
the Republican candidates with George W. Bush, whose approval ratings were quite low
by the time of the election. We do not have expectations for party differences on the
construct of tangibility, since both parties may want to focus on broad themes rather than
concrete policy specifics which may only serve to alienate some voters (e.g., Waldman and
Jamieson 2003).

Second, we also expect that the use of the nine constructs may vary between the
primary and general election for a few reasons. In other work on issue emphasis between
the primary and general election, scholars have found that during the primary, candidates
emphasize issues owned by their party since they are appealing to their base, while they
start to show more convergence during the general election, as they are trying to appeal
to a broader segment of the electorate (e.g., Aldrich and Griffin 2003; Spiliotes and
Vavreck 2002; Waldman and Jamieson 2003). In a similar vein, we would expect to see
rhetorical shifts for Barack Obama and John McCain after the party conventions. Prior to
gaining their nominations, they may focus more on the constructs that fit their own party
(as discussed above), but after gaining the nominations, they would need to broaden their
charismatic appeal to reach independents, who make up roughly a quarter of registered
voters. We therefore expect them to make greater use of the constructs that were used
more by the other party during the primary and may even decrease use of constructs that
were meant to appeal to their own base. Second, we expect that both candidates might
shift their use of certain constructs between the primary and general election. Since
primaries are more about ideas and general elections are more about action, we may see
an increase in the use of agentic rhetoric for both candidates after the primary election.8

Further, since primaries are about appealing to one’s in-group, we may find more
references to similarity to followers, and less use of this construct in the general election
as candidates try to expand their base.

8. Another possible reason why Democrats may be more inclined to link past and present is their
support for a more active government and for federal solutions. We thank an anonymous reviewer for
pointing this out.
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The Data Set and Methodology

Our data set is comprised of the presidential candidates’ speeches, interviews, and
debates made during the 2008 election and are summarized in the table below. Table 1
lists the number of speeches analyzed for each candidate between January 2007 until the
respective party conventions in August and September 2008. The sources of the obser-
vations were primarily the candidates’ web sites and news-media web site archives. It
should be noted, however, that only materials that were available in transcript form were
utilized. Accordingly, the speeches in the data set do not represent the entirety of the
speeches and appearances made by the candidates during the campaign. This further
explains the seemingly limited number of observations for candidates that performed
relatively well in the primaries (e.g., Romney, Giuliani). To insure, however, that as many
transcribed samples were collected as possible, we also cross-checked our observations
with The American Presidency Project Online (Woolley and Gerhard 2010). Finally, the
candidates with very few transcribed speeches were dropped from the statistical analyses.
In sum, the data set consists of an inclusive list of all of the speeches longer than 500
words available in transcript form via candidate websites and media archives.

Because we wanted the measures of campaign rhetoric to be as impartial as possible,
we utilized DICTION 5.0 for our analyses. DICTION was a natural choice due to
its explicit development for political discourse (see Hart 1984, 1987, 2001 for a more
thorough discussion of the development of DICTION.) In addition, the construction of
its dictionaries was based on careful attention to linguistic theory (see Boder 1940;
Easton 1940; Flesch 1951; Hart 1984, 2001; Johnson 1946; Ogden 1960). DICTION
uses predefined dictionaries, containing over 10,000 search words, to analyze a passage.
These dictionaries are expressly concerned with the types of words “most frequently
encountered in contemporary American public discourse” (Hart 1984, 110). All of the
dictionaries contain individual words only, and homographs are explicitly treated by the

TABLE 1
Candidate Speeches

Candidate Number of Speeches Percent of Total

Barack Obama 207 37.4%
Bill Richardson 14 2.5%
Christopher Dodd 2 0.4%
Fred Thompson 12 2.2%
Hillary Rodham Clinton 87 15.7%
Joe Biden 9 1.6%
John Edwards 22 4.0%
John McCain 162 29.3%
Mike Huckabee 10 1.8%
Mitt Romney 25 4.5%
Rudy Giuliani 3 0.5%
Total 553 100%

Total does not equal 100.00% due to rounding.
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program through statistical weighting procedures, which are intended to partially correct
for the context (Hart 2000). We used the dictionaries included in DICTION in devel-
oping the nine rhetorical constructs described in the previous section. The exact dictio-
naries utilized are available in DICTION, and sample words for each construct are
provided in the Appendix.

To assess the relationship between political parties and charismatic rhetoric
beyond the effects of the speech length and the number of different words, we conduct
a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). To determine whether there is a
relationship between partisanship, electoral context, and the individual charismatic
constructs, we use analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). We rely on these basis tests, given
our small sample of candidates.

Overall Usage of the Different Constructs

Figure 1 shows the mean use per speech of each charismatic construct. As expected,
all of the candidates used charismatic language in the speeches. Also not surprisingly,
some types of charismatic rhetoric were more prevalent than others. We elaborate on each
construct in the sections that follow, as well as differences across the candidates in their
use of the nine charismatic constructs.

FIGURE 1. Prevalence of Different Charismatic Constructs.
Note: The communal constructs are presented in the following order: collective focus, followers’
worth, and similarity to followers. The agentic constructs are presented in the following order:
action and adversity. The neutral constructs are presented in the following order: temporal
orientation, tangibility and values. The anticharismatic construct is inactivity.
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Communal Charismatic Constructs

While all of the candidates sought to build communal ties with their audiences,
there are sharp differences in the prevalence of the three rhetorical constructs (collective
focus, followers’ worth, and similarity to followers). Similarity to followers is by far the
most common rhetorical means used by candidates to build a collective identity. It is an
important way for a candidate to build trust by getting an audience to believe that he or
she is one of them. And, use of this construct makes sense in the context of a primary
when candidates are appealing to members of their own team. Interestingly, of the
three communal constructs, references to followers’ worth are used the least as a means to
strengthen a sense of community. There also are some cross-candidate differences in how
often they use the three different types of rhetorical constructs, some of which hint at
partisan differences, which will be explored more fully in the latter part of the article.

Table 2 displays mean usage of the communal rhetorical constructs by candidate.
References designed to enhance consensus and trust, and thereby build collective focus,
on the average are mentioned 21.522 times in a single speech. Edwards, Clinton, Fred
Thompson, and Bill Richardson reference collective focus more often than the candidates
taken as a whole, and Huckabee and McCain are substantially less likely to make these
references. For example, Huckabee, in an average speech, made one-sixth as many of these
references as Edwards. Obama and Romney are very close to the overall mean number of
per-speech references to collective focus.

The mean average number of per-speech references to followers’ worth, 13.692, is
substantially less than those to collective focus. Huckabee, Romney, and McCain make
more references in their speeches to supporting their followers than did the other
candidates. Obama and Richardson make fewer of these references than the mean average,
while Clinton, Edwards, and Thompson are very close to the mean.

All of the candidates use language designed to highlight similarity to followers.
The mean for in-group references (171.982) across all candidates is more than eight
times greater than the mean for the collective focus construct and almost 13 times
more than the mean for the followers’ worth construct. Huckabee was most likely to use
this language. Only Richardson and McCain are below the average mean for in-group

TABLE 2
Mean References to Communal Charismatic Rhetoric per Speech

Candidate Collective Focus Followers’ Worth Similarity to Followers

Obama 22.412 11.440 175.395
Richardson 26.896 11.706 160.855
Thompson 27.283 13.914 172.847
Clinton 28.658 13.471 174.117
Edwards 29.382 13.266 178.539
McCain 14.132 15.568 165.590
Huckabee 4.782 20.729 179.713
Romney 21.388 16.741 173.056
Overall Average 21.522 13.692 171.982
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references. Clearly this construct is the most important form of rhetoric used to heighten
a sense of communal identity between audiences and the candidates.

There are several common elements that can be gleaned from this examination
of the use of communal rhetorical constructs. First, it is worth noting that all of the
candidates attempt to build communal links with their audiences. Second, the preferred
means for building community through the use of rhetoric is through in-group references
that stress the similarity between candidates and their audiences, which is to be expected
in a primary context. There are, however, differences across the candidates in their
preferences for the other two communal constructs. Edwards, Clinton, Thompson,
and Richardson emphasize collective focus in their speeches, while Huckabee, Romney,
and McCain rely upon references to their support for followers in building a sense of
community with their audiences. Later we explore whether partisanship explains some of
these differences.

Agentic Charismatic Constructs

Table 3 illustrates a comparison of the usage of agentic charismatic constructs.
There is much less variation across the candidates with respect to their use of the two
agentic rhetorical constructs (action oriented language and references to adversity).
Although scholars have singled out the articulation of a bold vision and a call to action
as an important component of leadership, the mean average number of references to
this construct in a speech is 21.775, roughly comparable to the number of per-speech
references to collective focus. Moreover, there are not outliers. The candidates are clus-
tered around the mean with Edwards making the largest number of such references on a
per-speech basis and Thompson making the fewest.

The second agentic construct refers to adversity and the necessity of change to
overcome it. The overall mean for references that fit the adversity construct is only 13.84.
Again, there are no outliers. McCain made the most and Clinton the least of these
references on the average. In light of the economic difficulties facing the nation, as well
as the wars in the Middle East, it is a bit surprising that this construct did not figure more

TABLE 3
Mean References to Agentic Charismatic Constructs per Speech

Candidate Action Adversity

Obama 22.772 14.180
Richardson 22.910 15.539
Thompson 17.273 11.753
Clinton 20.772 10.751
Edwards 23.880 14.297
McCain 21.536 16.002
Huckabee 18.743 11.339
Romney 21.643 12.858
Overall Average 21.775 13.841
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prominently, particularly among the Democratic candidates, who were part of the out-
party. Overall, the agentic constructs are the least popular of the three forms of charis-
matic speech, which is also a surprise given Lim’s (2002) finding that presidential
rhetoric has become more assertive over time. However, it could be that this type of
language is more prominent when presidents already hold office, or during the general
election, especially if primaries are more about ideas than action.

Neutral Charismatic Constructs

Table 4 shows a summary of the mean comparisons of candidate usage of the
neutral charismatic constructs. Although all of the candidates invoke some mix of the
three neutral charismatic constructs (temporal orientation, tangibility, and values and
moral justifications), there are substantial differences in the usage across the constructs as
well as differences in terms of the usage of individual constructs across the candidates.

Temporal orientation, language that stresses continuity across time, is at least implic-
itly a means of strengthening community by linking current conditions with the past. It
appears on the average 34.894 times per speech. Obama and Edwards are the most likely
to make references to temporal factors while the least likely to make these references are
McCain and Romney. These suggestive partisan differences are explored more system-
atically in the next section.

The tangibility construct that captures references to intangible future goals, as well
as language referring to more concrete tangible outcomes, is by far the most prevalent of
the neutral charismatic constructs. The overall mean number of per-speech references that
are considered part of the tangibility construct is 64.141, making it the second most
common variant of charismatic language. Moreover, all of the candidates make many
references to intangible future goals and desired tangible outcomes, although there is
substantial across candidate variability in the prevalence of these phrases. The degree of
variability across the candidates is quite large, going from a low of 47.862 for Thompson
to a high of 91.211 for Richardson. The use of this type of language also makes sense in
the context of a primary election, in which the focus is more on ideas.

TABLE 4
Mean References to Neutral Charismatic Constructs per Speech

Candidate Temporal Orientation Tangibility Values

Obama 39.589 62.474 6.466
Richardson 33.607 91.211 7.952
Thompson 31.772 47.862 6.388
Clinton 36.138 61.222 6.299
Edwards 38.887 78.572 5.468
McCain 29.684 63.565 8.546
Huckabee 33.512 50.919 3.493
Romney 28.373 71.800 6.166
Overall Average 34.894 64.141 6.923
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Interestingly, the least used of the neutral charismatic construct is the one invoking
values and moral justifications. The overall average number of per-speech references to
values and morals is only 6.923. Equally interesting is the dispersal across the candidates
with a high to low range of 8.546 to 3.493. McCain and Richardson make more of these
references than the other candidates, while Huckabee, the former Baptist minister, makes
the fewest of these references. All of the other candidates were clustered around the mean.
One possibility is that the heavy use of rhetoric associated with the speaker’s similarity
to his or her audience limits the need for this type of rhetoric; it is assumed that they
share the same values due to in-group status. It is difficult to generalize across the neutral
charismatic constructs because they capture quite different concepts, although temporal
nature and tangibility may be related.

Anticharismatic Construct

The final construct works against a candidate being perceived as charismatic.
Table 5 shows mean comparisons of candidate usage of inactive rhetoric. The inactivity
construct includes words and phrases associated with neutrality to inactivity and creates
an impression that the speaker is passive, uncertain, and hesitant about making com-
mitments. The mean average number of these phrases in speeches is 18.996 with most of
the candidates hovering around that number. Thompson was somewhat more likely to
use this type of language, averaging 23.005 references per speech, and Richardson was
the least likely with 13.664. Interestingly, Obama, who has been touted as a great orator
also was high on this measure. While he was often clear about the need for change, he
often did not spell out the specifics of what that would entail.

Partisanship and Charisma

As we argued earlier, given that the two major political parties draw support
from disparate sectors of the population, we expect there to be partisan differences in the

TABLE 5
Mean References to Anticharismatic Constructs
per Speech

Candidate Inactive

Obama 20.033
Richardson 13.664
Thompson 23.005
Clinton 19.130
Edwards 18.628
McCain 17.727
Huckabee 22.142
Romney 18.912
Overall Average 18.996
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candidates’ use of charismatic rhetoric. To assess the possibility of there being systematic
differences between the types of rhetoric used by the Republic and Democratic candi-
dates, we conducted a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). Because the
length of the speech segments varied significantly, two measures of speech length—
the total number of words in the speech as well as the number of different words in the
speech—were included as covariates. Pillai’s Trace yielded a statistically significant
difference between the speeches of Democratic and Republican candidates on the com-
bination of the nine rhetorical constructs, F (9,420) = 18.85 p < .001.

To further explore the relationship between party affiliation and charismatic rheto-
ric, we conducted a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) for each of the nine rhetorical
constructs and the Democratic and Republican speeches. To refresh, we expect to find
more emphasis on the collective constructs among Democratic candidates (with the
possible exception of follower’s worth), more emphasis on the agentic constructs among
Republicans, more emphasis on morals and values among Republicans, and more empha-
sis on temporal nature among Democrats. Upon examination, statistically significant
differences were found between political party and the numbers of references to the
following seven characteristics of charismatic rhetoric: collective focus, support for fol-
lowers, similarity to followers, action, adversity, temporal nature, and values. Four of the
constructs appear more in the speeches of Democrats, while three are more prevalent in
Republican speeches.

Turning first to the collective constructs, on average, Democratic candidates
(M = 4.14, SD = .291) use more collective focus rhetoric than Republican candidates
(M = 4.06, SD = .316) with F (1, 428) = 11.32, p < .001. In general, Democrats (M =
5.16, SD = .084) also make more references to their similarity to followers than Republican
candidates (M = 5.13, SD = .091), F (1, 428) = 9.69, p < .01. In contrast, candidates
from the Republican Party (M = 2.69, SD = .428) make more references to their
support for followers than candidates from the Democratic Party (M = 2.39, SD = .396);
F (1, 428) = 49.17, p < .001. Overall, these results are in line with expectations
since we find that Democrats make more references to two out of three constructs,
and the one over which Republicans place more emphasis dovetails with their value
rhetoric.

For the agentic constructs, the results are mixed. Candidates from the Democratic
Party favor more active language (M = 3.07, SD = .305) than candidates from the
Republican Party (M = 2.99, SD = .326); F (1, 428) = 6.23, p < .05, while Republicans
(M = 2.63, SD = .385) include more references to adversity than their Democratic coun-
terparts (M = 2.51, SD = .387); F (1, 428) + 9.10, p < .01. As we mentioned earlier,
one potential constraint that Republican candidates faced in using these constructs,
which are related to action, is that voters may have connected the downturn in the
economy with Republican candidates, so they may have wanted to harken to ideas more
than action.

For the neutral constructs, as expected, Republican candidates (M = 2.17,
SD = .474) stress values on average more than Democratic candidates (M = 2.05,
SD = .417); F (1, 428) = 8.52, p < .01, although again it is worth emphasizing that
neither party emphasized values as much as might be expected. Moreover, Democratic
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candidates (M =3.62, SD = .241) generally include more references to temporal nature
than Republican candidates (M = 3.37, SD = .254), F (1, 428) = 95.94, p < .001. At
least in the context of the 2008 election, it made sense for the Democratic candidates to
link the past and future given the unpopularity of George W. Bush.

In sum, the analysis supports the expectation that Democratic candidates should be
more likely than Republican candidates to support the communal aspects of charismatic
rhetoric, on two out of the three constructs, as well as temporal nature. Further, Repub-
licans are higher on the values construct, as expected, but it does not appear that they
emphasize the agentic aspects more than Democrats: each is higher on one of the
constructs. Of the constructs that are associated with charisma, only tangibility did not
have a statistically significant relationship to party. Also the construct inversely related to
charisma, inactivity, was not significant.

Pre-and Postconvention Analyses

As noted previously, we expect to find a shift in the rhetoric of Obama and McCain
after each gains their party nomination. First, we expect to find an increase in the agentic
constructs and a decrease in the similarity to followers construct for both candidates.
Second, we expect that the candidates will increase their use of the constructs that are
more associated with the other party and downplay those that benefit their own party, in
an attempt to expand their coalition of supporters.

To test whether Obama and McCain’s rhetoric was different pre-and post-
convention, we conducted a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA),
again controlling for two measures of speech length, which showed a statistically sig-
nificant candidate convention interaction on the combination of the nine rhetorical
constructs. The results were Pillai’s Trace = .118, F (9, 346) = 5.16, p < .001. Then we
broke out the specific constructs to determine which changed significantly after the
convention and discovered that the average number of references to the following
six shifted: collective focus, similarity to followers, action, tangibility, values, and
inactivity.

The direction of change with respect to collective focus was different for the two
candidates. Following the convention, Obama decreased his average number of references
to collective focus, going from (M = 20.35, SD = 17.51) to (M = 16.23, SD = 13.26).
In contrast, McCain increased his average number of references to collective focus,
moving from (M = 14.65, SD = 16.81) to (M = 17.44, SD = 11.68). This shift in their
rhetoric was significant, F (1, 354) = 5.088, p < .05, and as expected, Obama may have
been playing down an aspect of charismatic rhetoric that usually resonates with Demo-
crats to appeal to Independents and weak Republicans, while McCain played up this
aspect to appeal to Independents and weak Democrats.

Both of the candidates decreased the number of references to their similarity with
followers, as expected, and interestingly ended up making roughly comparable numbers of
these references on a per-speech basis following the conventions. For Obama the decrease
was from (M = 5.16, SD = 0.08) to (M = 5.09, SD = 0.07). For McCain the shift was
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from (M = 5.11, SD = 0.87) to (M = 5.09, SD = 0.85). Statistical significance was F (1,
354) = 7.19, p < .01. This decrease makes sense in that both were no longer just appeal-
ing to their team but were trying to appeal to a broader constituency, but the difference
is slightly greater for Obama as would be expected given the same logic articulated above
for collective focus.

Obama and McCain increased their use of action-oriented rhetoric from the
preconvention to the postconvention periods, with the latter making a bigger shift
than the former, both of which are in line with expectations. For Obama the change
was from (M = 22.90, SD = 6.63) to (M = 23.11, SD = 4.50). For McCain the shift was
from (M = 21.28, SD = 6.47) to (M = 27.27, SD = 9.80). Statistical significance was
F (1, 354) = 12.881, p < .001. Both may have increased this type of rhetoric in the
postconvention period since voters are more concerned with action in general elections,
particularly in light of the economic collapse in September.

The candidates differed in their reliance on reference to tangibility in the
primary and general election periods, with Obama increasing this type of language
while McCain decreased it. On average, Obama in the preconvention period had the
following scores for tangibility: (M = 63.39, SD = 21.33) as opposed to (M = 68.98,
SD = 22.14) in the postconvention period. For McCain the shift from the primary
campaign to the general campaign was accompanied by a decrease in tangibility scores
from (M = 85.15, SD = 30.09) to (M = 63.207, SD = 27.34). The statistical signifi-
cance of these changes was F (1, 354) = 7.65, p < .01. We did not have expectations for
this construct, but these findings make sense given the context of the election. McCain
may have shied away from stressing concrete tangible goals given that he was repre-
senting the incumbent party, whom the public blamed in part for the economic
collapse. Meanwhile, Obama was not so constrained and could employ this type of
rhetoric.

The two candidates also changed the number of references each made to values with
Obama increasing the per-speech average number of times that he cited values, while
McCain decreased the average number. For Obama the change was from (M = 6.39,
SD = 3.33) to (M = 6.68, SD = 3.02). For McCain the decrease was from (M = 8.39,
SD = 4.11) to (M = 6.72, SD = 3.36). The statistical significance of these changes was
F (1, 354) = 5.48, p < .05. Again, the increase for Obama and decrease for McCain is
consistent with the argument that each sought to appeal to a broader constituency than
their primary constituencies.

Finally, a statistically significant difference was found between the amount of
passive rhetoric used by Obama and McCain pre-and postconvention with Obama
increasing his use of the inactivity construct and McCain decreasing his use. On average,
Obama used more passive language after the convention (M = 21.91, SD = 6.15) as
opposed to his preconvention average of (M = 19.65, SD = 6.70). This may reflect a
strategy to appear a bit more ambiguous to the general electorate compared to the
primary electorate. For McCain the reverse was true. He went from an average
of (M = 18.69, SD = 5.42) prior to the Republican convention to a postconvention
average of (M = 17.37, SD = 6.82). The statistical significance of these changes was
F (1, 354) = 6.598, p < .01.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Giventhis researchencompasses a singlepresidential election, albeit avery interesting
campaign,onemustbecautiousaboutdrawingstrongconclusions.Thereare,however, some
aspects of the rhetorical campaign that are worthy of note. First, all major party candidates
use a broad range of charismatic language in the speeches. Although they differ in
the frequency with which they use language associated with specific constructs, all of
the candidates use words and phrases that are part of the broad groupings identified as
communal, agentic, and neutral. We suspect the high usage of charismatic rhetoric is at least
in part a reflection of the professionalization of political campaigns.

Second, it is very clear there are substantial differences in the prevalence of language
reflecting the eight charismatic constructs and the anticharismatic construct. The most
common type of charismatic rhetoric by far is that by which the candidate tries to build
bonds with an audience by stressing his or her similarity with them, and the least
commonly invoked type of charismatic rhetoric emphasizes values and morality. How one
interprets the extremely high usage of similarity to followers is open to debate. On the
one hand, one might interpret it as a form of modern demagoguery in line with Tulis
(1988). However, Lim (2002, 348) notes that this might also be interpreted as the
president being “more people-oriented, compassionate, inclusive, and egalitarian.” The
low prevalence of the values and morality construct is unexpected, given the importance
of religious conservatives, the so-called values voters, in the Republican Party. However,
it is possible these two constructs are inversely related, in that candidates need to make
fewer references to shared moral values when their followers believe they are members of
the same community.

When we look at the prevalence of the broad groupings of constructs, we see sharp
differences across the three. The candidates on the average made 207.196 references to
their communal bonds with their audiences, although most of this was due to the large
number of words associated with similarity to followers. The three neutral constructs
appeared on the average 105.958 times per speech, while agentic language was less
common at 35.616 times per speech. Not surprisingly, candidates did not use language
associated with passivity very much. These findings dovetail nicely with those of Lim
(2002), who found that over time presidential rhetoric has become more democratic,
conversational, assertive and lofty, though our findings do not touch on the anti-
intellectual trend that Lim found. The first two are quite similar in kind to the communal
aspects of charismatic rhetoric, the third is more reflective of the assertive shift in
rhetoric, while the use of abstract lofty language is similar in kind to the tangential
construct. The lower use of agentic language may reflect the fact that much of the data
comes from the primary election, when candidates focus more on ideas than action.

We also find that the use of the nine constructs varied depending on the partisan-
ship of the candidate. Democrats were more likely to invoke phrases associated with
collective focus and similarity to followers, which is consistent with research on trait
ownership (Hayes 2005) and value rhetoric (Barker 2005; Doherty 2008), and were also
more likely to use the temporal nature construct, given the electoral context of being an
out-party with an unpopular incumbent party. The only surprising finding was that they
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were also more inclined to use the action construct, which we expected Republicans to
make more use of, though as noted, Republicans may have been constrained by being
linked to an unpopular president and sought to focus on ideas rather than action.
Republicans were more likely to use the constructs related to follower’s worth, adversity,
and values and morals. All of these findings were in line with expectations from the
literature noted above. These findings of partisan differences in the use of charismatic
rhetoric complement research that has found partisan differences in the use of values
rhetoric (Doherty 2008) and issue rhetoric (e.g., Burden and Sanberg 2003; Spiliotes
and Vavreck 2002). We do urge some caution in drawing too much from the partisan
differences found in our study given that roughly two-thirds of the total number of
speeches in our data set was by the two eventual nominees. Future research can more
systematically test for partisan differences in the use of charismatic rhetoric by looking
across different elections.

We also found some differences in the use of rhetoric by Obama and McCain
between the primary and general election. First, we found that the use of the agentic
construct increased for both candidates between the two time periods and may reflect that
primaries are more about ideas while the general election is more about emphasizing
action, especially given the context in which our study was being conducted. The sharp
downturn in the economy in September of 2008 left voters desiring clear action rhetoric
from the presidential candidates. Second, the use of the similarity to followers construct
also declined, given that candidates were no longer just appealing to their own team or
in-group. Second, we found that both candidates decreased their use of some of their
“party owned” charismatic constructs, and increased the use of the constructs that fit
better with the other party, as would be expected given the need to appeal to a broader
constituency. For example, Obama decreased his use of collective focus, while McCain
increased his use of this construct, while the opposite pattern occurred for values and
morals. While we found shifts in the rhetoric of Obama and McCain, we are cautious
about drawing generalizations. One thing that we cannot know for certain is whether the
shift in rhetoric between the two periods is entirely driven by the different context or a
function of the specific characteristics of Obama and McCain. Future research would need
to extend the analysis beyond one election. Despite these caveats, we believe this is an
important study, if for no other reason that it is the first to systematically map the use of
charismatic rhetoric in presidential campaigns and to try and understand the interaction
between charisma, partisanship, and electoral context. To date, existing scholarship has
only explored shifts in rhetoric related to issues from the primary to the general election
(Spiliotes and Vavreck 2002).

Finally, the primary goal of our article was to look at the content of charismatic
rhetoric used by presidential candidates in the 2008 presidential election and whether the
specific constructs used varied across parties and electoral context. An important next
step is to look at the effects of charismatic rhetoric by presidential candidates on the
public. Our findings suggest that candidates, and their speechwriters, take into account
the preferences of their constituencies when crafting charismatic language since we found
clear differences by party and electoral context. However, much more extensive work
needs to be done on these linkages.
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Appendix

Overview of Charismatic Constructs

Construct Description Sample Words

COLLECTIVE FOCUS
Collectives Singular nouns connoting plurality that

function to decrease specificity, reflecting a
dependence on categorical modes of thought.
Includes social groupings, task groups, and
geographical entities.

Crowd, choir, team, humanity,
army, congress, legislature,
staff, county, world,
kingdom, republic

People references Words referring to the citizenry-writ-large,
including sociological, political, and generic
group designations.

Crowd, classes, residents,
constituencies, majority,
citizenry, masses, population

Self-reference (—) All first person references that reflect the locus
of action residing in the speaker and not in
the world at large.

I, I’d, I’ll, I’m, I’ve, me, mine,
my, myself

TEMPORAL ORIENTATION
Present Concern Present-tense verbs denoting an emphasis on

the here and now.
Cough, tastes, sing, take,

canvass, touch, govern, meet,
make, cook, print, paint.

Past concern The past-tense forms of the verbs in the Present
concern dictionary.

Coughed, tasted, sang, took,
canvassed, touched, governed,
met, made, cooked, printed,
painted

FOLLOWERS’ WORTH
Praise Affirmations of a person, group, or abstract

entity.
Dear, delightful, witty, mighty,

handsome, beautiful, shred,
bright, vigilant, reasonable,
successful, conscientious,
renowned, faithful, good,
noble
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Construct Description Sample Words

Satisfy Terms associated with positive affective states,
moments of undiminished joy, and moments
of triumph.

Cheerful, passionate, happiness,
smile, welcome, excited, fun,
lucky, celebrating, pride,
secure, relieved

SIMILARITY TO FOLLOWERS
Leveling Words used to ignore individual differences and

to build a sense of completeness and
assurance.

Everybody, anyone, each, fully,
always, completely,
inevitably, consistently,
unconditional, consummate,
absolute, open-and-shut

Familiarity A dictionary of the most common words in the
English language. Includes common
prepositions, demonstrative pronouns,
interrogative pronouns, and particles,
conjunctions, and connectives.

Over, across, through, this, that,
who, what, a, for, so

Human Interest Words that concentrate on people and their
activities.

He, his, ourselves, them, cousin,
wife, grandchild, uncle, friend,
baby, human, persons

VALUES & MORAL JUSTIFICATIONS
Spirituality Broad-based, Judeo-Christian terminology

including value-laden terms and theological
constructs.

Churches, doctrine, sermons,
conscience, blessing,
god-fearing, spiritual, faith,
hope, heavenly

Inspiration Abstract virtues deserving of universal respect
and attractive personal qualities.

Honesty, self-sacrifice, virtue,
courage, dedication, wisdom,
mercy, patriotism, success,
education, justice

TANGIBILITY
Concreteness A dictionary of words denoting tangibility and

materiality, including physical structures,
modes of transportation, articles of clothing,
household animals, etc.

Airplane, ship, bicycle, stomach,
eyes, lips, slacks, pants, shirt,
cat, insects, horse, wine grain,
sugar, oil, silk, sand,
courthouse, temple, store

Insistence A calculated measure reflecting the assumption
that repetition of key terms indicates a
preference for a limited, ordered world.

A calculation of repetition of key
terms.

Variety (—) High scores indicate a speaker’s avoidance of
overstatement and preference for precise,
molecular statements

Calculated score: Divides the
number of different words in a
passage by the total words.

ACTION
Aggression Words denoting human competition and forceful

action, including physical energy, social
domination, and goal-directedness.

Blast, crash, explode, collide,
conquest, attacking, violation,
commanded, challenging,
overcome, mastered, pound,
shove, dismantle, overturn,
prevent, reduce, defend
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Construct Description Sample Words

Accomplishment Words expressing task-completion and organized
human behavior.

Establish, finish, influence,
proceed, motivated, influence,
leader, manage, strengthen,
succeed, agenda, enacted,
working, leadership

Passivity (—) Words ranging from neutrality to inactivity,
including terms of compliance, docility, and
cessation.

Allow, tame, appeasement,
submit, contented, sluggish,
arrested, capitulate, refrain,
yielding, immobile,
unconcerned, nonchalant

Ambivalence (—) Words expressing hesitation or uncertainty,
implying an inability or unwillingness to
commit to what is being said.

Allegedly, perhaps, might,
almost, approximate, vague,
baffled, puzzling, hesitate,
could, would, guess, suppose,
seems

ADVERSITY
Blame Terms designating social inappropriateness and

evil, as well as unfortunate circumstances.
Mean, naïve, sloppy, stupid,

fascist, repugnant, malicious,
bankrupt, rash, morbid, weary,
nervous, painful, detrimental,
cruel

Hardship Natural disasters, hostile actions, censurable
human behavior, unsavory political outcomes,
and human fears.

Earthquake, starvation, killers,
bankruptcy, enemies, vices,
infidelity, despots, betrayal,
injustices, exploitation, grief,
death

Denial Standard negative contractions, negative function
words, and null sets.

Aren’t, shouldn’t, don’t, nor, not,
nay, nothing, nobody, none
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