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Abstract 

This thesis builds on the assumption that in order to mobilize popular support for partisan 
goals, political actors will construct and use a collective identity defining ingroup and 
outgroups for supporters to coalesce around. In 2011 and early 2012, the Democratic Party 
of Wisconsin (DPW) led a coalition of thousands of volunteers that collected upwards of 
900,000 signatures to trigger only the third recall election of a governor in American history. 
Through a Critical Discourse Analysis of the website communication of DPW, the thesis 
seeks to answer the question: how did DPW construct a collective identity that was 
appealing enough that upwards of 30,000 people volunteered for the party and upwards of 
900.000 signed the petition to recall the governor? The analysis is based on three 
hypotheses: that the widespread perception of Wisconsin as a leader in socially minded 
reforms, especially during the Progressive era, would factor in DPW’s identity construct; 
that the party would have Wisconsin citizens or protestors (in whichever form), be an 
important part of the constructed identity; and that DPW’s identity construct would 
emphasize the importance of organized labor. The analysis finds support for the two first 
hypotheses, but not the third. Moreover, the analysis shows that “Wisconsin values” and 
“the people of Wisconsin” were key themes for the party. Along with frequent references to 
popular exponents of Wisconsin culture, most notably the Green Bay Packers football team, 
I argue that the party advocated in populist terms, and that the identity construct was 
similar to nationalist or patriotic mobilizations witnessed elsewhere. The thesis asserts that 
one reason DPW was successful in triggering the governor’s recall election was that the 
party constructed a “Wisconsin-patriotic” identity that fostered ingroup cohesion and 
portrayed Republicans as an “un-Wisconsin” outgroup. In this way, the thesis is an 
exploration of how political parties in American states may mobilize popular support 
around state-level “patriotism.”  
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Dansk resumé 

(4.217 typeenheder, inklusive mellemrum) 
 

Mere wisconsinsk end dig: Hvordan Wisconsins Demokratiske Parti konstruerede 

en ”Wisconsin-patriotisk” kollektiv identitet til recall-valgene i 2011 og tidligt i 2012 

 

Denne afhandling analyserer, hvordan Wisconsins Demokratiske Partis (DPW) diskursivt 

konstruerede en kollektiv identitet for at samle opbakning til recall-valget mod den 

Republikanske guvernør Scott Walker i 2011 og første måned af 2012. I februar og marts 

2011 var over 100.000 mennesker i flere omgange på gaderne i Wisconsins hovedstad, 

Madison, for at protestere mod et Republikansk lovforslag, Act 10, der ville tilføje 

fagforeninger i den offentlige sektor et hårdt slag. Da Republikanerne godkendte 

lovforslaget, forsøgte DPW at presse Republikanerne fra magten ved at udløse såkaldte 

recall-valg. I oktober 2011 offentliggjorde man, at man ville forsøge at recalle Scott Walker. 

For at udløse et guvernør-omvalg skulle DPW indsamle over en halv million underskrifter (i 

en stat med 5,5 millioner mennesker), og partiet var også afhængigt af tusinder af frivilliges 

hjælp til de forskellige processer undervejs. Det lykkedes partiet og dets støtter at indsamle 

over 900.000 underskrifter og udløse det blot tredje recall-valg af en guvernør i USA’s 

historie. Denne afhandling tager afsæt i følgende forskningsspørgsmål: Hvordan 

konstruerede DPW en kollektiv identitet, der var så tiltrækkende, at over 30.000 

wisconsinitter meldte sig som frivillige i recall-kampagnen og over 900.000 skrev under på 

at ville af med den republikanske guvernør? Analysen er foretaget med afsæt i tre hypoteser 

om udformningen af DPW’s identitetskonstruktion: At konstruktionen ville trække på 

diskurser om Wisconsins historie som en foregangsstat inden for sociale reformer i den 

Progressive æra i starten af det 20. århundrede; at konstruktionen ville basere sig delvist 
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på ”almindelige wisconsinitter” eller demonstranter i en eller anden form; og at 

konstruktionen ville lægge vægt på vigtigheden af fagforeninger. Analysedelen tager form af 

en kritisk diskursanalyse (CDA) af nyhedsindlæggene på DPW’s hjemmeside og anvender 

teorier om diskursiv konstruktion af national identitet, idet jeg havde en fornemmelse af, at 

DPW’s kommunikation lagde sig op af temaer, som patriotiske og nationalistiske 

bevægelser andetsteds anvender. Analysen fandt belæg for de første to hypoteser, men ikke 

den tredje. I forhold til den første hypotese viste analysen, at DPW hyppigt refererede til 

reformer og fremskridt fra den Progressive æra. Begrebet ”Wisconsin values” fremstod som 

et paraplybegreb, der blandt andet opsamlede referencerne til den Progressive æra. I forhold 

til den anden hypotese viste analysen, at DPW primært brugte fire termer om 

wisconsinitter: ”the people of Wisconsin”, ”working families”, ”grassroots volunteers”, 

og ”middle class”. Disse termer blev på forskellig vis brugt til diskursivt at skabe intern 

sammenhængskraft, at gøre identitetskonstruktionen inkluderende, og til at skabe entusiasme 

blandt kernevælgerne. Ydermere argumenterer jeg for, at ”working families” blev brugt som 

en mere værdineutral term til at referere til fagforeningsbevægelsen uden at skræmme folk 

væk med for direkte hentydninger til fagforeninger. Denne strategi er kopieret direkte fra 

USA’s største paraplyorganisation for fagforeninger, AFL-CIO. Analysen viste også, at 

DPW konstruerede en ”Wisconsin-patriotisk” identitet, idet de kredsede om 

begrebet ”Wisconsin values” og hyppigt refererede til typiske eksponenter for wisconsinsk 

kultur, ikke mindst statens store sportshold. Samtidig var DPW’s stil populistisk, idet de ofte 

appellerede til folket (”the people of Wisconsin”). Den ”Wisconsin-patriotiske” 

identitetskonstruktion blev brugt til at udgruppere Republikanere som ”uwisconsinske” og 

skabe opbakning til recall-projektet. Afhandlingen argumenterer for, at en af grundene til, at 

det lykkedes DPW at udløse recall-valget, var, at den ”Wisconsin-patriotiske” 
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identitetskonstruktion appellerede bredt. Afhandlingen er et eksempel på, hvordan man kan 

anvende teorier om nationalisme og patriotisme til at analysere, hvordan politiske aktører i 

USA’s delstater appellerer til ”delstatspatriotisme” for at samle opbakning til deres politiske 

projekter. 

 

!  
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Part I: Introduction and Hypotheses 

 

Wisconsin Politics in 2011 and Early 2012, and the Approach of the Thesis 

This thesis explores how the Democratic Party of Wisconsin (DPW) succeeded in triggering 

a recall election against the Republican governor, Scott Walker, who became only the third 

governor to face a recall election in U.S. history. In the context of the Tea Party-fuelled 

Republican wave that swept the nation in the fall of 2010, Scott Walker had handily defeated 

the Democratic candidate, Milwaukee mayor Tom Barrett, to become governor of Wisconsin, 

and Republicans also took control of both the state senate and the state assembly (Nichols 

2011 (a)). In February and March 2011, the streets around the Wisconsin state capitol in 

Madison and elsewhere in the state erupted with people protesting the Republican plan to 

curtail public sector collective bargaining, as announced on February 10, 2011 (Bauer 2011 

(b)). The bill known as Act 10 would create a distinction between public safety workers and 

general public employees (Seiler 2012). The former group consisting of police officers, 

deputy sheriffs, firefighters, state patrol officers, and state motor vehicle inspectors would be 

left with just about unchanged collective bargaining rights, but the rights of the latter and far 

larger group, including teachers and health workers, would be impeded in three main ways: 

first, the bill limited negotiations of base pay so that it could only rise as much as did the 

inflation rate (Collins 2012: 12). Negotiations over benefits, work rules, health and safety, 

work hours, shifts and overtime, grievance procedures, seniority provisions, and all other 

issues would be outlawed (Ibid: 12). Secondly, the bill would end the standard practice of 

“dues check-off,” the automatic deduction of union dues from the paychecks of employees, 

and make paying union dues voluntary (Wilson and Early 2010: 127-129). This would 

severally hamper unions in collecting dues and budgeting. And third, the bill required that 
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unions take an annual vote to maintain certification with the state. Recertification would 

only be granted if an absolute majority of a bargaining unit voted for recertification (Collins 

2012: 12). In addition, public employees were required to pay more toward their health and 

pension plans. The bill was seen as a huge blow to labor unions and also to DPW because of 

its reliance on the financial backing of unions (Wilson and Early 2010: 127-129). With 

crowds protesting the bill reaching more than 100,000 on several occasions (in a state of 5.5 

million people), the protests were the largest in state history and among the biggest in recent 

U.S. history (Nichols 2011 (b): 4; La Botz 2010: 85). Protestors even occupied the state 

capitol for several weeks. By mid-March, the street protests died out but a new strategy of 

seeking to oust Republican lawmakers from the state senate and eventually the governor 

through recall elections was taking form. Act 10 went into effect on June 29, 2011 (OSER 

2011: 1) but by mid-July 2012, the future of some of the bill’s provisions still remained 

unclear due to court action (Seiler 2012; Marley 2012). However, some of the state’s biggest 

public sector unions had already seen dramatic drops in membership (Belkin and Maher 

2012). 

In an attempt to undo Act 10, DPW turned its attention toward one of the 

constitutional tools available in Wisconsin (as well as 18 other states), the recall, and 

announced in October 2011 that it would attempt to recall the governor and lieutenant 

governor. A recall election can be triggered before an elected official’s term is up by 

collecting a set amount of signed petitions to that effect. In Wisconsin, signatures 

corresponding to one fourth of the number of votes cast in the latest governor’s election have 

to be collected and verified to trigger an election. Signatures have to be collected in a 60-day 

window. For state senators, all signatures have to be collected from inhabitants in the 

relevant district. For the recall of Scott Walker, 540,208 valid signatures (and the same 
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amount for lieutenant governor) were needed to trigger elections. Through 2010, recall 

elections of state legislators had been triggered a total of 21 times in the 19 American states 

that allow recalls (NCSL 2012). Until then, only two recall elections of governors had ever 

been triggered in American history: North Dakota’s Lynn J. Frazier in 1921, and Gray Davis 

in California in 2003. Both lost their recall elections. In Wisconsin, nine recall elections 

were triggered for state senators in the summer of 2011. Two Republicans were ousted while 

the remaining four Republicans and three Democrats kept their seats, leaving Republicans 

with a one-seat majority (Ibid. The senate became split 16-16 after Republican Pam 

Galloway’s resignation on March 17, 2012). On October 10, 2011, DPW announced that it 

would seek to recall the governor, lieutenant governor, and, later, that it would also seek to 

recall four Republican state senators. The signature gathering window opened on November 

15, 2011, and by the deadline of January 17, 2012, a total of approximately 1.7 million 

signatures for all six recalls were submitted to Wisconsin’s Government Accountability 

Board (GAB 2012). Upwards of 30,000 volunteers were active on the Democratic side in 

helping collect and verify signatures (Verburg 2012). Additional rallies and protests drawing 

tens of thousands were staged throughout 2011 and early 2012. In late March 2012, the GAB 

announced that it had verified roughly 900,000 signatures to recall Scott Walker and roughly 

800,000 signatures to recall the lieutenant governor and it ratified all six elections and 

scheduled them to take place on June 5, 2012. Eventually, Republicans defended all seats 

except that of state senator Van Wangaard, which Democrat John Lehman won. Scott 

Walker remained in power but the Democrats claimed a single-seat majority in the state 

senate (with the senate not scheduled to go into session until after the November 2012 

elections the value of the victory may be debated). Based on this short review of events, we 

may observe that events in Wisconsin in 2011 and 2012 were important, also from a national 
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perspective, for at least seven reasons: first, because the struggle over Act 10 represented but 

one front in a Republican offensive against organized labor that also saw heavy battles in 

other states (e.g. Rogers and Dresser 2011). Secondly, because of the size and longevity of 

popular protests. Third, because some commentators saw events in Wisconsin as a direct 

precursor to the Occupy Wall Street movement and the debate it spurred (e.g. Nichols 2012 

(a): 52; Buhle and Buhle 2011: 177; La Botz 2010: 97). Fourth, because of the historical 

number of recall elections triggered. Fifth, because a recall election was triggered for the 

governor for only the third time in American history. Sixth, because of the immense amount 

of money spent in Wisconsin politics in 2011 and 2012 (more on this below). Finally, 

because the outcome of the struggles may be a pointer for the relative strength of labor and 

its opposition in other states and on the national level, as some commentators noted (e.g. 

Moore 2012; Collins 2012: 14). 

Despite Walker staying in power, triggering the recall elections of state senators and, 

in particular, only the third governor’s recall election in American history represented a 

major accomplishment by DPW. It is the roots of this accomplishment that this study 

examines. It should be noted that the opposition to the Republican agenda extended beyond 

the Republican handling of collective bargaining. Republicans made the largest cuts in state 

history to education (Umhoefer 2012 (a)), pushed large cuts to health care (e.g. Bauer 2011 

(a)), pushed a mining bill that would possibly harm the environment in Northern Wisconsin 

(Bergquist and Marley 2012), and pursued a social-conservative agenda including an attempt 

to outlaw abortion (Davidoff 2011). Furthermore, Scott Walker was implicated in a secretive 

so-called John Doe investigation into wrongdoings in his administration when he was 

Milwaukee county executive (the investigation was still ongoing as per mid-July 2012 and 

had seen one conviction for fraudulent campaign donations, one guilty plea for fundraising 
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for Walker while on the clock for the county, and criminal charges against three former 

Walker aides or appointees (Umhoefer 2012 (b), Schultze 2012). However, there is little 

doubt that the initial rounds of protests in February and March 2011 were set off by the 

proposal to curtail collective bargaining (e.g. Stein and Marley 2012; Collins 2012: 6; 

Aronowitz 2011: 15). 

In coming up with reasons for the staunch opposition to Act 10 in particular and the 

rightwing agenda of the Republican Party in general, many commentators indicated that Act 

10 violated Wisconsin’s history of socially minded reforms implemented during the 

Progressive era. Historian William Cronon (2011) opined that Act 10 represented “a radical 

break from the state’s tradition….” Activist Ben Manski points to “the unusual strength of 

Wisconsin’s Progressive movement and traditions,” which, he notes, “are central to the 

state’s identity” (in Barrett 2011: 68). Political commentator John Nichols (2012 (a): 52) 

stated that Republicans were “attacking everything – and everyone – that forward-looking 

Wisconsinites valued” and points to Wisconsin’s “rich history of Progressive populist 

activism” (Ibid: 56) as a reason for the public’s response to the Republican agenda. While 

not disagreeing with such sentiments, this thesis posits that there is more to it than just that. 

Drawing on insights from scholarship on identity politics (Bernstein 1997; Bernstein 2005; 

Polletta and Jasper 2001), the thesis explores how collective identities may be constructed 

and used by political elites to meet partisan political goals. That is, collective identity is not 

taken as a given, as it is in much commentary, but as a construct that can be used to meet 

partisan goals. The central research question for this thesis is this: 

 

How did DPW construct a collective identity that was effective and appealing enough 
that upwards of 30,000 volunteers got involved and upwards of 900,000 petitions 
were signed to trigger only the third governor’s recall in American history? 
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Drawing on insights from Critical Discourse Analysis, this thesis analyzes how DPW in its 

website communication discursively constructed a collective identity around which to rally 

people to sign petitions to recall the governor. It focuses on the news items posted at the 

party’s website, wisdems.org, in the period from February 10, 2011 through January 24, 

2012 (more on the timeframe and other methodological considerations below). I posit three 

hypotheses about which elements one could reasonably expect to have been central to 

DPW’s identity construct (I elaborate on each hypothesis in due course): 

 

Hypothesis a) Given the fact that Wisconsin played a key role in implementing 
social reforms at the state and national levels during the Progressive era, and that the 
Republican agenda in 2011 and early 2012 in many ways ran counter to those 
reforms, we may hypothesize that DPW’s identity construct would draw on the 
state’s political-historical background. 

 
 

Hypothesis b) Given the sustained, large-scale protests in February and March of 
2011, the fact that DPW was dependent on thousands of people to volunteer for 
various tasks in the recall process, not to mention to sign the recall petitions, as well 
as Wisconsin’s history of populist political leaders, we may hypothesize that the 
party would have protestors or Wisconsin citizens, in whichever form, be an 
important part of the constructed identity.  

 
 

Hypothesis c) Given the fact that the protests were set off by the proposal to curtail 
public sector collective bargaining; and given the visibility of organized labor at the 
protests in February and March of 2011; and given labor’s continued support for 
DPW in the form of funding; and given Wisconsin’s history of advancing labor 
rights, we may hypothesize that the identity construct of DPW would to some extent 
emphasize organized labor. 

 

Below, I elaborate on each of the hypotheses. The analysis finds support for the first two 

hypotheses but not the third. Due to the strong emphasis DPW put on Wisconsin traditions 
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and “Wisconsin values,” as exposed through focusing on the first hypothesis, I argue that 

DPW sought to mobilize popular support for its partisan ends by constructing a “Wisconsin-

patriotic” identity, in much the same way nationalist movements do in countries or regions 

elsewhere. Furthermore, the second hypothesis points attention to the fact that DPW made 

frequent references to “the people of Wisconsin.” Based on that observation, I argue that 

their style was populist. Hence, I argue that one of the reasons for the success that DPW 

claimed in triggering the recall election of the governor was that the party constructed a 

“Wisconsin-patriotic” collective identity around which to rally people. 

 

!  
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Part II: Methodology, Data, and Theoretical Framework 

 

Methodology and Data 

The central assumption that elite actors will seek to construct a collective identity to 

mobilize popular support for partisan goals is rooted in the work of scholars such as 

Bernstein (1997; 2005) and Polletta and Jasper (2001). I account for their theories below. To 

analyze the identity construct of DPW, I rely on insights from Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA). Because I had a strong impression that DPW referred to and constructed Wisconsin 

not unlike nationalist movements and parties would in other settings, I analyze the party’s 

communication relying on the theories on national identity outlined by Wodak et al. (1999). 

Of course, Wisconsin is not usually conceptualized as a “nation” but I argue that it can easily 

be seen as an “imagined community” (Anderson 2006), which lies at the heart of the 

framework devised by Wodak et al (1999). Furthermore, scholars have applied a similar 

framework to account for the efforts of the Christian Social Union (CSU) to mobilize 

support for its partisan, political agenda around a Bavarian national identity (Hepburn 2008; 

Sutherland 2001). Bavaria is comparable to Wisconsin because both are states in a federal 

republic, and neither have serious state-seeking movements (Hepburn 2008: 189). Rather, I 

argue, both CSU and DPW appealed to nationalism or patriotism to realize their partisan, 

political goals. Hence, I consider it justifiable to base the analysis on Wodak et al. (1999). 

The thesis represents a case study of U.S. state-level “patriotism” and how it may be 

mobilized to meet partisan goals. Even as I make a few comparisons throughout the text, in 

the final chapter I call for more, possibly comparative, research into similar processes in 

other American states (see Flyvbjerg 2006 for the virtues of case studies). 
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In assessing how DPW discursively constructed and used a specific collective 

identity in its communication, I analyze the news postings on the party’s website 

wisdems.org in the period ranging from February 10, 2011 through January 24, 2012. Scott 

Walker announced the planned changes to collective bargaining in an interview on February 

10, 2011 (Bauer 2011 (b)). January 17, 2012 was the date that the signatures to recall the 

governor were handed in to the Government Accountability Board. From January 17, 2012 

onwards, DPW turned its attention from gathering signatures and to other aspects of the 

political struggle. However, DPW posted a news item on the website on January 24, 2012 

about the fundraising period that ended on January 17, 2012. Therefore, January 24, 2012 

represents a natural date to draw a line in the sand. 

Since the thesis examines how DPW mobilized support to recall the governor, I do 

not focus much on the summer period where the focus of the party was on recalling state 

senators. The bulk of primary material under analysis is from the periods February 10, 2011 

through March 2011 and October 10, 2011 through January 24, 2012. There are relatively 

few references to the summer period in the thesis and I quote from only a few posts dealing 

directly with the senate recalls. My observation is that the themes over the summer were 

similar to the rest of the period. 

The reason for focusing on the party’s website rather than e.g. interviews or TV spots 

is that websites provide an “unmediated, holistic, and representative portrait of campaigns” 

(Druckmann et al. 2009: 343). The data is unmediated as it comes directly from DPW and 

complete, that is, covering “a full range of rhetorical strategies” (Ibid: 345). We may take 

website postings to be an accurate reflection of what DPW tried to achieve with its 

communication efforts. Additionally, focusing on website postings avoid the potential “noise” 

in e.g. interviews if individual politicians or officials are not “on message.” 
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Following the lead of Wodak et al. (1999: 74), the thesis is interested more in macro 

patterns rather than in micro manifestations at the level of the single text. To ensure a 

“holistic and representative” view of the party’s communication, I analyzed every website 

posting in the indicated period and looked for terms and phrases I deemed relevant to the 

thesis. Quickly, it turned out that “Wisconsin values” and “the people” – most often “the 

people of Wisconsin” – were key phrases in the party’s communication. I copied short 

pieces of text (usually no more than three sentences) and pasted them into a document where 

I structured the statements thematically. The document served as my key to seeing a fuller 

picture than what emerges from a single, brief website statement. Additionally, I did site-

specific Google searches to find specific terms. I Googled “site:wisdems.org” and set the 

date range to that specified above and entered the term or phrase I was interested in, e.g. 

“values.” These searches allowed me to get a quick overview of the use (or non-use) of 

specific phrases. The website has two news categories, “press releases” 

(wisdems.org/news/press) and “blog” (wisdems.org/news/blog). I did not differentiate 

between the two because both are written by party staff and, presumably, either represents 

the party line equally well. Many postings include quotes attributed to party officials, e.g. 

party chair Mike Tate, executive director Maggie Brickerman, or communications director 

Graeme Zielinski. However, since the texts are often the product of a collaborative effort of 

the communication department, I do not attribute quotes to a specific person but just write, 

e.g., “a post stated….” There are a few exceptions to this general rule; for instance a posting 

in March 2011 by state senator Bob Jauch and a December 2011 post by State Assembly 

Democratic leader Peter Barca. These entries are substantially longer and of a more general 

character than the regular postings, which are typically brief and topical. In the cases that 

deviate from the norm, I attribute the quotes to the specific person. 



! 16 

As for my reading of historical and other background accounts about Wisconsin, I 

contacted Professor James P. Leary, co-director of the Center for the Study of Upper 

Midwestern Cultures at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He recommended that I 

started my readings with John D. Buenker’s "Wisconsin as Maverick, Model, and 

Microcosm" (1990). I then worked from the bibliography of that text to expand the scope of 

my readings. I also contacted the Wisconsin Historical Society for inputs and searched 

academic databases and Google for phrases such as “Wisconsin identity.” Such searches 

proved more or less futile. 

As noted, the thesis builds partly on the theoretical framework developed by Wodak 

et al. (1999) but it differs from their approach by focusing on only one discursive arena. 

Whereas Wodak et al. analyze discursive acts produced in a number of different settings by a 

variety of different actors, ranging from politicians over journalists to “ordinary” citizens, I 

analyze only discourse produced by DPW, for two reasons: first, there are obvious limits of 

time and scope of a master’s thesis. Secondly, the physical distance between Copenhagen 

and Wisconsin would make it difficult to explore Wisconsinites’ reception of DPW’s 

identity construct, even if e.g. web-based surveys could have played a role. 

As for the bibliography, the source for DPW statements is always wisdems.org. For 

brevity, in the body text of the thesis I note the date but do not provide the source, which is 

invariably wisdems.org. The full URL as well as all other relevant references is located in 

the bibliography where wisdems.org posting are listed chronologically. In the bibliography, I 

do not attribute the wisdems.org postings to a specific author, even if the website does so for 

some of the blogs posts. This, again, is because the posts often represent a collaborative 

effort on behalf of the communication team. 
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Finally, it should be noted that I interned with the communication team of DPW from 

September 2011 through January 17, 2012. I spent one day a week at the office until the last 

month’s time where I worked there on a fulltime basis. I wrote or co-wrote a few website 

items but I only quote from one of these (December 21, 2011). While it may not be standard 

academic practice to quote your own work in this way, my reasoning is that my texts would 

not have been accepted for publication if they deviated in terms of tone or content from other 

postings. While I have personal opinions about Wisconsin politics, that does not preclude me 

from conducting a rigorous and unbiased academic analysis. 

 

The Genre of Political Party Websites 

Awareness of genre is important because it helps shape readers’ expectations and helps them 

make sense of the text. Paltridge (2006: 98) notes that in order to establish the genre of a text, 

one needs to account for the speaker of the text, the audience, the relationship between the 

two, the goal or purpose of the text, the “network of texts that surround the genre,” the 

subject matter of the text, and how this relates to the context of the text. I will account for 

these issues below. First, let me note that I define the genre under analysis here as websites 

of political parties. Much of the available literature focuses on political campaign websites 

(e.g. Druckmann et al. 2009; Druckmann et al. 2010), which may be viewed as a slightly 

different genre from a party website. However, 2011 and early 2012 represented one long 

campaign in Wisconsin (or more precisely, a succession of campaigns). Moreover, DPW did 

not find its candidate for the governor’s recall election until Milwaukee mayor Tom 

Barrett’s primary victory on May 8, 2012. Until then, the party did not have a campaign 

website as such. For these reasons, wisdems.org functioned more or less as a campaign 
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website and I therefore consider it justifiable to draw on the insights from the campaign 

website literature in this context. 

The speaker of the texts under analysis in this paper is DPW. It makes sense to view 

the speaker as “the party” because the texts on the party website represent the official stance 

and voice of the party. As noted above, many texts attribute quotes to a member of the party 

leadership but in most cases, if not all, the texts represent a collaborative effort of the 

communication department. For these reasons, it makes sense to view the speaker as DPW. 

 The audience may be a little harder to pin down, not least because there is a central 

tension in political campaigns between the need to motivate the base and attract the 

uncommitted (Jerit 2004: 567). Based on a survey of officials involved in creating websites 

for congressional races in 2002 through 2008, Druckmann et al. (2009: 346, 358-359; 2010: 

93-94) find that these people targeted “voters in general” and “undecided voters” over e.g. 

“supportive voters.” The respondents also believed (Druckmann et al. 2009: 346) that other 

groups, such as “supportive voters,” were more likely to visit the sites more frequently than 

the two aforementioned main target groups. As for the specifics of the political terrain in 

Wisconsin in 2011 and early 2012, public opinion about the union issue and the two main 

parties quickly ossified, which meant that elections were more about turning out the base 

than winning new followers (e.g. Gilbert 2012 (a); Spicuzza and Barbour 2012; Stein and 

Marley 2012; Verburg 2012). For this reason, it is plausible that the website of DPW 

focused more on getting the base “fired up” than on attracting the uncommitted or winning 

over opponents. It is worth noting, however, that even if texts are targeted at core 

constituencies, the messages may find their way to other constituents as well. This is because 

news outlets often cite the quotations included in the website postings, or comment on them 

in other ways. DPW website postings may also spread when individuals share them with 



! 19 

their connections on online social networks, such as Facebook or Twitter. In these ways, at 

least parts of the original messages may have diffused to a larger, more diverse audience.  

 If the speaker of the texts is DPW and the audience is mainly the party faithful, the 

relationship between the two was one of reciprocal need. The party faithful needed the party 

to fulfill their electoral wishes. Hence, they needed to make sure that their party ascended to 

or stayed in power. DPW needed the party faithful to fill the party coffers through donations, 

to volunteer in large numbers (e.g. Verburg 2012), to sign petitions and, ultimately, to vote 

for the party’s candidates. 

 As for the goal or purpose of the texts under study, the goal of political 

communication is to convince the electorate to vote for the party or candidate (Benoit et al. 

2003: x). However, it may be useful to break this macro goal into several sub-goals. Such 

sub-goals may vary with each text and may include pointing attention to developing stories 

involving actors from either political party, informing about candidates, where and how to 

vote, informing about a policy proposal from the opposing party deemed harmful, and so on. 

Other goals may be to get people involved in for instance volunteer work, or encourage 

people to donate, or get people to register to vote. Furthermore, in accordance with the 

theoretical framework of this thesis we may posit that successfully constructing a collective 

identity is an important step on the way to realizing the various sub-goals and the overall 

goal of winning electoral support. 

 The “network of texts that surround the genre” is, in this case, a cacophony of 

different texts delivered by different authors in various media. It is useful to discuss this 

cacophony by taking actors as the starting point. For actors immediately associated with the 

party, five factors are worth noting: first, DPW are present on other web-based platforms 

than the website, including Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. They also email out 
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newsletters and press releases. Secondly, Democratic lawmakers all have their own websites 

and often Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube channels, as well as newsletters and press 

releases. Third, Democratic lawmakers and party officials address audiences through other 

channels than web-based platforms, e.g. through interviews, letters to the editor, opinion 

pieces in newspapers, and press conferences. Fourth, parties and candidates run political ads, 

most notably TV and radio. Fifth, national-level Democrats, as well as Democrats in other 

states may also have influenced the debate in Wisconsin. Wisdems.org was just one of many 

channels through which the party and its candidates could push a message. Apart from 

Democrats, several actors were active who were not affiliated with DPW: representatives of 

labor unions, think tanks, scholars, community groups, social movements, journalists, 

protestors, tweeters, Wisconsin Republicans, and so on. These actors all produced texts that 

influenced and were influenced by the texts on wisdems.org. 

 The subject matter of the texts under analysis was very often sharp criticism of 

Republican initiatives and Republican lawmakers rather than a presentation of Democratic 

policy initiatives. Rather than seeking to advance its own agenda, the party used the website 

to attack Republicans. The most obvious reason for this is that, being in the minority in both 

legislative chambers and with a Republican governor, Democrats simply did not have much 

initiative in the traditional forums. Another reason is that “going negative” is likely to yield a 

greater response from voters than staying on the positive. Quite simply, individuals pay 

more attention to negative than to positive information (Druckmann et al. 2009: 344). 

Moreover, media outlets are more likely to pick up on negative campaigning than positive 

(Jerit 2004: 567). Hence, negative campaigning is perceived to be more effective than 

positive (Ibid: 565). As Jerit puts it (Ibid: 566), “political elites who speak the language of 
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emotion have a better chance of connecting with the electorate than those who do not.” As 

will become apparent, the appeals that DPW made were often emotional. 

When looking at the context of the texts, several commentators pointed out that the 

outcome of the union battles in Wisconsin were important indicators for the future direction 

in other states and at the national level. For instance, the Wall Street Journal called the 

governor’s recall the most important non-presidential election in a decade (Moore 2012). 

Collins (2012: 14) notes that Wisconsin was important in a national context because the state, 

until the Republican takeover in 2011, represented “a counterexample to the view of 

conservative reformers that low taxes and deregulation were prerequisites for economic 

growth.” Thus, both commentators and scholars perceived the stakes to be high, which may 

help explain the sometimes dramatic tone of DPW’s communication. 

In conclusion, the review of the genre of the political party website defined the 

speaker of the texts as DPW, the audience primarily as the party faithful, the relationship 

between the two as one of mutual dependence to realize their goals, and the macro goal of 

the texts as electoral success. A crucial step on the way to meeting the goals is the successful 

creation of a collective identity. The review also noted that the texts on the website of DPW 

comprise but one part of a large and diverse body of texts dealing with political issues in 

Wisconsin in 2011 and early 2012. Finally, the subject matter of the texts was often stinging 

criticism of Republican initiatives or politicians. Plausible reasons for this are that “going 

negative” often plays well with the electorate and that the stakes were considered to be high 

in Wisconsin in 2011 and 2012. 

 

! !



! 22 

Collective Identity in Social Movement Theory 

The literature on identity construction that informs this thesis asserts that collective identity 

is not a given but rather something that can be constructed and used as a resource to meet 

instrumental goals (Bernstein 1997; Bernstein 2005; Polletta and Jasper 2001). Such theories 

are located within the literature on new social movements but I argue that many of the 

insights may be applied in this thesis as well, which focuses on the intersection between 

parliamentary and extra-parliamentary politics. This is particularly the case if we view the 

efforts of DPW in the context of a wider social movement that included labor unions, 

community groups (e.g. Collins 2012: 14), and specially formed groups (such as United 

Wisconsin and the Wisconsin Wave (Dayden 2011)) which came together in efforts to 

overturn various Republican policies in Wisconsin in 2011 and 2012. Furthermore, with a 

unified Republican Party controlling the governor’s mansion, the assembly, the state senate, 

as well as the attorney general’s office, Democrats were effectively ousted from influence 

through traditional channels. During the period under study, the most crucial of the party’s 

activities were extra-parliamentary: spreading information about the recall, trying to 

convince more than half a million people to sign a recall petition, and recruiting thousands of 

volunteers to participate in the various stages of the process. Moreover, as Bernstein (2005: 

47-48) notes, scholars have explored topics such as separatist movements and nationalism 

within a framework of identity politics. For these reasons, I consider I justifiable to apply the 

theories introduced below in this thesis. 

 The academic literature on collective identities has evolved away from 

conceptualizing collective identity as a given toward viewing it as a construction that can be 

used to meet specific goals. Many of the earlier works in this strand took collective interests, 

actors, and identities as given and fixed (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 286, 290). Furthermore, 
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some movements were categorized as working toward concrete policy goals, whereas for 

others the goal was recognition of the collective identity of the group, e.g. some gay rights 

groups (Bernstein 1997: 533). However, empirical studies have shown that the distinction 

between instrumental and expressive movements is too simplistic as many movements strive 

toward both ends (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 287). Polletta and Jasper (2001: 285) define 

collective identity as 

 
“an individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional connection with a broader community…. It 
is a perception of a shared status or relation, which may be imagined rather than experienced 
directly, and it is distinct from personal identities, although it may form part of a personal 
identity.…” 

 

That is, collective identity guides how an individual relates to other individuals within a 

community and helps individuals make sense of who they are and how they relate to the 

social world surrounding them (Ibid: 298). Simons and Klandermans (2001: 320) note that 

collective identities regulate social behavior, influence people's notions about justice, and 

their willingness to engage in social protest and other activities aimed at social change. 

Furthermore, they point out (Ibid: 320) that there is a large body of literature highlighting 

collective identity as an explanatory variable that can shed light on issues such as 

stereotyping and discrimination against outgroups in favor of ingroups. Bernstein (1997: 

535) argues that “a shared collective identity is necessary for mobilization of any social 

movement” (italicization in original). She (Ibid: 537) elaborates that “Activists must draw on 

an existing identity or construct a new collective identity in order to create and mobilize a 

constituency….” In other words, the formulation of a collective identity is a prerequisite for 

mobilizing following. Polletta and Jasper’s (2001: 291) concept of identity framing is similar. 

In their conceptualization, frames “are the interpretive packages that activists develop to 
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mobilize potential adherents and constituents.” Such identity frames serve to highlight the 

injustice of a situation and makes agency seem an effective response (Ibid: 291). Crucially, 

frames “make clear the ‘identities’ of the contenders” and make clear that the injustice is the 

result of conscious human actions rather than impersonal forces, such as globalization or 

outsourcing. In this way, frames help distinguish “us” from “them” and foster internal 

cohesion and solidarity (Ibid: 291). An important understanding is that the successful 

construction and framing or use of collective identity affects the ability of a social movement 

to recruit members and supporters, form alliances, and defuse opposition (Ibid: 295). As an 

example of a successful construction and use of collective identity, Bernstein (2005: 62) 

references Gotham, who details how a community successfully fought to avoid having a 

highway built in their backyard: “in contrast to viewing political action as the result of 

community identity … community identity was a cultural resource strategically deployed.” 

In this way, “making identity claims can be seen as a protest strategy” (Polletta and Jasper 

2001: 292; emphasis in original). This example also shows that mobilization around 

collective identities is especially likely to occur in moments of crises and political, economic, 

or social change (Ibid: 299; see also Savage 2010: 171). Polletta and Jasper (2001: 285) note 

that, “Collective identities are expressed in cultural materials—names, narratives, symbols, 

verbal styles, rituals, clothing, and so on….” It follows that collective identities may be 

assessed through analyzing such cultural materials, which is the case of this thesis. This 

short review underlined that collective identities are not a given but may be constructed and 

used to meet particular goals. 

It is important to note that Bernstein (1997; 2005) and Polletta and Jasper (2001) do 

not imply that the construction and use of collective identity is the only determinant for 

political outcomes. Rather, the construction and use of collective identities should be seen as 
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one among many factors, e.g. legal, economic, and social structures and processes, that play 

a role in political struggles (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 285). Hence, I do not argue that the 

successful creation and use of a collective identity was the only reason DPW succeeded in 

triggering a recall election of the governor. I argue that it played an important role. 

Furthermore, even though this thesis, focusing on the efforts of DPW, employs a top-down 

perspective, not only elites engage in identity construction. It also takes place at the 

grassroots level (Ibid: 291). We should also note that those who engage in identity 

construction do not have a radical freedom to do so because they operate within “a 

‘multiorganizational field’ of allied, competing, and oppositional movement organizations, 

authorities, media, and funders” (Ibid: 294). Moreover, individuals belong to various social 

groups. Therefore, “there is a potential for multiple, partly overlapping, or crosscutting and 

even conflicting collective identities” (Simons and Klandermans 2001: 321). It follows that 

even if the concept of collective identity has explanatory power in political struggles, there 

are certain limits to the utility of the concept. 

A final note is that whereas especially Bernstein emphasizes how individuals may 

use a collective identity in political battles, this thesis does not focus much on the active use 

of collective identities but more on how they are constructed. Bernstein (2005: 62) terms 

individuals’ use of collective identities “identity deployment” and argues that identity 

deployment entails “expressing identity such that the terrain of conflict becomes the 

individual person so that the values, categories, and practices of individuals become subject 

to debate.” This thesis analyzes the construction of collective identities and not on how 

individuals put them to use, or deployed them, in any great detail. My impression is that 

Democratic politicians and operatives espoused, or deployed, the identity construct that I 

track in this thesis. A rigid analysis of how Democrats and/or Wisconsin citizens deployed 
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the identity construct that this thesis traces is beyond the scope of the analysis. Rather than 

using Bernstein’s specific term “identity deployment,” I use variants of the semantically 

wider term “use” when appropriate. 

To sum up the assumptions informing this thesis: collective identity is not a given. 

Rather, actors must construct and use collective identities that help define ingroup and 

outgroups in order to mobilize support and reach their goals. 

 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

In analyzing how DPW constructed and used a collective identity to reach its goal of 

triggering a recall election of governor Scott Walker, I rely on Critical Discourse Analysis. 

More specifically, the thesis builds on the discourse-historical approach as laid out by 

Wodak et al. (1999). I combine this overall framework with work on populism, most notably 

Canovan (2005). 

As studies of “discourse” have proliferated, so have the meanings of the concept and 

hence a good starting point is to define what discourse is and what it does. Wodak and 

Meyer (2001: 5) define a discourse as “a way of signifying a particular domain of social 

practice from a particular perspective.” Elsewhere, Wodak (2009: 00:36:20) defines a 

discourse as “structured knowledge about a macro-topic.” The point about perspective 

indicates that people will, plainly, talk about issues in different ways depending on such 

factors as class, gender, race, group membership, and so on. I take discourse to operate 

primarily above and beyond the level of a single text. Hence, in order to analyze discourse, 

one needs to take into account several texts. Wodak (Ibid: 00:30:30) notes that “‘Discourse’ 

very often means ‘ideology’,” as in for instance the phrase “leftwing discourse.” However, 

she finds it more meaningful to speak of positions in such cases, e.g. leftwing positions. We 
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may adopt the preliminary definition that discourse is a specific way of speaking about and 

making sense of (parts of) the world. 

 Discourse is manifested in discursive acts that may be written or spoken language 

texts, pictures, film, art, architecture, or other forms of semiosis such as body language 

(Chiapello and Fairclough 2002: 185). These discursive acts are situated within genres, 

defined as the conventionalized, more or less schematically fixed use of language associated 

with a particular activity (Wodak and Meyer 2001: 5-6). A given discourse ties up to other 

discourses both diachronically and synchronically, that is, to discourses that were produced 

earlier and those to come, as existing discourses shape the possibilities for other discourses 

to emerge and take hold (Fairclough and Wodak’s 1997: 276). 

Even if discourse manifested in semiosis, it is by no means separate from the social 

world. Rather, there is a dialectical relationship between discourse and society (e.g. Paltridge 

2006: 9). The assumption is that every discursive act contributes to “reproducing and/or 

transforming society and culture” (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 273), whereas society and 

culture also influence discourse. Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 273) identify three spheres 

where discourse plays an important role: representations of the world, social relations 

between people, and social (or collective, as I term them) and personal identities. These 

spheres are by no mean exclusionary: how one perceives one’s personal identity will 

influence the way one looks at the world, and vice versa (Ibid: 275).  

As for what discourse does, one of the key observations within CDA is that discourse 

is closely linked to issues of power (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 272). One reason is that in 

political battles, one of the main weapons is language. That is, discourse holds the power to 

sway actors in one way or another, thereby influencing the distribution of power. Discourse 

is also powerful in its own right because it is through discourse people name and define 
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issues and concepts. As Paltridge (2006: 12) puts it, “we bring states of affairs into being as 

a result of what we say and what we do.” Somewhat more eloquently, Canovan (2005: 133) 

notes how Bourdieu spoke of “the almost magical power of naming and bringing into 

existence by virtue of naming” (italicization in original). This thesis builds on the 

assumption that language and how it is used matters for political outcomes. 

 Since discourse does not operate in a vacuum but stands in a dialectical relation with 

society, knowledge about society is crucial in discourse analysis. The analyst needs both 

socio-cultural knowledge as well as knowledge about how a given discourse ties up to other 

discourses in the past, that is, knowledge about intertextuality (Wodak et al. 1999: 7-8). This 

kind of background knowledge is needed because “typically, text producers use allusions 

which readers can only understand if they know the objects or background which are 

referred to” (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 266). This thesis seeks to live up to this standard 

by providing both introductions to popular discourses about Wisconsin and presenting other 

background information as needed. 

 In conclusion, we may define discourse as a particular way of constructing 

knowledge about and construing of a given macro-topic. Existing discourses shape the 

possibilities for other discourses to emerge and take hold. Furthermore, discourse stands in a 

dialectical relationship with society. This thesis assumes that discourse is closely linked to 

power and that political outcomes are dependent on how actors use language. 

 

!  
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The Discursive Construction of the Nation and National Identity 

Wodak et al. (1999)’s framework builds on Anderson’s (2006: 6) important 

conceptualization of the nation as an “imagined political community.” Anderson asserts that 

a nation is imagined because the group of people that comprise it is so large that most 

individuals will never meet in person, yet they believe that they have something in common 

– more than what they have in common with members of other nations (Ibid: 7). In this way, 

the nation is tied together by a “deep, horizontal comradeship” (Ibid: 7). The nation is 

limited by boundaries that may be elastic but are nevertheless finite (Ibid: 7). Beyond these 

boundaries lie other nations. Crucially, nations “are to be distinguished, not by their 

falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined” (Ibid: 6). Moreover, 

Anderson (Ibid: 4) considers “nation-ness” a cultural artifact, that is, a construction. In other 

words, it is conceptualizations of the nation and their manifestation in language that are 

important to Anderson, and to this thesis. 

Wodak et al. (1999) draw on other scholars to expand on Anderson’s understanding 

of the nation. Stuart Hall emphasizes national culture as a cornerstone in a given imagined 

community. National culture is partly constructed in discourse and provides meaning that 

“influences and organizes both our actions and our conception of ourselves” (in Wodak et al. 

1999: 23). Hall also notes that narratives about the past are important to national culture and 

to the conceptualization of a nation (in Ibid: 23). Even if Wodak et al. (1999: 20) note that 

Anthony D. Smith’s conception of a nation veers on the essentialist side, his short definition 

is useful. Smith defines a nation as a “named human population sharing a historic territory, 

common myths and historical memories, a mass public culture, a common economy and 

common legal rights and duties for all members” (quoted in Ibid: 20). Pelinka notes that 

nations are “political inventions” and “the product of human invention projected from the 
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present into the past and oriented towards the future” (quoted in Wodak et al. 1999: 187). 

This emphasizes that nation are constructions and that these constructions may be put to a 

political purpose. Historically, this purpose was to consolidate emergent (nation-) states (e.g. 

Calhoun 1997: 85; Castells 1997: 30), mainly in the 18th and 19th centuries. It is also 

important to note that “nation-ness” is not entirely voluntary. That is, sheer will to be a 

nation is not enough for a nation to appear. Rather, it is important to account for how actors 

seek to construct the nation (Hepburn 2008: 186). 

 Following this brief review, I proceed with the following assumptions: a nation is a 

well-defined community of people who imagine that they, as a community, have more in 

common with each other than with members of other communities. This commonality has to 

do with perceptions of shared culture and shared history. Whatever the community has in 

common is partly constructed and perpetuated in discourse. Below, I unfold the argument 

that DPW imagined Wisconsin as a “nation” and constructed a “patriotic” collective identity 

to outgroup Republicans as “un-Wisconsin” and win support for its partisan goals in much 

the same way nationalist or patriotic movements do elsewhere. 

 

National Identity 

National identity is a specific form of collective identity that Wodak et al. (1999: 29) define 

simply as individuals perceiving themselves to belong to a national collectivity. Individuals 

with a shared national identity have “similar conceptions and perceptual schemata … 

emotional dispositions and attitudes, and … behavioural conventions” (Ibid: 4).  These 

elements are adopted through socialization, e.g. education, politics, media, sports, or 

everyday practices (Ibid: 4). Shared conceptions encompass, among other things, ideas of a 

common culture, in the past, present and future (Ibid: 4). Importantly, national identities “are 
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produced and reproduced, as well as transformed and dismantled, discursively” (Ibid: 3-4; 

italicization in original). Moreover, national identity is a relational concept (Ibid: 11) that 

operates in two ways: first, identity “asserts a sameness or equality” (Ibid: 11), but national 

identity is also concerned with difference. In the words of Seyla Benhabib, “Identity politics 

is always and necessarily a politics of the creation of difference” (in Ibid: 2). In this view, 

you are what you are because of what you are not (Ibid: 2-3). Hence, identity is constructed, 

partly discursively, by asserting sameness and we-ness of an ingroup as opposed to the 

otherness of outgroups. Identities are dynamic and potentially always in flux, but Ricœur 

points out that “uninterrupted continuity” is needed in order for one to speak about the same 

identity (in Ibid: 12). For national identity, continuity is provided by discourses about the 

nation’s history. Moreover, national identity can be activated (Ibid: 31). That is, external 

stimulus may prompt an individual to, at a certain point in time, feel more (in the case of 

Wodak et al. (1999)) Austrian, whereas at other points in time the national identity recedes. 

 To sum up, national identity is a specific form of collective identity where members 

of a nation perceive that they share a common culture and similar beliefs and attitudes. 

National identity is partly constructed in discourse, and discourses about the nation’s history 

are important to the construct. The construction is produced and maintained by asserting we-

ness of the ingroup and otherness of outgroups. 
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Analyzing National Identity 

As for how to analyze national identities, Wodak et al. (1999: 30-47) distinguish between the 

analytical levels of contents, strategies, and means and forms of realization. Each of these 

levels comes with a set of assumptions that I outline and adapt for the purpose of this thesis. 

 

Contents 

Wodak et al. (1999: 30-31) identify five areas to probe when analyzing the contents of 

national identity. I base my analysis on these themes, with a few modifications. 

 

1) The linguistic construction of the “homo Nationalus” 

2) The narration and confabulation of a common political past 

3) The linguistic construction of a common culture. Here, everyday culture – such as 

sports, eat and drink – plays an important role 

4) The linguistic construction of a common political present and future deals with, 

among other things, “political achievements, current and future political problems, 

crises and dangers, future political objectives and political virtues.” 

5) The linguistic construction of a “national body,” defined as the physical “extension 

and delimitation” of the imagined community, as well as landscapes and physical 

national artifacts. That is, the national body is a spatial and geographic concept. 

 

The analysis of the collective identity that DPW constructed follows this model with a few 

adaptations: first, I substitute “homo Nationalus” with an examination of how DPW 

constructed Wisconsin citizens. The “homo Nationalus” deals with what it means to be a 

typical (in this case) Wisconsinite (Ibid: 115) and “emotional attachment to [in this case] 

Wisconsin, national mentality and supposed national behavioural dispositions” (Ibid: 30-31). 

Focusing on how DPW constructed Wisconsinites sheds some light on issues relating to the 

“homo Nationalus” while it also furthers the exploration of the second hypothesis. Of 
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importance to Wodak et al.’s notion of the “homo Nationalus” as well as to my exploration 

of DPW’s construction of Wisconsinites is the “homo externus” (Ibid: 30-31), that is, the 

Other. Where the Other in academic explorations of collective identity often is a means to 

define the ingroup (e.g. Said 1995; Colley 1992), I argue that DPW othered Republicans not 

only to construct and maintain ingroup identity but also to demonize and outgroup their 

opponents as an end in itself. What is significant about this othering is, I argue, that DPW 

pursued the outgrouping in “Wisconsin-patriotic” terms to portray Republicans as “un-

Wisconsin.” 

The second adaption to the framework of Wodak et al. (1999) is that I do no not chart 

the construction of a “national body,” simply because such references did not occur in the 

material under analysis (this was also the case with Wodak et al.’s (1999: 74) analysis of 

political speeches in Austria). 

 The narration and confabulation of a common political past “revolves around 

founding myths and myths of origin, mythical figures, political successes, times of 

prosperity and stability, defeats and crises” (Wodak et al. 1999: 31). Founding myths and 

myths of origin did appear in the data but political successes (mainly during the Progressive 

era) and times of prosperity and stability did. We may say that rather than founding myths 

this thesis explores “local” myths (partly inspired by Canovan 2005: 127) centered on the 

Progressive era. 

As for the linguistic construction of a common culture, everyday culture – such as 

sports, eat and drink – played a role in DPW’s identity construct. The linguistic construction 

of a common political present and future deals with, among other things, “political 

achievements, current and future political problems, crises and dangers, future political 
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objectives and political virtues” (Ibid: 31). DPW’s communication did not provide much in 

terms of policy initiatives but was largely restricted to criticizing Republicans. 

 

Strategies 

Wodak et al. (1999: 31) define strategies as “a more or less accurate plan adopted to achieve 

a certain political, psychological or other kind of objective.” They point out (Ibid: 32) that 

strategy plays a more important role when analyzing texts emanating from political actors 

rather than, say, “ordinary” citizens because we may assume that political actors are more 

aware of how they use language and to which ends. This applies in particular to website 

texts since they are not spontaneous utterances but prepared statements. The authors (Ibid: 

33) outline four of the most salient macro-strategies in relation to the discursive construction 

of national identity: constructive strategies seek to establish new national identities. 

Strategies of perpetuation aim to “maintain and to reproduce a threatened national identity.” 

Transformative strategies aim to “transform a relatively well-established national identity 

and its components into another identity.” Dismantling strategies aim to dismantle parts of 

an existing national identity construct, usually without having anything to put in its place. As 

will become apparent, DPW clearly pursued a strategy of perpetuation. Below the macro-

level strategies, the Wodak et al. (Ibid: 33) locate sub-strategies, the most important of 

which are assimilation and dissimilation. Strategies of assimilation aim to create sameness 

and homogeneity within the ingroup. Strategies of dissimilation presupposes or puts 

emphasis on difference and “does not usually introduce subtle distinctions, but, on the 

contrary, implies the affixing of undifferentiated and usually derogatory labels on the groups 

concerned.” These “sub-strategies” may serve any of the macro-strategies. The concept of 
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the Other is important in relation to the sub-strategies of assimilation and dissimilation. 

DPW pursued strategies of both assimilation and dissimilation. 

 

Means and Forms of Realizations 

In Wodak et al. (1999: 35), the focus of the means and forms of realizations of the strategies 

is on lexical units as well as syntactic devices that work to construct unity and sameness as 

well as difference. Particular lexical units and syntactic devices may serve to construct unity, 

sameness, difference, uniqueness, continuity, change, and so on (Ibid: 35). The authors also 

award attention to the tropes of personification, synecdoche and metonymy. I will briefly 

discuss personification, or anthropomorphism, in the analysis. Personification is a special 

kind of metaphor that ascribes human features to a non-human object. Anthropomorphisms 

“possess high suggestive force” and “imply intra-national sameness and equality” (Ibid: 44). 

Furthermore, “the very vividness” of anthropomorphisms means that addressees will identify 

with the tenor of the metaphor (Ibid: 44). Related to this, I will also briefly comment on the 

use of “zoomorphism,” or “the attribution of animal traits to human beings, deities, or 

inanimate objects” (Gerbasi et al. 2008: 198), which, supposedly, can serve similar functions 

to anthropomorphisms. 

 Of interest is also the use of the deictic pronoun “we.” As Volmert points out (in 

Wodak et al. 1999: 45), the use of “we” can turn various individuals and groups into “a 

single ‘community sharing a common destiny’ by letting fall into oblivion all differences in 

origin, confession, class and lifestyle.” There are several different uses of “we,” the main 

difference being the inclusiveness of the term (Ibid: 45-46). I briefly discuss the ways DPW 

used “we” as well as the plural possessive pronoun “our” to foster ingroup we-ness. 
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Part III: Substantiation of Hypotheses 

 
Hypothesis a): Wisconsin and the Progressive Tradition 

 

Hypothesis a) Given the fact that Wisconsin played a key role in implementing 
social reforms at the state and national levels during the Progressive era, and that the 
Republican agenda in 2011 and early 2012 in many ways ran counter to those 
reforms, we may hypothesize that DPW’s identity construct would draw on the 
state’s political-historical background. 

 

There is a widespread perception that Wisconsin played a lead role in implementing social 

reforms during the Progressive era at both the state level and the national level. A key figure 

was Robert M. La Follette. Since the Progressive era, Wisconsin has become known as a 

leader in social reform (Mead 2004: 12), as one of the best-run states in the U.S. and (Ibid: 

12), and for its “squeaky-clean” government (Buenker 1988: 80). Below, I account for 

Wisconsin’s political history in the 20th century, focusing on La Follette and the Progressive 

era. Since Scott Walker’s agenda may be said to run counter to much of the Progressive era 

legislation, we may hypothesize that DPW would make references to the state’s political 

history. 

Much of the social legislation adopted in Wisconsin in the early 20th century was the 

result of the work of so-called Progressives, led in particular by Robert M. La Follette. The 

Progressives originated in the Republican Party but differed from the traditional core of the 

party in numerous aspects. Wisconsin was effectively a Republican single-party state from 

the founding of the Republican Party in 1854 and almost a century forward, but from the late 

1900s and well into the 20th century the Republican Party was internally split among 

conservative “Stalwarts” and liberal “Progressives.” The split in the Republican Party 

happened around the turn of the 20th century as the Progressive wave swept America. In 
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Wisconsin, the movement was led by Robert M. La Follette, Sr. His “insurgency” (Thelen 

1976) was in the first place directed against the Republican party machine that worked to 

benefit big business, in Wisconsin mainly railroad and lumber interests (Current 1976: 11). 

La Follette started out as a party man but fell out with the party leadership and lost the 

Republican nominations for governor in 1896 and 1898. In 1900, he clinched the nomination 

and was elected (Current 1977: 191). In La Follette’s time as governor, through 1906, 

Wisconsin implemented the direct primary – as the first state to implement it statewide (Ibid: 

193) – the ad valorem taxation of railroads, the creation of a railroad regulatory commission, 

a permanent tax commission, a system of civil service, an inheritance tax, and the regulation 

of lobbyists (Buenker 2011: 105). Crucially, the open primary meant that the electorate now 

voted for the favored nominee for office, which put a serious dent in the power of the 

political machine of the Republican Party by denying the leadership from handpicking their 

preferred candidate (Current 1977: 189). In La Follette’s words, it was about going back to 

“the first principles of democracy; go back to the people” (in Ibid: 189). La Follette also 

campaigned for an amendment to Wisconsin’s constitution to allow for recall elections (it 

was implemented the year after his death in 1925). In 1906, La Follette left Madison to 

become a U.S. senator and “a national symbol of progressivism” (Buhle 2011: 14). His 

agenda and the energy with which he pursued it earned him the nickname “Fighting Bob” 

and reverence on the left in his home state as “the most admired … political figure in 

Wisconsin history” (Ibid: 14). La Follette’s attempts to end machine politics set Wisconsin 

on the tracks toward its reputation for “squeaky-clean” politics (Buenker 1988: 80). In 

Madison, the Progressive seeds La Follette sowed blossomed in the years after he went to 

D.C. as Progressive legislatures passed such legislation as workmen’s compensation, the 

first unemployment compensation program in the U.S., the right of labor to organize and 
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bargain collectively for wages and hours and working conditions in the private sector, the 

implementation of a state income tax to fund the “social service state” (Buenker 2011: 166), 

the establishment of technical and vocational schools, legislation for conservation of natural 

resources, various measures to promote clean government, and the recall (Ibid: 165-169). La 

Follette’s sons Philip and Robert, Jr. were instrumental in the establishment of the 

Progressive Party that branched out from the Republican Party in 1934 and briefly 

dominated Wisconsin politics until it was dissolved in 1946 (Wisconsin Blue Book 2011 -

 2012: 847). When the Progressive Party folded, many Progressives joined the Democratic 

Party, at which time the party system in Wisconsin came to resemble the typical U.S. pattern 

with a conservative Republican Party and a liberal Democratic Party (Wisconsin Blue Book 

2011 - 2012: 847). Today, as we shall see, it is the Democratic Party rather than the 

Republican Party that heralds the advances of the Progressive era.  

Today, Wisconsin is a “high-tax, high service level economy” (Buenker 1988: 76-79; 

Collins 2012: 14) and it still has an “enduring reputation as one of – if not the most – 

Progressive states” (Buenker 2011: 105). Buenker (1988: 80-81) notes that “Wisconsin has 

undoubtedly pioneered an unusual number of laws and programs that have served as models 

for other states” and that it seems “fair to argue that Wisconsinites have a strong sense of 

identity as maverick and model, that people in other states frequently share this impression, 

and that an impressive amount of evidence can be marshaled to buttress such claims.” We 

may also note that Wisconsin’s official motto is "Forward." An official state website notes 

that the motto was chosen to reflect “Wisconsin's continuous drive to be a national leader” 

(wisconsin.gov). Many commentators, however, have pointed out that the Republican 

agenda in 2011 and early 2012, with cuts to education, health care, and the curtailment of 

public sector collective bargaining, may be seen as running counter to some of the reforms 
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mentioned above (e.g. Cronon 2011; Ben Manski in Barrett 2011: 68; Nichols 2012 (a): 56; 

Lisa Graves in Kaufman 2012). 

While there is a widespread agreement that Wisconsin has historically been a 

Progressive frontrunner, it is well worth noting that it is in no way a solidly blue state. As 

noted, Republicans, either Progressives or Stalwarts, more or less controlled the state from 

the middle of the 19th through the middle of the 20th century. Since the Second World War, 

Wisconsin has been a highly competitive, two-party state (Wisconsin Blue Book 2011 –

 2012: 848), often earning the label swing state (e.g. Silver 2011). So while there is a strong 

Progressive tradition in Wisconsin, the state is by no means solidly liberal. 

In conclusion, there is a widespread appreciation that Wisconsin has a distinct 

political culture which is intrinsically connected to the advances of La Follette-style 

Progressivism. During and after the Progressive era, Wisconsin politicians implemented 

many socially minded reforms at home and played lead roles in pushing similar reforms at 

the national level. Scott Walker’s agenda may bee seen as running counter to much of the 

Progressive era legislation. We may hypothesize that DPW would play on the state’s 

Progressive history in its identity construct. 

 

!  
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Hypothesis b): Ordinary People and Wisconsin Populism 

 
Hypothesis b) Given the sustained, large-scale protests in February and March of 

2011, the fact that DPW was dependent on thousands of people to volunteer for 
various tasks in the recall process, not to mention to sign the recall petitions, as well 
as Wisconsin’s history of populist political leaders, we may hypothesize that the 
party would have protestors or Wisconsin citizens, in whichever form, be an 
important part of the constructed identity.  

 

The hypothesis that DPW would make references in some form or another to protestors or 

ordinary citizens builds on three assumptions: first, that DPW would seek to harness the 

momentum from the massive protest in February and March. Second, that the party would 

try to involve people in the massive task of gathering and verifying – and, of course, signing 

– recall petitions. Third, a quirk in Wisconsin campaign laws meant that Scott Walker could 

collect contributions in unlimited amounts, whereas donors to DPW were limited to a 

$10,000 maximum. Theoretically, Walker could rely on a few big money donors, whereas 

Democrats needed a greater number of smaller donations from “ordinary people.” And 

fourth, Wisconsin has a history of political leaders arguing in populist terms. 

 From the first protests on Monday February 14, 2011 through the last one of that first 

round on March 12, the square around the state capitol in Madison provided the scene for the 

biggest protests in Wisconsin history, where upwards of 100,000 people at several occasions 

were amassed to protest the Republican agenda (e.g. La Botz 2010: 85; Collins 2012: 6). On 

February 14, 2011 protestors stormed the state capitol and occupied it through early March. 

One of the purposes of the occupation was to allow for hundreds of people to attend the 

public hearings of the Republican collective bargaining bill so as to slow its passage (Collins 

2012: 10). Moreover, the most militant of the occupiers, unionized ironworkers among them, 

physically staved off Republican senators from entering a chamber to vote on Act 10 and 
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allowed all 14 Democratic senators to flee the capitol and the state, which denied 

Republicans the quorum necessary to pass the bill (Ibid: 11; Donegan 2010: 36; Sustar 2011). 

The 14 Democratic senators, the so-called Wisconsin 14, hid in undisclosed locations in 

Illinois for three weeks until Republicans found a rule mechanism to pass the bill, with four 

Assembly Republicans and one GOP Senator voting against it (Kaufman 2012; Terkel 2011). 

In this way, Wisconsin citizens played a very important role in at least delaying the passage 

of Act 10. It may be hypothesized that DPW would acknowledge the role played by 

Wisconsin citizens, protestors, or “ordinary people,” in whichever form, in their 

communication. 

 A second reason to assume that DPW would have ordinary citizens be a focal point 

of its constructed identity is that in order to recall the governor, the party needed to collect 

540,208 valid signatures in a 60-day window. For such an undertaking, the Party needed a 

massive mobilization of volunteers to, first, gather the signatures, and second, verify that the 

signatures were valid. In the wording at the party website at the official start of the signature 

gathering period, what was needed was “an army of grassroots volunteers working together 

in solidarity to go door-to-door and neighbor-to-neighbor to gather the signatures we need” 

(November 15, 2011). The tedious verification process was undertaken to ensure that all the 

collected signatures were valid so that no one could cry foul. The party estimates that 

upwards of 30,000 people were involved in the process of collecting, verifying, and 

preparing petitions (Verburg 2012). We may hypothesize that DPW would construct a 

collective identity that would appeal to people to get involved. 

A third reason to assume that DPW would play up the role of citizens is the fact that 

a “quirk” (Marley, Stein, and Poston 2012) in Wisconsin campaign finance laws means that 

the usual donation limit for statewide offices, ($10,000 per individual donor) is voided for 
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the target of a recall election, but not the challenger. The target can collect unlimited dollar 

amounts for the recall from the start of the signature gathering process and until the dollar 

total equals the amount of recall expenses incurred up until the date the election is verified 

(Wisconsin Democracy Campaign 2003; Kertscher 2012). This means that, presumably, 

Scott Walker, unbound by contribution limits, would not only be able to raise more money 

than the Democrats but to receive much money from only a few donors. Democrats, on the 

other hand, needed more donations from “ordinary people.” Therefore, we may expect that 

DPW would construct a collective identity to appeal to “ordinary people.” 

 A final reason that we may hypothesize that DPW would appeal to “ordinary people” 

is that populist rhetoric has long gone down well with the electorate in Wisconsin. I define 

populism not as a specific set of policies but as a discourse about fighting to restore “the 

people” to power (Savage 2010; Canovan 2005; more on populism in the discussion section). 

Buenker (1988: 78) notes that “representing ‘the people’ against ‘special interests’ have 

played well with Wisconsin voters.” Importantly, Robert M. La Follette very often argued in 

populist terms. In his fight against “machine methods and money domination” (Current 

1977: 189), he vowed to, in his own words, “never compromise, never abandon the fight 

until we had made government truly representative of the people” (La Follette 1913: 195). 

On a more general note, populist discourse provides “a stimulus for mobilization” (Canovan 

2005: 81) and may inspire greater participation in politics (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 294). 

We may hypothesize that DPW would draw on the tradition of populist appeals in its 

identity construct. 

 In conclusion, we may hypothesize that DPW would make some sort of appeal to 

protestors or ordinary citizens for four reasons: because ordinary citizens had been 

instrumental in the protests in February and March 2011; because the party needed 
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thousands of volunteers for its operations in relation to the recalls, and also needed people to 

sign the petitions; because the party, more so than Scott Walker, was dependent on a great 

number of relatively small donations; and because Wisconsin has a history of populist 

rhetoric. 

 

Hypothesis c): Organized Labor in Wisconsin 

 
Hypothesis c) Given the fact that the protests were set off by the proposal to curtail 

public sector collective bargaining; and given the visibility of organized labor at the 
protests in February and March of 2011; and given labor’s continued support for 
DPW in the form of funding; and given Wisconsin’s history of advancing labor 
rights, we may hypothesize that the identity construct of DPW would to some extent 
emphasize organized labor. 

 

There are four reasons to assume that DPW would construct is collective identity partly 

around organized labor. First, the protests and later also the recalls were triggered by 

Republican legislation that threatened the livelihood of public sector unions. Second, unions 

played very active roles in the resistance to Act 10. Third, labor is a major donor to DPW 

both nationally and in Wisconsin. And finally, Wisconsin has a history of advancing labor 

rights. 

 There is agreement across the board that the protests and ensuing recall efforts were 

triggered by the Republican proposal to curtail public sector collective bargaining (e.g. Stein 

and Marley 2012; Collins 2012: 6; Aronowitz 2011: 15). For this reason alone, we may 

hypothesize that DPW would let organized labor feature prominently in its identity construct. 

 Organized labor played a very important role in the protests and ensuing recall 

efforts in 2011 and early 2012. For instance, the very first protest on Monday February 14, 

2011 was arranged by the University of Wisconsin-Madison Teaching Assistants’ 
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Association (TAA). It was also the TAA that initiated what turned into the occupation of the 

state capitol (e.g. Emspak 2010: 108). Other unions were also very active in the early days 

and provided many of the infrastructural and material needs for the protestors (Ibid: 109). 

Later on, the AFL-CIO led numerous lawsuits against the implementation of Act 10 (Ibid: 

109). The AFL-CIO was a very visible presence at the protests and provided what became 

the symbol of the anti-Scott Walker movement, the clenched blue fist “logo map” (see WI 

AFL-CIO 2011 for a short history of Wisconsin’s blue fist and Anderson 2006: 175 for the 

utility of logo maps in nationalist struggles). We may hypothesize that DPW would 

acknowledge the active role played by organized labor in its identity construct. 

 Organized labor has traditionally been an ally of DPW, providing both funding and 

“boots on the ground” in the form of organizational capacity and volunteers. About half of 

the roughly $40 million (an unprecedented amount; Marley, Stein and Poston 2012) raised 

by DPW, its candidates, the Political Action Committees (PACs) and political organizations, 

candidate committees, recall campaigns, and legislative committees associated with it from 

January 1, 2011 through April 23, 2012, came from organized labor (Wisconsin State 

Journal, June 1, 2012). However, in the previous decade, Democratic candidates in the state 

raised roughly 12 percent of their funds from labor, whereas business contributed 64 percent 

(Wisconsin Democracy Campaign 2011). However, that is still a larger percentage than on 

the national level, where unions, according to John Schmitt, a senior economist with the 

Center for Economic and Policy Research, contributed around five percent of the 

expenditures in 2010 congressional races and corporations contributed around 75 percent 

(NPR 2011). We may hypothesize that this recent spending spree by labor should help 

ensure that DPW would pay tribute to organized labor in its communication. 
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Labor unions in both the private and public sector, and the struggle for labor rights, 

have deep historical roots in Wisconsin. As the U.S. Congress passed the Wagner Act in 

1935, the heavily industrialized southeastern corner of the state became a union stronghold 

(e.g. Bybee 2011). For instance, by 1937 industry in Racine boasted an 85 percent 

unionization rate (Ibid: 128). From the 1970s on, Wisconsin followed the general trend in 

the U.S. of outsourcing of jobs, not least in manufacturing, and a concomitant decline in the 

unionization rate (Ibid: 129). Between 1998 and 2008, Wisconsin lost 160,000 

manufacturing jobs (Collins 2012: 8) while Milwaukee, a typical rustbelt big city, lost 80 

percent of its manufacturing jobs between 1977 and 2010 (Bybee 2011: 134). Still, in 2009 

Wisconsin had a larger share of its workforce employed in manufacturing than any other 

state, except for Indiana (Collins 2012: 8). As for the public sector, in 1959 Wisconsin 

became the first state to allow collective bargaining for local government employees and 

teachers by passing the Public Employee Collective Bargaining Act. The same rights were 

extended to state-level workers in the 1970s (Van Alstyne 2011). One of the biggest 

American unions, the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees 

(AFSCME), started in Madison in 1932 as the Wisconsin State Employees Union Council 

24. Furthermore, Madison is also hometown to the world’s first graduate employee union, 

the Teaching Assistants’ Association (TAA) established in the late 1960s (TAA History). 

Wisconsin is also home to the first university-based labor education program in the U.S., the 

University of Wisconsin-Extension's School for Workers from 1925 (Finkelmeyer 2012). In 

2011, Wisconsin had a unionization rate for all sectors of the economy of 13.3 percent 

(down from 14.2 in 2010 (BLS 2012 (a))), compared to a national rate of 11.8 percent (BLS 

2012 (b)). On the national level, 37 percent of public employees were union members in 

2011, compared to only 6.9 percent of private-sector workers (Ibid.). In the share of workers 
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employed in the public sector, Wisconsin ranks 43rd in the nation (Collins 2012: 10) but the 

unionization rate in the public sector in 2010 was 46.6 percent (WSAU 2011). This number 

is likely to decline after the passage of Act 10 (Belkin and Maher 2012). Hence, given 

labor’s strong roots in Wisconsin, we may hypothesize that DPW would emphasize 

organized labor in its identity construct. 

 In conclusion, the fact that the protests and ensuing recalls were triggered by Scott 

Walker’s union bill, taken together with the important role played by organized labor’s role 

in the protests and recall elections, as well as fundraising for Democrats, and labor’s history 

in Wisconsin, informs the hypothesis that organized labor would play some role in the 

identity construct of DPW. 

 

!  
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Part IV: Analysis 

As outlined above, I trace the Democratic identity construct according to the categories that 

Wodak et al. (1999) laid out for analyzing the contents of the discursive construction of 

national identity: the linguistic construction of “Wisconsinites,” the narration and 

confabulation of a common political past, the linguistic construction of a common culture, 

and the linguistic construction of a common political present and future. The analysis 

highlights that the party’s identity construct was “Wisconsin-patriotic.” I have the three 

hypotheses in mind throughout so I can comment on them by the end of the analysis. 

 

DPW’s Linguistic Construction of “Wisconsinites” 

DPW constructed “Wisconsinites” relying on four main phrases: first, as “the people,” often 

“the people of Wisconsin.” Second, as “working families.” Third, as “grassroots volunteers.” 

And finally, by using the adjectival phrase “middle class” in various constellations. These 

phrases were often contrasted with “big business” or like phrases, most often personified as 

“the Koch brothers,” David and Charles, co-owners of Koch Industries and conservative big 

money donors. I argue that the phrase “the people” served to create ingroup unity and to 

bestow legitimacy on DPW by implying close ties between the party and “the people.” 

“Working families” served to make the identity construct inclusive and as a more neutral 

replacement for explicit references to organized labor. “Grassroots volunteers” served to get 

the base “fired up” and, like “the people,” to bestow legitimacy on DPW. Since the use of 

the adjectival phrase “middle class” was inconsistent, it is difficult to assign a clear function 

to it. 

The phrase “the people” was used the first time in a February 18, 2011 post that 

stated that “For the last week, the people of Wisconsin have been rallying against Gov. 
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Walker’s attack on our middle class.” An April 11, 2011 post accused Walker of “accepting 

hundreds of thousands of dollars from these out-of-state tycoons [the Koch brothers], whose 

interests clearly do not coincide with the people of Wisconsin.” An October 18, 2011 post 

stated that “The people of Wisconsin cannot allow Scott Walker and his fellow Republicans 

to continue to reward their super-rich friends and donors at the expense of working, middle-

class families.” A December 16, 2011 post was titled “Out-of-state right-wing millionaires 

vs. the people of Wisconsin.” In a December 22, 2011 post, Assembly Democratic leader 

Peter Barca stated that, “The people of Wisconsin … are proving just how deeply they care 

about their communities and our state.” A January 17, 2012 post solicited donations, which 

would go “directly towards growing our One Million Strong people-powered campaign to 

defeat Scott Walker and put government back in the hands of the people, not the 

corporations.” “The people” was often constructed as a unified actor that was “rising up” 

(see Canovan 2005: 27 and below for the importance of this notion). The function of the 

phrase “the people,” I argue, was, first, to create internal unity, the logic being that all 

Wisconsinites would be able to identify with “the people of Wisconsin,” and second, to 

bestow legitimacy on DPW. DPW implied that Democrats are the true defenders of “the 

people,” whereas Republicans are only concerned about big business. An example of this is 

the December 16, 2011 post where DPW clearly aligned itself with “the people:” “thousands 

of grassroots supporters from all over Wisconsin joined us [DPW] online to announce that 

more than a half-million people have signed a petition to recall Scott Walker for his extreme 

agenda.” Scott Walker, on the other hand, “rewards his super rich campaign donors at the 

expense of working, middle-class Wisconsin families.” This dichotomy ran as a central 

theme through DPW’s communication efforts and, I argue, serves to bestow legitimacy on 

Democrats and implicate the Republicans are enemies of “the people.” 
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 The phrase “working families” was used from the start of the conflict. The headline 

of a post on February 12, 2011, two days after Walker announced the plans to curtail public 

sector collective bargaining, read, “Working Families Are Under Attack.” A March 11, 2011 

post described Scott Walker and Republican congressman Sean Duffy as “true enemies of 

Wisconsin's working families." Responding to the news that voters in Ohio, through a 

referendum, had voted down a law signed by Republican governor John Kasich that would 

curtail collective bargaining there, a November 8, 2011 post stated that, “Like his 

counterpart in Ohio, Walker undertook a heavy-handed attack on the working families of his 

state….” A November 29, 2011 post noted that, “Time-and-again [Scott Walker] has chosen 

to listen to the super-rich and huge out-of-state corporations over Wisconsin's working, 

middle-class families.” In the Democratic identity construct, “Working families” generally 

did not possess agency but were passive recipients of and suffered under Republican policies. 

We may argue that the phrase served to make DPW’s identity construct inclusive, as many 

voters fall into this category. In the discussion section, I argue that the phrase was a more 

neutral replacement for explicit references to organized labor. 

A third invocation of Wisconsinites was the phrase “grassroots volunteers,” which 

had two functions: first, to “fire up the base,” and second, to bestow legitimacy on DPW, in 

the same way as described with the phrase “the people” above. As an example of the former, 

the October 10, 2011 post that officially announced that DPW would spearhead an effort to 

recall the governor noted that “After weeks of discussion and positive collaboration with 

grassroots activists like you, today comes an historic announcement.” A week after the 

signature gathering period ended, a January 24, 2012 post noted that, “grassroots volunteers 

from counties all across Wisconsin were standing out the in [sic] cold collecting more than 

1.9 million signatures to save Wisconsin from Scott Walker.” The function of the phrase 
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“grassroots volunteers” in these cases was to keep those already engaged “fired up,” and to 

encourage others to become active in the movement. This appeal was clearest in the October 

10, 2011 post. Clearly, the identity of “grassroots volunteer” is “desirable” (Polletta and 

Jasper 2001: 290) because, supposedly, grassroots volunteer sit at the table and make 

decisions. The phrase also served to bestow legitimacy on DPW as the party implied close 

ties between Democrats and grassroots. Often, grassroots were contrasted with corporations. 

A good example is the November 8, 2011 post, which (even as the specific passage deals 

with Ohio) highlights DPW’s rhetoric: “tonight, a great grassroots coalition shone a path to 

victory against the amassed power and might of the corporations.” Democrats are associated 

with the virtuous, vitalizing grassroots, whereas Republicans are associated with (evil) 

corporations. Hence, the frequent use of the term “grassroots” served to bestow legitimacy 

on DPW. 

A final oft-used phrase was “middle class,” which appeared in different 

constellations. It seems as if the party conflated “middle class” and “working families” to 

mean the same thing. Both items appeared with great frequency in the period under study 

and the semantic lines between them were blurred. For instance, a post on February 11, 2011 

encouraged people to “fight for Wisconsin's middle class” and “talk to your friends and 

neighbors about protecting the rights of working families in Wisconsin.” Many posts 

mentioned “working, middle-class families” (e.g. October 18, 2011, January 17, 2012). 

Since “middle class” was used in different constellations, it is difficult to assign a clear 

function to the phrase. 

Apart from these four main phrases, there were also other ways of constructing the 

people of Wisconsin. For instance, a February 23, 2011 post noted that, "Scott Walker won't 

listen to Senate Democrats, or the hundreds of thousands of average Wisconsinites who are 
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speaking up against his divisive power grab" (my italicization). In a March 8, 2011 post, 

state senator Bob Jauch stated that the people targeted by the Republican bill were people 

who 

contribute to the public good and should not be considered the public enemy. They 
are hard working teachers, bus drivers, prison guards, snowplow operators, nurses, 
firefighters, clerks, and police offers whose contributions to the commonwealth make 
Wisconsin a great state. 
 

These examples show how DPW sought to construct “Wisconsinites” using four 

main phrases: “the people,” “working families,” “grassroots volunteers,” or in a constellation 

with the adjectival phrase “middle class.” Often, the phrases were contrasted with “big 

business” or like phrases. The phrases served to create ingroup unity, to get the base “fired 

up,” and to bestow legitimacy on DPW. “Working families” may also have served as a 

neutral reference to organized labor. 

 

DPW’s Narration and Confabulation of a Common Political Past 

The second aspect of a national identity construct as identified by Wodak et al. (1999) is 

references to a common political past, of which DPW made many. Many posts portrayed 

Wisconsin as a leader and many made more or less implicit references to the state’s 

Progressive past. Some posts explicitly contrasted Wisconsin “as we know it” (positive) with 

“Scott Walker’s Wisconsin” (negative). 

DPW responded to Scott Walker announcing Act 10 by posting, on February 11, 

2011, a piece with the headline “Four Things You Can Do to Protect Wisconsin's Quality of 

Life.” The post touted “the collective bargaining rights of state employees that have existed 

peacefully in Wisconsin for more than five decades, under Republicans and Democrats alike” 

and noted that “Today is a dark day in the history of our state.” A February 24, 2011 post 
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commented on Republicans presenting a restrictive voter ID bill by stating that, “The vote 

today, when Jim Crow finally came to Wisconsin, is a shameful episode in our state's long 

march toward progress” (more on the South below). In a nod to Wisconsin’s motto 

“Forward,” a post on March 1, 2011, the day that Scott Walker announced his biannual 

budget proposal, noted that the budget would take Wisconsin backward. A March 8, 2011 

post noted that, “Wisconsin has historically been a champion of women’s rights in America 

… Given the pioneering ways of our forefathers, the zealotry of right-wing ideologues 

willing to drive Wisconsin backward instead of ‘Forward’ is all the more disturbing.” State 

senator Jauch’s post on the same day noted that “citizens have seized the opportunity to 

protect the values, traditions and rights that make Wisconsin special.… Wisconsin policies 

have always been a beacon to the rest of the nation.” A March 28, 2011 post noted that the 

Republican’s “backward budget … annihilates the Wisconsin way of life” and the 

Republicans were “damaging Wisconsin’s brand of open, collaborative governance.” A 

September 28, 2011 post stated that, “Wisconsin used to lead the way in open democracy, 

ballot access, voter access.” The November 8, 2011 post commenting on events in Ohio 

noted that, “In Wisconsin, the insult goes even deeper [than in Ohio], to our greatest 

institutions and shared traditions.” A November 23, 2011 post noted that, “Wisconsin’s 

excellent teachers and commitment to our public schools have historically kept us ahead of 

the curve on innovations in education, but where Wisconsin is now leading the nation is in 

cuts to education.” A December 2, 2011 post stated that, 

 
Wisconsin was known around the world for our laws and traditions that encourage all 
citizens to directly participate in their democracy … Scott Walker and his cronies in 
the legislature have done everything they can to shred Wisconsin's democratic 
traditions…. 
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On December 22, Peter Barca stated that Wisconsin had, 

 
changed dramatically, and there is much I no longer recognize about our state. 
Wisconsin used to be among the leading states in the nation in education, in health 
care quality and access, and we had a reputation for clean and open government, civil 
dialogue and reasonable political solutions. 

 

Barca went on to state that “2011 will go down in Wisconsin history – as an example of the 

power of citizens who joined together, got involved and fought back when they saw their 

state harmed and divided in a manner not keeping [sic] with our Wisconsin traditions.” A 

post the day after stated that “This is not the Wisconsin that we built together." A January 11, 

2012 post noted that, “this is now Scott Walker's Wisconsin where everything is upside 

down these days.” 

These examples show that DPW constructed “a common political past” which drew 

on and enforced discourses of Wisconsin as historically “ahead of the curve” in such issues 

as women’s rights, labor rights, education, and democratic participation to the extent of 

being a “leader” or even a “beacon.” In this way, we may say that DPW echoed local myths 

(partly inspired by Canovan 2005: 127) of Progressive political advances. The traditions and 

shared history were constructed as under threat in “Scott Walker’s Wisconsin.” 

 

!  
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DPW’s Linguistic Construction of a Common Political Present and Future: 

“Anything but Walker” 

DPW provided very little in terms of formulations of policies for the present and future. 

Rather, the party focused on delivering a message of “anything but Walker.” Following 

Wodak et al. (1999: 25), we may say that the party was concerned about “the death of 

Wisconsin” if Scott Walker stayed on as governor. 

A March 1, 2011 post commented on Scott Walker’s proposed budget by stating that 

“Education is the foundation for our future, just as collective bargaining is the foundation for 

our middle class. Scott Walker's backward budget takes a partisan sledgehammer to both." 

In a July 13, 2011 post that also ran on Daily Kos, Assembly Democratic leader Peter Barca 

vowed to fight “until we've restored our shared Wisconsin values and preserved our 

democracy for future generations.” An October 20, 2011 post stated that “The future for 

women will only get worse with Scott Walker and his Republican Party in power". Along 

the same lines, former U.S. senator Russ Feingold stated a week later that “The people of 

Wisconsin can't afford four full years of Scott Walker as our governor -- and it's time for us 

to recall him.” On January 6, 2012, a post commented on the cost of staging the 2012 recall 

elections: “The $9 million cost of a statewide recall election is great, but the cost of doing 

nothing is far greater. This undertaking is the biggest investment in the future of our state 

and families we can make.” A post on January 12, 2012 mentioned “the radical Scott Walker 

agenda that has put our future at risk.” One partial exception to the pattern of speaking about 

the future only in terms of what to avoid, i.e. Scott Walker, was a December 30, 2011 (a) 

post that also ran as a column in the Wausau Daily Herald. Here, chair Mike Tate discussed 

the ways in which “Wisconsin's next governor will be quite different than Scott Walker.” 

The next governor, according to Tate, “will value moderation and respect all sides of the 
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argument. He or she will not put their party before the good of the people” (Ibid.). 

Importantly, 

 
Wisconsin's next governor will honor Wisconsin's values, including a commitment to 
public education, vocational education and the University of Wisconsin System … 
[and] value our society's commitment to the elderly, the sick and the poorest among 
us, who disproportionately bear the brunt of the cuts to service that have paid for a 
radical agenda. 

(Ibid.) 
 

However, these positions are simply antitheses to the Republican agenda that DPW had 

decried all year. 

In conclusion, there was very little in DPW website communication in 2011 and 

early 2012 that resembled the linguistic construction of a common political present and 

future, apart from the general “anything but Walker” sentiment. 

 

DPW’s Linguistic Construction of a Common Culture: 

“Wisconsin Values” and Wisconsin Sports Teams 

DPW strived to linguistically construct a common culture in two main ways: first and 

foremost, they referred to “(shared) Wisconsin values” with great frequency (at other times 

the party referred to “Wisconsin’s way of life”). And second, the party made references to 

typical exponents of Wisconsin culture, most notably in the form of references to the state’s 

sports teams. 

A post on February 11, 2011 read that “Walker seeks to impose his skewed values on 

Wisconsin” and so “Now is the time to fight for Wisconsin's way of life.” On March 8, 2011, 

state senator Bob Jauch commented on why he and the 13 other Democratic state senators 

left for Illinois: “Citizens have seized the opportunity to protect the values, traditions and 



! 56 

rights that make Wisconsin special. I stand by my decision to leave Wisconsin … to protect 

these values.” On April 18, 2011 a post noted that “from every corner of the state, the people 

of Wisconsin are coming out in droves to stand up against Scott Walker and his partisan 

lapdogs in their attempts to sell out Wisconsin’s values.” A post on July 13, 2011 stated that, 

“These Republicans are not on our side, and they need to be recalled, or kept out of the 

Senate, before they do even more damage to our families and seniors, and our shared 

Wisconsin values.” This is one of the more explicit examples of othering. So, too, is an 

August 12, 2011 post attacking Republican state senate candidate Jonathan Steitz:  

 
Corporate lawyer Jonathan Steitz isn't from Wisconsin and mocking [incumbent 
Democratic state senator] Bob Wirch because he actually goes to fish fries and talks-
AND LISTENS-to the working people that Steitz doesn't care about tells you 
everything you need to know about a guy that goes to Chicago every day to work for 
corporations that ship Wisconsin jobs overseas.… only a Chicago corporate lawyer 
would badmouth Wisconsin's tradition of fish fries. 

 

Fish fries are widely perceived to be a typical Wisconsin tradition (e.g. Gilmore). It is worth 

noting that this is the only instance where DPW pointed out that a Republican is not from 

Wisconsin, even though Scott Walker moved to Wisconsin from Colorado at age eight and 

the Republican legislative leaders, the brothers Scott and Jeff Fitzgerald, are from Illinois. 

A November 11, 2011 (a) post commented on Republican plans to reduce health care 

spending by stating that, “To take away a child's health care coverage to pay for tax cuts for 

the richest one percent requires a set of values that does not jibe with the Wisconsin most 

people know.” On November 15, 2011, the day that the petition drive to recall Scott Walker 

started, a post noted that “Scott Walker has led an unprecedented assault on not just the 

rights of Wisconsin workers, but also our shared values and proud Wisconsin institutions.” 

In a November 17, 2011 post, Assembly Democratic leader Peter Barca stated, “we'll recall 
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Scott Walker and take back the Assembly so we can restore our shared Wisconsin values …” 

A December 18, 2011 blog post stated, “From day one you’ve been on the front lines in the 

fight to defend our shared Wisconsin values from Scott Walker's unprecedented assault on 

the working people of our state.” It also noted how in February “you stood shoulder-to-

shoulder in the freezing, -9 degree cold”. In a season’s greetings post on December 22, 2011, 

chair Mike Tate stated that “You've lived our Wisconsin values of family, community and 

generosity every day and in doing so, you've given a voice to so many people in our state.” 

On December 22, 2011, Peter Barca noted that, 

 
Taking back our state is not about a political party. It is a fight for Wisconsin values: 
working together, protecting education, helping struggling families and creating a 
vibrant economy where everyone benefits – not just politically connected special 
interests. 

 

On January 5, 2012 (a), Peter Barca stated that “there is one value that should transcend all 

the partisanship and division that plagues Wisconsin: clean, open, honest government that 

welcomes citizen participation.” These examples show how Democrats constructed 

Republicans as enemies of Wisconsin, often through the use of the phrase “Wisconsin 

values.” 

Another way DPW defined Wisconsin was through explicit comparisons with the 

American South. For instance, a March 15, 2011 post stated that Republicans had “rammed 

through Scott Walker's extreme power grab to strip workers of their collective bargaining 

rights and make Wisconsin more like low-wage, low-benefit Mississippi.” A January 5, 

2012 (b) post stated that Scott Walker was “running Wisconsin as a pay-to-play plantation 

for corporate special interests.” These examples portray Republicans as foreign to Wisconsin 

(see also Jansson 2003 on othering of the American South). 
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DPW made several references to Wisconsin’s sports teams, most notably the NFL 

football team the Green Bay Packers, which had won the Super Bowl on February 6, 2011. 

There were also references to the baseball team the Milwaukee Brewers and the NCAA 

college football team the Wisconsin Badgers. I account for a few examples here and 

elaborate on them in the discussion section. On February 20, 2011, a post noted that, “Scott 

Walker claims to be a Packers fan, but it doesn't look like the actual World Champion 

Packers are fans of his” and explained that how Packer Charles Woodson “decried Walker's 

‘unprecedented attack’ on worker rights” and “affirmed his support for the other Packers 

who have spoke [sic] out against Walker's divisive power grab.” On April 5, 2011 a post 

noted that, “Thin-skinned Scott Walker took avoiding the public to new depths Monday 

when he broke with longstanding Wisconsin tradition held by every governor in recent times 

and missed the Milwaukee Brewers Opening Day.” A November 1st post commented on a 

fundraiser Scott Walker held at the Green Bay Packers’ stadium, Lambeau Field. This arena, 

the post stated, is “a place where Wisconsin learns about pride and teamwork. Today, amid a 

full-blown unemployment crisis, we see once again that Scott Walker plays for the name on 

the back of the jersey – not the one on the front.” On December 15, 2011, DPW announced 

that it had collected more than 500,000 signatures to recall Scott Walker. This feat was 

contextualized in this way: 

 
Some perspective on a half-million. In Wisconsin this means: Filling Lambeau Field 
to capacity nearly 7 times. Filling Miller Park [home to the Milwaukee Brewers] 
more than 11 times. Filling Camp Randall [the home of the Wisconsin Badgers 
NCAA football team in Madison] to capacity 6 times. 
 

These examples show how DPW presented Republicans to be in opposition to Wisconsin 

culture as represented by popular Wisconsin sports teams. 
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In conclusion, DPW sought to construct a common culture and the main vehicle was 

the phrase “Wisconsin values.” There were also references to Wisconsin’s sports teams as 

common points of cultural reference. There were also examples of explicit juxtaposition 

with the American South. The various examples above shows how DPW constructed 

Republicans as standing in opposition not just to Democratic policy positions, but to 

Wisconsin values, traditions, and cultural institutions. 

 

Strategies of Assimilation and Dissimilation 

As noted above, Wodak et al. (1999: 33) distinguish between four different macro-strategies: 

constructive strategies, strategies of perpetuation, transformative strategies, and dismantling 

strategies. The main macro-strategy that DPW relied on was perpetuation, which aim to 

“maintain and to reproduce a threatened national identity” (Ibid: 33). We saw above how the 

party clearly drew on well-established discourses about Wisconsin – the Progressive history, 

the perception of the state as a leader, enthusiasm for the state’s sports teams, etc. – in 

constructing a collective identity. On the level below the macro-strategy, Wodak et al. 

(1999) locate the strategies of assimilation and dissimilation. Strategies of assimilation aim 

to create sameness and homogeneity within the ingroup. That is, they serve to create “we-

ness.” Strategies of dissimilation, on the other hand, put emphasis on difference. DPW relied 

on both and at times the two strategies were intertwined. For example, the key lexical items 

“Wisconsin values” and “the people” served both to create internal “we-ness” and emphasize 

the otherness of the Republican agenda. Another feature of the communication of DPW that 

at the same time asserted we-ness and otherness was the use of the pronouns “we” and “our,” 

as I elaborate on below, as well as certain lexical items that served to gloss over internal 

differences. 
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Overall, DPW followed the strategy of perpetuation as the macro strategy, whereas it 

relied on both strategies of assimilation and strategies of dissimilation on the level below the 

macro strategy. DPW’s overall identity construct relied on the strategy of perpetuation in 

that the party sought to reproduce and revive already present discourses about Wisconsin as 

a socially minded state and as a Progressive leader. As such, there was nothing novel about 

the party’s identity construct. 

Below the strategy of perpetuation, the party relied both on strategies of assimilation 

and strategies of dissimilation. As for the former, I discuss the party’s use of the personal 

pronouns “we” and “our” below. Also as part of an assimilation strategy, DPW sought to 

gloss over the internal differences that arise over economic, political, and center-periphery 

fault lines in the state. Economically, the state is divided mainly into manufacturing (in the 

Southeastern corner), tourism (in the northern part), and agriculture (most of the rest of the 

state) (Encyclopædia Britannica). Politically, the two major cities, Milwaukee and Madison, 

are overwhelmingly liberal, Milwaukee’s suburbs overwhelmingly conservative, and the 

countryside largely conservative (Gilbert 2012 (b)). There is also an ideological fault line 

between the political-urban centers of Madison-Milwaukee on the one hand and the rest of 

the state, the “outstate,” on the other (Walsh 2008: 22-26). This division is not unlike the 

inside/outside the Beltway distinction and the dissatisfaction that many people have with 

Washington DC at the national level. DPW glossed over those differences with lexical items 

that presented the state and its people as a unit, rather than separate enclaves. For instance, a 

February 12, 2011 posting read that “Thousands of people all across the state are letting their 

voice be heard.” This indicates that dissatisfaction with Act 10 was not restricted to the 

epicenter in Madison. Furthermore, using the singular “voice” over the plural “voices” 

indicates unity. A January 24, 2012 posting emphasized that “grassroots volunteers from 
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counties all across Wisconsin” were engaged in the recall movement. Moreover, the 

generous use of the phrases “Wisconsin values” and “the people of Wisconsin” also served 

to create internal cohesion. These were the assimilation elements that DPW used to unify 

and galvanize support for the recall efforts. 

As for strategies of dissimilation, a central aim for DPW was to demonize 

Republicans. The use of such phrases as “Wisconsin values” and “the people of Wisconsin” 

served not only to create we-ness, that is, to assimilate, but also to portray Republicans as 

“un-Wisconsin.” This is because DPW outgrouped Republicans as opposed to “Wisconsin 

values” and “the people of Wisconsin.” While the concept “un-Wisconsin” is not part of 

established vocabulary, the term “un-American” is. It entered common American language 

use in the years after World War II with the creation of the House Un-American Activities 

Committee. Wisconsin senator Joseph McCarthy (who succeeded Robert M. La Follette, Jr.) 

is intimately associated with the phrase for his work in the Senate’s Permanent 

Subcommittee on Investigations. At the time, being un-American was equated with having 

(alleged) communist tendencies (Smith and Phillips 2001: 324), whereas today the Oxford 

Dictionary (Hornby 2000: 1405) defines it in broader terms as “not typical of the US” or 

“against the interests of the US.” Seymour Martin Lipset (1990: 19) notes that, “Those who 

reject American values are un-American.” This is exactly how DPW sought to portray 

Republicans: as rejecting Wisconsin values and thus as un-Wisconsin. To translate these 

three definitions of un-American into the parlance of DPW: Walker’s “skewed values” 

(February 11, 2011) do not “jibe with the Wisconsin most people know” (November 11, 

2011 (a)), and Republicans “trample” (October 28, 2011) Wisconsin’s values. Again, since 

Democrats argue that the values and traditions under attack are not Democratic values (or 

democratic values, or Progressive values, or any other set of values) but Wisconsin values, 
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the party’s identity construct becomes a “national” or “patriotic” one. The identity construct 

then served to portray Republicans as un-Wisconsin. 

 In conclusion, DPW’s overall strategy was one of perpetuation where it sought to 

“maintain and to reproduce a threatened national identity” (Wodak et al. 1999: 33). This 

identity construct was based to a large extent on the phrases “Wisconsin values” and “the 

people of Wisconsin.” The identity construct not only served to foster internal unity, that is, 

assimilation, it was also used to outgroup Republicans as “un-Wisconsin,” that is, 

dissimilation. 

 

Means and Forms of Realization 

In this section I comment on which linguistic devices, apart from those discussed above, that 

DPW relied on to realize the strategies of creating sameness and difference. First, I discuss 

the party’s use of pronouns before I return to a few key lexical items and briefly comment on 

the party’s use of anthropomorphism and “zoomorphism.” 

One of the main ways, apart from lexical phrases, that the party sought to create 

sameness and difference was through using the personal plural pronoun “we” and the plural 

possessive pronoun “our.” These items were almost always both speaker and addressee 

inclusive (Ibid: 45-47). In this way, the party both sought to create an inclusive collective 

identity and to align itself with “the people of Wisconsin.” An example is an October 28, 

2011 post that encouraged people to sign a recall petition and “tell Scott Walker that we'll be 

recalling him soon so he can [sic] longer trample our democratic values.” The phrase “our 

democratic values” necessarily refers not to a peculiar DPW institutions and values but to 

Wisconsin’s democracy and values. Both “we” and “our” are both speaker and addressee 

inclusive and thus align DPW with “the people,” whereas quite clearly, Scott Walker is 
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excluded from the “we-ness” and “our-ness.” A post on January 5, 2012 (c) is similar. It 

stated that Scott Walker “attacked not just the rights of Wisconsin workers, but also our 

shared values and proud Wisconsin institutions.” The “ours” are inclusive as indicated in the 

adjective “shared” and underscored a few lines later: “the people of Wisconsin are rising up” 

(Ibid.). These examples show how DPW used the pronouns “we” and “our” to create internal 

coherence, to align itself with “the people,” and to portray Republicans as outside the 

Wisconsin ingroup. 

 Two other linguistic tools that DPW used were anthropomorphism and 

“zoomorphism.” The clearest examples of anthropomorphisms are the instances where 

Wisconsin is referred to with the female possessive pronoun “her,” for instance on August 6, 

2011: “This radical way of thinking is offensive to the ideals that built Wisconsin and which 

will withstand the … cabal to destroy her.” DPW also constructed Wisconsin as a 

“personified actor” (Wodak et al. 1999: 25) with its own will and the ability to act: a 

December 15, 2011 post stated that “Wisconsin will fight when you attack her values.” 

Describing Wisconsin in human terms serves to reinforce the Wisconsin identity that Scott 

Walker was portrayed as attacking. On a similar note, DPW used “zoomorphisms” and 

referred to Wisconsin by its affectionate nickname “the Badger state,” for instance in a 

March 22, 2011 post that detailed an “example of the failed governor's steps to pay back 

partisan lapdogs at the expense of Badger State progress.” A December 7, 2011 post stated 

that Walker was “couching his real agenda in weasel language that … was meant to deceive.” 

This alludes to the fact that Scott Walker had been referred to as a weasel throughout 2011, 

as implied in the slogan (not affiliated with DPW): “Don’t let yer badgers grow up to be 

weasels” (e.g. anthology.typepad.com). These uses of zoomorphism associate Republicans 
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with the negative connotations of the term “weasel,” whereas Democrats associate 

themselves with the positive connotations of the term “badger.” 

As for the lexical items, “Wisconsin values” created we-ness by defining what it 

means to be a Wisconsinite: as we saw, it included support for the key policy issues of 

collective bargaining and workers’ rights, an inclusive health care system, an extensive 

system of public education, and citizen access to government. It also covered values of a 

more abstract character, such as the emphasis on community, working together, and family. 

At times, however, the phrase was used without clear reference to any semantic contents, or 

to issues and values that are not particular to Wisconsin. For instance, a post on December 3, 

2011 encouraged people to donate to the party to “help us continue our fight for Wisconsin 

values” without specifying what they entailed. The day before, Peter Barca had stated that, 

“Gov. Walker’s latest state building access policy that attempts to curtail the First 

Amendment rights of our citizens is an extreme example of his disregard for basic 

Wisconsin values and traditions.” First Amendment rights are obviously not specific to 

Wisconsin. When used in this way, apparently void of semantic content, “Wisconsin values” 

became a “sound bite;” that is, a phrase that is short, assertive, simple, topical, memorable, 

quotable, and encapsulates an argument (Charteris-Black 2005: 5, 12). Used in this way, 

“Wisconsin values” became shorthand to denote what was wrong with Republicans, and 

what united the recall movement. 

 Another way of creating unity was the way DPW used the phrase “Scott Walker” as 

an umbrella term for all Republicans and for every bad thing happening to Wisconsin. In this 

way, Democrats created a single focal point of attack. Using “Scott Walker” as an umbrella 

term may be called a particularizing synecdoche, that is, using a semantically narrower term 

to substitute a semantically wider term (Wodak et al 1999: 44). An example of this is a 
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December 21, 2011 post on a mining bill that was making its way through the legislature. 

The bill was “largely written by five Republicans and their staffs,” even though “staff from 

Gov. Scott Walker also weighed in” (Bergquist 2011). The wisdems.org post did not 

mention the Republican legislators but instead noted that, “Scott Walker is willing to destroy 

decades of sensible, bipartisan environmental regulations,” and that “Scott Walker has been 

pushing his Republican rubberstamps in the legislature” to move on the bill. This post 

exemplifies how DPW presented Scott Walker as the sole agent and villain. In this way, 

“Scott Walker” became a particularizing synecdoche for all Republicans. The particularizing 

synecdoche puts the blame squarely on Scott Walker rather than diffuse it among several 

Republican lawmakers and provided the recall movement with a single focal point to attack, 

which, supposedly, contributed to creating internal unity. (For the summer recalls the party 

naturally focused on the individual senators up for recall). 

 In conclusion, the analysis showed that DPW constructed “Wisconsinites” as mainly 

“the people (of Wisconsin).” Alternative phrases included “working families,” “grassroots 

volunteers,” and the adjectival phrase “middle class.” The narration and confabulation of a 

common political past drew on and enforced discourses of Wisconsin as historically “ahead 

of the curve” on such issues as collective bargaining, women’s rights, education, and access 

to the state’s democratic institutions. DPW referred to Wisconsin as a “leader” or even a 

“beacon.” The linguistic construction of a common culture revolved around the phrase 

“Wisconsin values” and references to well-known exponents of Wisconsin culture, such as 

the state’s sports teams. DPW made only few attempts to linguistically formulate positive 

visions for the future and instead pursued the theme of “anything but Walker.” The party’s 

overall strategy was one of perpetuation, as it sought to build on and reinforce existing 

discourses about Wisconsin. Through a combination of lexical items and linguistic tools, the 
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party strived to build unity and gloss over internal differences. DPW relentlessly demonized 

Republicans. They did so by constructing them as opposed to “Wisconsin values” and “the 

people of Wisconsin” as well as cherished exponents of Wisconsin, such as the Green Bay 

Packers or the Friday fish fry. In this way DPW constructed a “Wisconsin-patriotic” 

collective identity that served to outgroup Republicans as “un-Wisconsin.” 

 

Review of Hypotheses and Summary of Findings 

 
Hypothesis a) Given the fact that Wisconsin played a key role in implementing 

social reforms at the state and national levels during the Progressive era, and that the 
Republican agenda in 2011 and early 2012 in many ways ran counter to those 
reforms, we may hypothesize that DPW’s identity construct would draw on the 
state’s political-historical background. 

 

The analysis found support for the first hypothesis and showed that the Democratic identity 

construct did focus on Wisconsin’s history as a reform-minded state. There were frequent 

references to Progressive era legislative advances, including on such issues as workers’ and 

women’s rights and citizen access to the political system. The phrase “Wisconsin values” 

frequently served as shorthand for such sentiments. 

 
Hypothesis b) Given the sustained, large-scale protests in February and March of 

2011, the fact that DPW was dependent on thousands of people to volunteer for 
various tasks in the recall process, not to mention to sign the recall petitions, as well 
as Wisconsin’s history of populist political leaders, we may hypothesize that the 
party would have protestors or Wisconsin citizens, in whichever form, be an 
important part of the constructed identity.  

 

The analysis found support for the second hypothesis and showed that DPW made frequent 

references to “the people” (often “the people of Wisconsin”) and as such awarded 

Wisconsinites an important role in its identity construct. The party constructed Wisconsinites 
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in four main ways: as “the people (of Wisconsin),” as “working families,” as “grassroots 

volunteers,” and through varied uses of the adjectival phrase “middle class.” “The people” 

played an important role in the party’s identity construct. “The people” often had agency, 

whereas “working families” did not. The phrase “grassroots volunteers” was used to get 

people “fired up,” whereas the use of “middle class” was somewhat inconsistent. The 

phrases served to create internal unity, to make the identity construct inclusive, and to 

bestow legitimacy on DPW. I elaborate on the phrase “working families” in the discussion 

section below. 

 
Hypothesis c) Given the fact that the protests were set off by the proposal to curtail 

public sector collective bargaining; and given the visibility of organized labor at the 
protests in February and March of 2011; and given labor’s continued support for 
DPW in the form of funding; and given Wisconsin’s history of advancing labor 
rights, we may hypothesize that the identity construct of DPW would to some extent 
emphasize organized labor. 

 

The analysis showed that DPW made very few overt references to organized labor. As such, 

there was not material to support the third hypothesis. I argue that DPW avoided an explicit 

focus on organized labor and used the more neutral phrase “working families” instead. 

Plausible reasons for this choice are discussed below. 

 On the basis of the analysis above I argue that the collective identity DPW 

constructed was essentially “Wisconsin-patriotic.” Certainly, most of the elements of a 

constructed national identity identified by Wodak et al. (1999: 30-31) were present in the 

party’s communication: there were repeated references to “the people of Wisconsin;” 

frequent references to a prosperous, shared political past; repeated emphasis on a common 

culture revolving around the phrase “Wisconsin values” and references to the state’s sports 

teams; and the repeated motif that Scott Walker would destroy Wisconsin if he was allowed 
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to stay in power. This “nationalist” identity construct was used to outgroup Republicans as 

un-Wisconsin. 

 

!  
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Part V: Discussion of the Findings of Hypotheses a) through c) 

 

In this section, I first elaborate on the use of the phrase “Wisconsin values” through a range 

of comparisons. I then turn to the aspect of popular culture and its role in the communication 

of DPW. Then I pursue a closer review of theories on nationalism and patriotism, before I 

turn to a few examples of nationalist and patriotic mobilizations drawn from the national 

level in the U.S., and from Bavaria. Finally, I elaborate on the ties, linguistic and otherwise, 

between DPW and organized labor. 

 

On Hypothesis a): Wisconsin Values and Wisconsin patriotism 

We saw how DPW made frequent references to Wisconsin’s political history and to 

perceptions of Wisconsin as a leader in social reforms and we also saw that there were some 

references to Wisconsin popular culture, not least to the state’s sports teams. My argument is 

that DPW sought to mobilize “the nation” of Wisconsin. In this way, the party’s appeal was 

very similar to nationalist or patriotic appeals.  

The significant thing about DPW’s use of the phrase “Wisconsin values” is that the 

party could have referred to any other set of “values,” for instance “Midwestern values,” 

“American values,” “middle class values,” “Democratic values,” “democratic values“ (it was 

in a few instances), “Progressive values,” or any other set of values. The party could also not 

have discussed values at all but it frequently did and referred to Wisconsin values. For the 

sake of perspective, I will briefly compare DPW’s use of the phrase with the situation in 

Ohio, an almost-neighbor state that went through a process in 2011 not unlike that in 

Wisconsin. Even if events were not dissimilar, the way the Democratic Party organizations 

in the two states communicated was. 
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In the 2010 elections in Ohio, a Midwestern state of 11.5 million people, 

Republicans gained control of the governorship, the House, and expanded their majority in 

the Senate. In the early months of 2011, Republicans introduced legislation to limit 

collective bargaining for public employees (Ortiz). Governor John Kasich signed it into law 

on March 31, 2011. Before that, however, a coalition, including the state Democratic Party, 

had sprung up in opposition to the bill. To start a referendum process to repeal the bill, 1,000 

valid signatures were needed. These were verified on April 15, 2011. Then the coalition had 

until June 30, 2011 to collect a total of 231,149 valid signatures from registered voters – that 

corresponds to six percent of the total number of voters in the 2010 gubernatorial election 

(Ibid.). Eventually, 915,456 of more than 1.3 million signatures were approved by the 

secretary of state's office, putting Issue 2 on the ballot for November 8, 2011. Here, 61% of 

voters opted to repeal the measure that had not yet been enacted, whereas 39% voted to 

enact it, handing a resounding victory to Ohio Democrats and unions. Before the referendum, 

several media outlets drew parallels between developments in Ohio and Wisconsin (e.g. 

Barbour 2011, Bingham 2011, Hu 2011). A November 8, 2011 post on wisdems.org 

heralded “The movement that began in Wisconsin in the chill of last winter and spread to 

Ohio.” 

 Hence, events in Ohio and Wisconsin were not dissimilar but the way the Democratic 

Parties in the two states argued was. A site-specific Google search for all of 2011 of the 

website of the Democratic Party of Ohio, ohiodems.org, shows that there were both 

similarities and differences between the communication of Democrats in Wisconsin and in 

Ohio. As for the differences, there is not a single mention of “Ohio values,” “Ohio’s values,” 

or “Ohioan values.” In fact, there is no mention of “values” in 2011. If we remove the time 

constraint, there is one mention of “Midwestern values” (ohiodems.org (a)), and one 
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mention of “American values” (ohiodems.org 2012). The “Midwestern values” reflect “the 

region’s hard-working families, fighting spirit, and moral convictions.” “American values” 

made “our nation’s middle class the envy of the world” and included such aspects as 

“fairness and opportunity.” Obviously, a comparison to one other state through a Google 

search is a very crude measure, and it does not capture other ways that Ohio Democrats may 

have sought to construct a collective identity for their mobilization. As another comparison, 

the website of the Republican Party of Wisconsin only had one mention of “values” 

(wisgop.org March 23, 2011), and these values were “conservative values.” In conclusion, 

these crude comparisons underscore that it was far from given that DPW should refer to 

“values.” However, the party frequently did. That the party referred to specific Wisconsin 

values serves to underscore the nationalist or patriotic nature of its constructed collective 

identity. 

 The analysis showed that DPW not only made frequently references to the perception 

of Wisconsin as a leader in socially minded reforms, it also made some references to 

Wisconsin popular culture, not least to the state’s sports teams. The Green Bay Packers are 

central to defining Wisconsin, but also the Milwaukee Brewers, the Wisconsin Badgers, and 

the NCAA college basketball teams of Madison, Milwaukee, and Marquette are central to 

what it means to be a Wisconsinite, and no more so than in 2011: in early February, the 

Packers won the Super Bowl, beating the Pittsburgh Steelers. The Wisconsin Badgers 

football team had made it to the Rose Bowl but lost to TCU Horned Frogs on January 1, 

2011. Also in 2011, the Brewers made it into the National League Championship Series for 

the first time since 1982. In the words of Shobe (2008: 88), “Sport is not a simple reflection 

of identity politics, but is itself implicated in how identities are socially constructed.” 
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Armstrong and Hognestad (2003: 452) point out that in some cases “sport … can be the 

broadest common cultural denominator….” According to James P. Leary, 

 
The Packers play in really cold weather and all around harsh winter conditions. They're 
tough and gritty, unlike city guys, surfers, snowbirds, mushmouths, dome teams and 
assorted wimps. We in Wisconsin are tough and gritty, too, since we live here year-
round 

(in Joyce 2012) 
 

In this way, Packers players are perceived to personify typical Wisconsin traits. The Packers’ 

stadium, Lambeau Field, is not infrequently referred to as the “sacred frozen tundra” (e.g. 

Raasch 2006). A 2006 survey found that 69% of Wisconsinites are “interested” in the 

Packers, and more than a third indicated that they were “very interested.” Only one in five 

indicated no interest in the Packers (Borick 2000). References to Wisconsin as “Packerland” 

are not uncommon (e.g. Raasch 2006). The weather is also central to Wisconsin identity. 

Based on public polling, Ferree, Jr. (2002 (a)) muses that, “The weather is a common topic 

of conversation, and the image of Wisconsin for many includes a sense of almost stoic pride 

in winter cold and summer extremes.” DPW made frequent references to, in particular, the 

Green Bay Packers, and also Wisconsin traditions such as the fish fry. In both cases, the 

references served to create “we-ness” and “otherness.” As signifiers of in-group identity and 

creators of outgroup difference, we may argue that Wisconsin sports teams occupy a position 

in Wisconsin not unlike that enjoyed by FC Barcelona, which is seen as “the most vibrant 

institutional expression of Catalan nationalism” (Hamil 2010: 477). In this way, DPW drew 

on well-established exponents of Wisconsin culture to position the Democrats as aligned 

with this culture and Republicans as in opposition to it. The party presented itself as the true 

defenders of Wisconsin, and Republican as opposed to Wisconsin’s values, traditions, and 

culture. The Democrats presented themselves as Wisconsin (in the adjectival sense) and 
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Republicans as “un-Wisconsin.” Based on DPW’s frequent use of the term “Wisconsin 

values,” the personifications of Wisconsin, and the references to cherished exponents of 

Wisconsin culture such as the Green Bay Packers, I argue that the identity DPW constructed 

was a particularly Wisconsin identity. DPW used this construct to outgroup Republicans as 

un-Wisconsin and mobilize “the nation” of Wisconsin to meet its partisan goals. 

 

Wisconsin Identity as Constructed by DPW: “Nationalism” Versus “Patriotism” 

Even if neither nationalism nor patriotism are perhaps totally appropriate terms to use in the 

context of Wisconsin, I opt for the latter based on a reading of theoretical literature on both 

concepts. This section discusses the semantic contents of the two terms in relation to DPW’s 

identity construct and also points to a few cases from other contexts that show similarities to 

how DPW appealed to the nation of Wisconsin. DPW’s “Wisconsin patriotism” 

encompassed two conceptualizations of patriotism: defense of liberty, and adherence to 

national symbols. 

While there is variance in the conceptualizations of nationalism and patriotism, there 

is in the theoretical literature a tendency to view the former as focused on the primordial and 

being somewhat more militaristic than the latter (e.g. Calhoun 1997; Canovan 2000; Li and 

Brewer 2004: 728). Li and Brewer (2004) view nationalism and patriotism as separable, yet 

closely related concepts. Exactly how closely related they are partly depends on “what 

meaning of national identity is activated …” (Ibid: 736), that is, on the context. Seeing 

nationalism and patriotism as closely related, we may conceptualize them as the two 

endpoints of a scale. Part of the difference between the two is that patriotism constructs 

group identity around “shared common goals and purposes,” whereas nationalism focuses on 

similarities of culture and heritage (Ibid: 737). We may also view Canovan’s (2000: 430) 
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theorization of the two concepts as a scale that goes from the “particular loyalties” of 

nationalism toward “universal principles” of patriotism. Canovan (Ibid: 415) sees the central 

distinction to be that patriotism means “the political loyalty of citizens to the free polity they 

share,” and nationalism as “a matter of ethnicity and culture.” Nationalism is seen as a 

“‘prepolitical’ matter depending on ties of birth and blood,” whereas patriotism is groupness 

agreed to through “the free consent of citizens united by their commitment to liberal 

democratic principles” (Ibid: 416). Bluntly put, a nationalist community is united by blood, 

whereas a patriotic community is bound by shared political ideals. DPW’s Wisconsin 

identity construct is arguably closer to patriotism than nationalism, in particular because the 

party constructed and used a collective identity as part of a political project with a clear goal. 

The party’s identity construct revolved around political issues rather than, say, ethnicity or 

kinship. While the frequent use of the phrase “the people of Wisconsin” seems to indicate a 

certain form of essentialism, the phrase has more to do with populism. Hence, I argue that 

DPW’s identity construct was “patriotic” rather than “nationalistic.” 

The concept of patriotism has a duality to it as it can signify both resistance in the 

defense of liberty as well as identification with a nation. In a reading of the history of 

patriotism, Sullivan et al. (1992: 206) note that the term patriotism originally signified “the 

defence of liberty and the rights of Englishmen against tyranny” (Ibid: 206) whereas now the 

term has become “virtually synonymous with emotional attachment to national symbols” 

(Ibid: 207-208). This historical dualism of the concept of patriotism, as both standing up for 

liberty and as national identification, means that there are several conceptualizations of 

patriotism today (Ibid: 208). Canovan (2000: 416) notes that, along with the more common 

understanding of patriotism as connected to the nation, patriotism may be configured in a 

number of ways, for instance as what Habermas termed “constitutional patriotism” (in 
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Canovan 2000: 417) or as what Maurizio Viroli termed “rooted republicanism” (in Ibid: 

428). Both these ideal types of patriotism are supposedly post-national (Ibid: 418, 428) and 

the imagined community is tied together by adherence to democratic values and the 

constitution of the polity (Ibid: 418). Viroli also underscores how such patriotism builds on a 

“political culture of liberty” that emphasizes active citizenship and civic virtue and “a 

critical love of country, dedicated to making sure that one’s polity lives up to its highest 

traditions and ideals, if necessary at the cost of unity” (Ibid: 428). Hence, both these ideal 

types of patriotism are close to the original meanings of patriotism as political activism in 

the defense of liberty. We may say that the “Wisconsin-patriotic” identity DPW constructed 

comprised both the original sense of the term patriotism – defending liberty – and the more 

common meaning that emphasizes adherence to national symbols. 

 It is well worth noting that DPW’s “Wisconsin patriotism” did not overrule 

American patriotism. Wisconsin is not home to any state-seeking (Hepburn 2008: 189) 

movements, even if Democrats may be angered by Republicans at the state capitol and Tea 

Partiers may be “fed up” with Washington. As part of the larger nation-state that is the 

United States of America, Wisconsin identity is “nested” (Medrano and Gutiérrez 2001: 

757-759) within American national identity. Such nested identities are possible in so far as 

they are not constructed in ways as to threaten each other (Ibid: 772). In this way, nested 

identities are “potentially complementary” (Ibid: 760), which is clearly the case in 

Wisconsin. Which of the enveloped identities is the more salient depends on the context (cf. 

e.g. Armstrong and Hognestad 2003: 452). DPW expressed adherence to American national 

identity and appealed to the overarching American national identity in certain, often 

ceremonial, contexts, for instance on Memorial Day (May 27, 2011) or Veterans Day 
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(November 11 (b)). Likewise, Wisconsinites clearly see themselves as Americans: 81% of 

Wisconsinites are “extremely proud” to be American (Ferree, Jr, 2000 (b)). 

Hence, based on this reading of theories on nationalism and patriotism, I argue that 

DPW’s identity construct was “Wisconsin-patriotic.” The identity construct draws on two 

meanings of patriotism, that is, a tradition of political activism in defense of liberty and 

identification with the nation. The party constructed and used this Wisconsin identity to 

mobilize support for challenging an opponent within the institutional framework laid out by 

the constitution of Wisconsin. The “patriotic” identity construct contributed to DPW’s 

success in triggering the recall of the governor. 

 

Patriotism for Mobilization: Examples from the U.S. National Level and Bavaria 

To the best of my knowledge, there is little academic examination of U.S. state-level 

“patriotism,” but similar examples may be found at the national level in the U.S., and in e.g. 

Bavaria in Germany. As for the former, the presidential election of 1988 provides an 

example. Even if this example is about individual rather than collective identity, it falls into 

line with Bernstein’s (2005: 62) conceptualization of identity politics that “the terrain of 

conflict becomes the individual person so that the values, categories, and practices of 

individuals become subject to debate.” During the campaign, George H.W. Bush questioned 

the patriotism of his Democratic opponent, Michael Dukakis, while stressing his own 

patriotism (Sullivan et al. 1992: 202-203, 231). Bush questioned his opponent’s patriotism 

mainly by highlighting how Dukakis, as governor of Massachusetts, had vetoed a bill that 

would have required public school teachers to lead their students in the pledge of allegiance, 

and by referring to rumors that Dukakis’ wife had participating in burnings of the American 

flag during the Vietnam War (Sullivan et al. 1992: 200-201). The Bush campaign also ran 
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TV ads questioning Dukakis’ reliability as commander in chief (WiscAds). Meanwhile, 

Bush provided visceral “proof” of his own patriotism by visiting a factory producing 

American flags and wrapping himself in a star-spangled banner. He also repeatedly recited 

the pledge of allegiance (Sullivan et al. 1992: 201). Surveys found that Bush’s appeals to 

patriotism had a “strong influence” on people who voted for Bush” (Ibid: 200). In other 

terms, Bush constructed and deployed (Bernstein 1997; Bernstein 2005) an identity as a 

“true patriot,” which resonated with voters. 

A more recent example is the Tea Party movement that draws heavily on the rhetoric 

and imagery of the Revolutionary period to move America in a decidedly conservative 

direction. The Tea Party movement constructs and uses an identity as true patriots and 

defenders of the constitution and has gained a substantial following in this way (e.g. Lepore 

2010). Indeed, patriotism is a resource politicians can tap into and mobilize for partisan 

political purposes (Sullivan et al. 1992: 202, 203, 231). This is especially likely to happen 

when the community is under threat (Li and Brewer 2004: 728): “under conditions of threat 

and uncertainty … national leaders are most likely to issue calls for national unity” (Ibid: 

736-737). 

Another comparison to DPW’s “Wisconsin patriotism” is the efforts made by the 

Christian Social Union (CSU) in Bavaria (even if Sutherland (2001) and Hepburn (2008) 

term the rhetorical efforts of the CSU nationalism). The CSU pursues “a nation-building 

strategy within Bavaria” (Sutherland 2001: 13) and positions itself as the defender of 

Bavarian interests (Hepburn 2008: 198; Sutherland 2001: 22) in order to meet its partisan 

goals. It seeks to “create a rhetorical symbiosis between party and people” (Sutherland 2001: 

20), much like DPW. Moreover, the CSU’s assertion of Bavarian nationhood is based on “an 

historical myth of statehood, territorial continuity and, importantly, shared culture and 
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traditions” (Hepburn 2008: 194). Hepburn (2008: 196) argues that one of the key reasons 

that the CSU has monopolized power in Bavaria is “its articulation of, and identification 

with, the nation.” In fact, the CSU positions itself as “the true Bavarian party” (Ibid: 192; 

italicization in original). Bavaria is comparable to Wisconsin because both are states in a 

federal republic, and neither have serious “state-seeking” movements (Hepburn 2008: 189). 

Rather, both seek to mobilize “the nation” to obtain or maintain power within established 

political frameworks. Even if I argue that the “nation-building” projects of the CSU in 

Bavaria and DPW in Wisconsin are similar, there are differences. One is, of course, that the 

CSU has continuously governed Bavaria since 1946 (Hepburn 2008: 190) whereas DPW did 

not succeed in recalling Scott Walker. That is, the CSU have been successful in getting the 

electorate to accept its construction of social and political reality, in which the party is the 

true defender of the homeland, whereas DPW ultimately did not succeed in its similar line of 

argumentation in Wisconsin in 2011 and 2012. 

In conclusion, the review of theoretical concepts and a few examples support the 

assertion that DPW sought to mobilize on the basis of “Wisconsin patriotism,” however odd 

the phrase may sound, drawing on both aspects of the concept as defense of liberty, as well 

as adherence to national symbols. It is the argument of this thesis that the DPW’s 

“Wisconsin-patriotic” identity construct contributed to the initial success of triggering a 

recall election of the governor.  

 

On Hypothesis b): Populism in the U.S. and Wisconsin 

With its frequent references to “the people of Wisconsin,” DPW’s communication was often 

populist and I argue that the populist tone contributed to the initial success of DPW’s recall 

campaign because political populism is well-established both in Wisconsin and at the 
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national level. As briefly noted above, I define populism as a discourse rather than a specific 

political program. Laclau (quoted in Savage 2010: 169) defines populist discourse as “the 

formation of an internal antagonistic frontier separating the ‘people’ from power.” In other 

terms, the articulator of a populist discourse creates a hostile distinction between the powers 

that be and “the people.” Populism thus defined often emerges as the result of crisis (Ibid: 

171). That is, there are often specific events that trigger populism. Canovan (2005: 67) 

defines populism not as a “programme or constituency but a common discourse” centered on 

the notion “that power has been stolen from the people by politicians or special interests” 

(Ibid: 5). Moreover, populist discourse strives to build internal unity and gloss over internal 

differences (Savage 2010: 182). In the words of Laclau (in Savage 2010: 182), “it is through 

the demonization of a section of the population that a society reaches a sense of its own 

cohesion.” 

In the U.S., populist discourse has a long history that reaches back to the 

Revolutionary period. Populist statements range from Jefferson describing America as “a 

free people claiming their rights” (in Foner 2006: 164), over the Declaration of 

Independence’s assertion of “the Right of the People to alter or to abolish” governmental 

tyranny (in Ibid: A-40), to the unified voice of “We the People” of the Constitution (in Ibid: 

A-44). Ware writes (2002: 107) that “the populist notion of a core group in society who 

really constitute ‘the people’ … [is not] at the fringes of American political society … but 

appear[s] instead to be at its very centre.” This is the case to such an extent that we may even 

speak of an American “populist myth” defined by Canovan (2005: 127) in these terms: 

 
The USA was founded by the People, as the Constitution itself proclaims. Ever since 
then they have been robbed and cheated of their sovereignty by politicians in the pay 
of ‘the money power’. But the people will rise up to take back their own, in a great 
struggle between the forces of good and the forces of evil. 
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This proto-myth is resilient in the U.S. because it “echoes the local foundation myth, 

allowing the two to enforce each other” (Ibid: 127). One of the reasons the American 

Revolution is important to this day is that it proved that the people was capable of rising up 

to act: “the Revolution established a resonant and enduring myth of the sovereign people in 

action” (Ibid: 27; emphasis in original). Similarly, the Wisconsin protests of 2011 showed 

“the people in action” and provided good material for populist discourses. Politicians as 

diverse as Andrew Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt, Joseph McCarthy, George Wallace, 

Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, Ross Perot, Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, proponents of the 

Tea Party movement and many others have advocated in populist terms (Canovan 2005: 29; 

Savage 2010: 179). 

Given the historical roots of populism both at the national level and in Wisconsin, it 

is perhaps not surprising that DPW would appeal for mobilization in populist terms. In 

DPW’s identity construct, the phrase “the people” served both to create internal unity and to 

outgroup Republicans as standing in opposition to “the people of Wisconsin” and thus as un-

Wisconsin. This short review indicates that one of the reasons DPW succeeded in triggering 

the recall election of the governor was its reliance on populist rhetoric, which is a well-

established feature of politics both in Wisconsin and at the national level. 

 

On Hypothesis c): The Absence of Explicit Labor References 

As we saw, DPW did not construct a collective identity around organized labor and instead 

favored phrases that did not relate directly to unions, most often that of “working families.” 

This is surprising for the reasons listed in the substantiation of the hypothesis above. 

However, the finding corresponds to notions made by at least a couple of commentators. Jeff 

Mayers, editor of WisPolitics.com, notes that Democrats hardly mentioned collective 
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bargaining as an issue in their ads in the summer recalls (on Sly in the Morning 2012). John 

Nichols (2012 (b)) noted the “Failure to focus on labor rights.” I argue that there are four 

plausible explanations for DPW’s reluctance to use explicit labor rhetoric: the first plausible 

reason is that the party wanted to construct the struggle in broader terms than as just a union 

issue in order to appeal to a broader audience. That is, the party refrained from constructing 

its collective identity around organized labor as to make the construct more inclusive. The 

second plausible reason is that DPW was wary of constructing a collective identity around a 

movement that had seen its influence decline for decades and which the public has mixed 

opinions about. The third plausible reason is that Wisconsin Republicans had been 

successful in their attempts to portray labor as the root of everything evil in Wisconsin. The 

fourth plausible reason is that the absence of labor-related rhetoric was based on a conscious 

strategy modeled closely on how unions construct collective identities for their members. 

 The first plausible explanation for the absence of labor-related rhetoric in DPW’s 

communication is that the party sought to construct the struggle against the Republican 

agenda in 2011 and early 2012 in broader terms than “just” a labor rights issue so as to 

appeal to a wider audience. Certainly, DPW sought to frame the struggle as more than a 

union issue. For instance, a post on February 11, 2011 states that “what Walker proposes 

upsets the balance of power for working people in Wisconsin by increasing the power of 

corporations and driving down wages and benefits for all wage-earners, not just public 

employees or members of unions.” The party’s statements about the South also indicated 

that all of Wisconsin, not just union members, would be affected by Republican policies. So 

did statements about “Wisconsin’s way of life” and similar sentiments. Furthermore, three of 

the four frames the party used – “the people,” “working families,” and “middle class” – are 

semantically wider categories than e.g. “union members” (the final phrase, as we recall, was 
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“grassroots volunteers,” a semantically narrow category). Moreover, union expressions such 

as “solidarity” are conspicuous by their absence in DPW communication. Hence, it is not 

implausible that DPW consciously steered clear of union rhetoric in favor of more neutral 

terms in order to make its identity construct more inclusive and thereby appeal to a wider 

audience. 

The second plausible explanation for the absence of labor-related rhetoric in DPW’s 

communication is that DPW was wary of constructing a collective identity around a 

movement that had been in decline for decades and that public opinion is divided over. The 

extensive statistical and polling material presented by Panagopoulos and Francia (2008) 

offers a mixed bag of evidence. The percentage of wage and salary workers who belong to 

unions was at a steady high of around a third of the workforce from the late 1940s through 

the mid-1950s but has been declining since to a rate of less than 13 percent in 2005 (Ibid: 

135). This indicates that unions have less clout today than previously. However, the 

percentage of union households has remained steady at around 17 for the past decade and a 

half. One of the reasons may be that union households also encompass retired union workers, 

or that union households that used to have two union members now only have one (Ibid: 

135). This number indicates that perhaps the decline in labor union clout is not as steep as 

the decline in the overall unionization rate indicates. As for the public’s perception of unions, 

the authors find that Americans’ view of labor unions is generally positive (Ibid: 148) and 

that most Americans believe that unions are necessary to protect workers (Ibid: 150). A 

plurality of those asked in both 1997 and 2001 believed that unions are “good for America.” 

However, most feel that unions are good for members but that they hurt non-members (Ibid: 

148-149). Ludlam et al. (2002: 232) contend that if unions want to preserve their influence 

with the Democratic Party, they “need to raise their membership dramatically.“ Rather than 
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enjoying a privileged position vis-à-vis the Democratic Party as in previous decades, unions 

today are but one of many interest groups (Ibid: 232). Crucially, visible union-party linkages 

may alienate marginal voters (Ibid: 236). For these reasons, “Democrats are much more 

concerned with the votes of ‘soccer moms’ and senior citizens than with those of union 

members” (Ibid: 236-238). In conclusion, unionism is a movement in decline and an issue 

that the public has mixed feelings about. It is therefore plausible that DPW wanted to 

construct a collective identity around other identity frames than organized labor, such as 

“working families.” 

The third plausible explanation for the absence of labor-related rhetoric in DPW’s 

communication is that Wisconsin Republicans had been so successful in their attempts to 

portray labor as the root of everything evil in Wisconsin that DPW did not want to associate 

itself too closely with organized labor. Wisconsin Republicans consistently demonized 

unions in the time period under study. A February 22, 2011 post on the Republican Party’s 

website, wisgop.org, stated that  

 
citizens across this state have been forced to sacrifice; seniors, working people, 
homeowners, small businesspeople. Its past time that became ‘shared sacrifice.’ 
Public employees will have to join in this effort if we're going to get the state back on 
the right fiscal track” 

(wisgop.org February 22, 2011) 
 

A wisgop.org post on March 9, 2011 stated that “The arrogance and contempt many truant 

public union members are showing to the taxpayers funding their salaries is absolutely 

appalling….” (wisgop.org March 9, 2011). A January 13, 2012 post on scottwalker.org, 

Scott Walker’s campaign site, stated that “Madison liberals, at the direction of special 

interest unions, are fighting tooth and nail to force the millions of dollars Gov. Walker has 

saved taxpayers back into the hands of public employee unions” (scottwalker.org January 13, 
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2012). Scott Walker’s fundraising page stated that “big government union bosses are 

determined to continue their attack on Wisconsin’s taxpayers” (donate.scottwalker.org). 

Note how Republicans constructed Wisconsinites as “taxpayers.” Clearly, Republicans 

portrayed unions, their leaders and members in very negative terms. This may have 

discouraged DPW from constructing a collective identity around labor. 

The fourth plausible explanation for the absence of labor-related rhetoric in DPW’s 

communication is that the party was following a conscious strategy modeled closely on how 

unions construct collective identities for their members. Using the phrase “working families” 

as a dominant identity frame seems to originate with the AFL-CIO, the largest federation of 

unions in the United States, where the phrase has been front and center of the federation’s 

communication efforts at least since John Sweeney was elected president in October 1995. 

In February 1996, the AFL-CIO launched a campaign to reverse the Republicans electoral 

gains of 1994 and put out a declaration with a strong focus on “working families” (Masters 

2004: 151). The theme of the AFL-CIO’s Labor ’98 and Labor 2000 campaigns was a 

"Working Families Agenda" (Ibid: 152). Today, the AFL-CIO defines part of its mission as 

providing ”an independent voice for working families” (AFL-CIO). Hence, it seems as if the 

AFL-CIO constructed a collective identity for its purposes around the phrase “working 

families.” As further indication that DPW was very aware of how the AFL-CIO 

communicated, we may note that DPW copied several themes other than the phrase 

“working families” from the ACL-CIO. The parallels are clear in a February 1996 AFL-CIO 

Executive Council declaration: 
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The intensity of the assault on working families following the 1994 Congressional 
election was harsher than expected.... But the electorate in 1994 didn't vote for the 
program the radical Republican Congressional leadership had in mind for them -- 
slashing Medicare funding, cutting Medicaid ... and attacking all other programs for 
working families.... we will … reclaim America…. We will … inject workers' rights and 
values into our national debate.… 

(in Masters 2004: 151; my italicization) 
 

DPW copied a number of rhetorical traits other than “working families” in 2011 and early 

2012. The idea of an “assault” was central to the party’s communication and the exact phrase 

“assault on working families” appeared four times on wisdems.org in the period under study 

(March 23, 2011, July 19, 2011, November 21, 2011, December 8, 2011). The idea that 

“radical” Republicans had kept their real intentions hidden during their campaigns was also 

a theme for DPW (e.g. December 7, 2011, December 30, 2011 (b)). So were the calls to 

“reclaim” the “nation” and the talk about “values,” as we have seen. This short review 

showed how the AFL-CIO constructed collective identity with “working families” as a 

central element. We may speculate that the federation did so in order to avoid the possible 

negative connotations of explicit labor rhetoric and to avoid appearing exclusionary. Further, 

we may speculate that DPW used the phrase “working families” rather than more explicit 

labor-related phrases for the exact same reasons: so that its identity construct would not be 

exclusionary, and to avoid possible negative connotations of explicit labor rhetoric. However, 

in order to comment in more detail on DPW’s use of the phrase “working families,” a closer 

examination of how organized labor use the phrase is needed. 

 The review of the apparent delinking between DPW and organized labor presented a 

mixed picture. DPW preferred to construct a collective identity around other focal points 

than organized labor and an important phrase in this effort was “working families.” I argue 

that the party used this phrase as a more neutral substitution for explicit labor-related phrases. 
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There are four plausible reasons for this substitution: first, that DPW wanted to construct the 

struggle over collective bargaining in broader terms than as just a union issue in order to 

appeal to a broader audience. It is clear that the party made efforts to this effect. The second 

plausible reason was that DPW was wary of aligning itself too closely with unions as the 

labor movement had been in decline for decades and the public has mixed opinions about 

unions. We saw that even if labor is in decline, most Americans have a positive view of 

unions, however most also believe that unions are good for members and bad for non-

members. Hence, we can neither confirm nor contradict the suspicion that DPW would not 

want to be seen as too closely aligned with a movement that is in decline and about which 

the public holds mixed views. The third plausible explanation for the absence of labor-

related rhetoric in DPW’s communication is that Wisconsin Republicans had been 

successful in their attempts to portray labor as the root of everything evil in Wisconsin. We 

saw that the Republican Party repeatedly lambasted unions, union leaders, and union 

members. This may have contributed to DPW shying away from explicit labor references. 

The fourth plausible reason for the absence of labor-related rhetoric in DPW’s 

communication is that this was a conscious choice modeled closely on how the AFL-CIO 

constructed collective identities for their members. The AFL-CIO has labeled its members 

“working families” for at least a decade and a half. We may assume that DPW was inspired 

by this identity frame. However, in order to comment on the linguistic links between labor 

and DPW, a closer examination of labor’s use of the phrase “working families” is needed. 

Based on this discussion, we may argue that DPW used the phrase to refer to organized labor 

without doing so overtly as to avoid to scare off non-union members. 

!  
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Part VI: Conclusion, Perspectives and Avenues for Future Research 

 

Conclusion 

This thesis builds on the assumption that the construction and use of a collective identity 

plays an important role in mobilizing support for a political agenda. The thesis analyzed the 

collective identity that the Democratic Party of Wisconsin (DPW) constructed in its efforts 

to recall the Republican governor Scott Walker. The thesis took the form of a Critical 

Discourse Analysis of the website communication of DPW in 2011 and early 2012. The 

thesis posed the question, How did DPW construct a collective identity that was effective 

and appealing enough that upwards of 30,000 volunteers got involved and upwards of 

900,000 people signed petitions to trigger only the third governor’s recall in American 

history? The analysis was based on three hypotheses: that DPW’s identity construct would 

draw on Wisconsin’s Progressive history; that the construct would revolve around “ordinary 

people;” and that the construct would include organized labor as an important element. As 

for the first hypothesis, Wisconsin is recognized as one of the leaders of advancing socio-

political reforms. It may be argued that the Republican agenda in 2011 and early 2012 ran 

counter to many of the reforms of the Progressive era. For these reason, it is not 

unreasonable to expect that DPW would draw on Wisconsin’s socio-political history in its 

identity construct. Four factors informed the second hypothesis. First, the unprecedented 

scale and longevity of the protests against the Republican labor bill in February and March 

2011. Second, the fact that DPW was dependent on thousands of people to volunteer for 

various tasks in the recall process and to sign the recall petitions. Third, DPW was more 

dependent than Scott Walker on small donations since a quirk in Wisconsin campaign 

finance laws meant Walker could solicit donations in unlimited amounts whereas DPW was 
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restricted to donations of a maximum of $10,000 per person. Finally, Wisconsin has a 

history of populist leaders. Taken together, we could expect that DPW would construct its 

collective identity around protestors or “ordinary people.” As for the third hypothesis, the 

protests were set off by the proposal to curtail public sector collective bargaining. 

Furthermore, organized labor had a highly visible and vocal presence at the protest and also 

provided DPW with funding. Finally, Wisconsin has a history of advancing labor rights. 

Based on these three observations, I hypothesized that the identity construct of DPW would 

to some extent emphasize organized labor. 

The analysis found support for the first two hypotheses but not for the third. As for 

the first, there were plenty of references to the reforms of the Progressive era. References to 

these reforms were encapsulated in the phrase “Wisconsin values,” which was the most key 

phrase in the party’s communication. The phrase served, I argue, not only to foster and 

strengthen ingroup collective identity, but also to outgroup Republicans. As for the second 

hypothesis, DPW constructed “Wisconsinites” relying on four main phrases: first, as “the 

people,” often “the people of Wisconsin.” Second, as “working families.” Third, as 

“grassroots volunteers.” And finally, by using the adjectival phrase “middle class” in various 

constellations. These phrases were often contrasted with “big business” or like phrases, most 

often personified as “the Koch brothers,” conservative big money donors. I argue that the 

phrase “the people” served to create ingroup unity and to bestow legitimacy on DPW by 

implying close ties between the party and “the people.” “Working families” served to make 

the identity construct inclusive. “Grassroots volunteers” served to get the base “fired up” and, 

like “the people,” to bestow legitimacy on DPW. Since the use of the adjectival phrase 

“middle class” was inconsistent, it is difficult to assign a clear function to it. As for the third 

hypothesis, DPW made few explicit references to organized labor. Rather, it relied on the 
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more neutral phrase “working families.” The thesis listed four plausible reasons for this 

choice: the first plausible reason is that the party refrained from constructing its collective 

identity around organized labor as to make the construct more inclusive. There is evidence 

that DPW sought to present the struggle as more than a union issue. The second plausible 

reason is that DPW was wary of constructing a collective identity around a movement that 

had seen its influence decline for decades and which public opinion is divided over. The 

evidence is mixed. The third plausible reason is that Wisconsin Republicans had been 

successful in their attempts to portray labor as the root of everything evil in Wisconsin. 

Clearly, Wisconsin Republicans presented unions, union leaders, and union members in a 

very negative light. The fourth plausible reason is that the absence of labor-related rhetoric 

was based on a conscious strategy modeled closely on how unions construct collective 

identities for their members. Since the mid-1990s, the AFL-CIO has constructed a collective 

identity for its members as “working families.” We may speculate that the federation did so 

to make its identity construct more inclusive and its appeal broader, and to avoid scaring off 

people with too explicit union rhetoric. Since DPW borrowed several other of the AFL-

CIO’s key phrases, we may speculate that DPW constructed its collective identity around the 

phrase “working families” (among others) instead of more explicit labor-related phrases for 

the same reasons as did the AFL-CIO. A closer examination of organized labor’s use of the 

phrase is needed to substantiate this claim. 

 Based on the analysis and the review of the three hypotheses, I argue that DPW’s 

identity construct was “Wisconsin-patriotic.” The identity construct served to outgroup 

Wisconsin Republicans as un-Wisconsin. I base this assertion on the fact that DPW made 

frequent references to “Wisconsin values,” “the people of Wisconsin,” and to typical 

exponents of Wisconsin culture such as the Green Bay Packers and Friday fish fries. 
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Republicans were portrayed as standing in opposition to the Wisconsin identity DPW 

constructed. I argue that one of the reasons that DPW was successful in leading the coalition 

that managed to trigger the recall election against Scott Walker was that it constructed a 

coherent and appealing “Wisconsin-patriotic” collective identity. Furthermore, due to 

DPW’s frequent references to “the people,” I classify the party’s rhetoric as populist. The 

populist tone was likely also a contributor to the success of triggering the recall election 

since populist political rhetoric is well-established both in Wisconsin and at the national 

level. Hence, DPW was successful in triggering only the third governor’s recall election in 

U.S. history not because of Wisconsin’s history as a leader of Progressive, social reforms, 

but because the party actively constructed a “patriotic” collective identity around well-

established discourses of Wisconsin’s past that appealed to enough people to trigger the 

election. In this way, the thesis represents an analysis of how state identity can be forged and 

used by political actors to meet their partisan ends, in this case by appealing to “patriotism,” 

much like what has proven effective in patriotic or nationalist campaigns in other contexts. 

 

Why Walker Was Not Recalled 

While the argument of this thesis is that DPW constructed a collective identity that was 

appealing enough to attract people to volunteer and sign almost one million petitions to 

recall Scott Walker, the party was eventually unsuccessful in its quest to recall the governor. 

The election took place after the data collection period for the thesis and as such has no 

direct implications for the thesis and its conclusions. However, I will submit a few thoughts 

on why DPW was eventually unsuccessful in recalling Walker. Following the approach of 

this thesis, we may assume that voters ultimately rejected the Democratic identity construct. 

As briefly indicated above, at least two other identity constructs were available to Wisconsin 
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voters: that of Americans (rather than Wisconsinites), and the Republican construction of 

Wisconsinites as taxpayers. As for the former, it is plausible that Wisconsin voters simply 

did not see the Wisconsin “national” identity that DPW constructed as being as important as 

the overarching American identity. That is, if being a Wisconsinite is not as important to a 

given voter as being an American, that voter is unlikely to accept the Democratic, 

“Wisconsin-patriotic” identity construct. As for the other notion, it is possible that 

Wisconsin voters could more easily identify with the Republican identity of “taxpayers” than 

with the Democratic construction of “Wisconsin patriots.” Qualitative research is needed to 

assess how Wisconsinites responded to DPW’s identity construct in opposition to other 

available collective identities. 

Besides such thoughts on the available identity constructs, there are at least four 

other factors that contributed to handing Scott Walker the victory: first, it is firmly 

established that incumbents enjoy an electoral advantage over challengers (e.g. Cox and 

Morgenstern 1995). Second, the Republican Party was unified around Scott Walker. On the 

other side of the aisle, Democrats went through a primary where organized labor initially 

backed Kathleen Falk, who ended up losing the nomination to Milwaukee mayor Tom 

Barrett to set up a rerun of the 2010 election (e.g. Schultheis 2012). Third, there was not 

universal labor or Democratic support for Barrett, partly because of his handling of union 

issues as Milwaukee mayor (e.g. Gray 2012). And fourth, Barrett and the Democratic Party 

only had from May 8, 2012 through Election Day on June 5, 2012 to convince voters to 

show up and vote Barrett, whereas Walker had essentially been in campaign mode 

throughout 2011 and 2012, spending $16 million on TV ads. These are factors that may have 

hurt the Democratic chances of recalling the governor. 
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Limits to the Scope of the Thesis and Avenues for Future Research 

This thesis represents, to the best of my knowledge, one of the few academic examinations 

of U.S. state-level “patriotism” and its mobilization to meet partisan goals. Hence, there are 

plenty of options for further research of U.S. state-level politics within a framework of 

national identity construction. Some work has been done on what we may term Wisconsin 

identity. For instance, Current (1976) compares typical characteristics of Wisconsin and 

North Carolina, but this and other treatments are of an essayistic, pseudo-academic character. 

Some literature exists on Texas “exceptionalism” (e.g. Mellard 2009), as does treatments of 

Texas nationalism (Nackmann 1975). However, a cursory reading of Mellard 2009 indicates 

that it focuses on the cultural sphere and not on mobilization of Texan identity for political 

ends. Nackmann 1975 deals primarily with the period of Texas independence (1836-1845) 

and does not discuss Texas nationalism in a modern context. This thesis seeks to address this 

apparent gap in the scholarly literature on how state identity may be mobilized in the U.S. to 

meet political goals by applying theories of nationalism to the state level in the U.S. It would 

surprise me if Wisconsin is the only place where such mobilization takes place. More 

research, possibly comparative, on state-level “patriotic” mobilization in other states is 

needed. 

This thesis deals with only one limited perspective of Wisconsin “nationalist” 

mobilization and there are many facets left that the thesis does not account for. First of all, 

this thesis did not probe the reception of the Democratic identity construct. As Wodak et al. 

point out (1999), a study of constructed collective identities should account for the reception 

of the identity construct. This could for instance be done by analyzing video material from 

the protests to assess the extent to which protestors deployed (Bernstein 2005: 62) DPW’s 

identity construct. This, however, is beyond the scope of this thesis due to the amount of 
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work involved in such an undertaking, as well as the problems presented by the physical 

distance between the author and the target audience. It would no doubt be useful with e.g. 

focus group interviews to assess the extent to which the target audience bought into the 

Democratic identity construct. 

Finally, the thesis only accounted for the discursive aspect of the Democratic identity 

construct and did not account for any other semiotic ways of constructing identity. Of 

obvious interest would be to analyze how DPW constructed and used identity in TV ads or 

in e.g. flyers or posters. Likewise, it would be interesting to explore if the communication 

efforts of other groups involved in the protests and recall movements were similar to those 

of DPW. Such groups could be labor groups like the AFL-CIO, the TAA, AFSCME, or 

groups set up specifically to fight the Republican agenda, such as United Wisconsin. The 

mere names of some of these organizations, such as United Wisconsin, the Wisconsin Wave, 

and We Are Wisconsin, indicate that DPW were not the sole contributors to a “Wisconsin-

patriotic” collective identity construct. 

!  
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