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Abstract

Since Donald Trump gained power in 2017, the United States has seen a decline in democratic
stability, marked by the erosion of democratic norms and an increasingly hostile political
climate. The Trump Administration has shown a growing willingness to employ political
targeting as a means to undermine or silence dissenting voices. This study employs a theory-
testing approach to examine whether such targeting has suppressed the articulation of critique
among opposing politicians. Through a qualitative discourse analysis of congressional remarks
from three targeted and three non-targeted Democratic members of Congress, speeches from
Trump's first and second term are compared and ranked on an intensity spectrum ranging from
low, policy-based criticism to acute, normative condemnation. The analysis finds that critique
has intensified among both groups, suggesting that political targeting does not produce a
silencing effect on those subjected to it, and that the theoretical framework shows limited
applicability in this case. Rather, the findings reflect a political climate shaped by deepened
polarization and a continued erosion of democratic norms, resulting in an increasingly

combative and hostile political climate.

Keywords: Democratic backsliding, political targeting, opposition rhetoric, Trump

Administration
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1. Introduction

It is no news that the state of American democracy has changed significantly over the past
decade. Since the election of Donald Trump in 2016, the country has seen democratic traditions
being undermined and authoritarian tendencies increasing, a phenomenon known as
democratic backsliding (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019; V-dem Institute, 2026). However, the
erosion of democratic norms in the United States can be traced back to the late 1970s, and the
effects of democratic backsliding are now manifesting across various sectors of society and
within multiple levels of state institutions (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019). What these effects are
and how they affect the domestic political landscape today, makes a critical area of research in

contemporary political science.

With an ever-deepening polarization comes a shift in the political climate (Skytte, 2021). As
norms are breaking down, traditions of forbearance and toleration are undermined, leaving a
hostile and combative climate for politicians to navigate (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019). Over the
course of their incumbency, the confidence within the Republican party to leverage state power
against dissenting voices has grown (McNeal, 2025). Abuse of power against opposition has
become more frequent and political targeting as a means of control and silencing more common
(Lawson, 2024). These are the premises for contemporary American politics, and the further it

deviates from these norms, the more it will harm the democratic stability.

This study aims to examine the shift in domestic politics in different stages of democratic
backsliding. More specifically, I will analyze the speech and statements of politicians in
opposition to the incumbent, as norms of toleration are breaking down and the practices of the
state become less democratic. To gain an understanding of how political targeting affects the
opposition, it is possible to analyze how these individuals express themselves in Congress
before and after the incident of targeting takes place, and how this changes with the political
climate. Does political targeting effectively silence the opposition? Or does it rather fuel the

fire and make the already intense political dynamic even more volatile?

To examine this shift, I will be looking at the first and second incumbencies of U.S. President
Donald Trump. Over this period, incidents of political targeting have gotten more common, as
the President frequently violates democratic norms regarding mutual toleration. Trump’s

attitude towards leveraging state power against the political opposition has led to some
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concerning acts of targeting, gaining considerable attention nationwide. To identify the impact
of political targeting on Democratic lawmakers, this study compares how they express critique
towards the Trump Administration to determine whether such targeting has constrained their

expression of critique in congressional speech.

1.1 Research question

The analysis will be based upon the following research question:

Does political targeting by the Trump Administration suppress the articulation of critique

among opposing politicians?

1.2 Disposition

The first section of this essay explains the research problem and theoretical contributions of
this study. This is followed by an overview of the theoretical framework and existing literature
in the field, which lays the foundation for the hypothesis and analytical framework that is
disclosed in the third part. Here the method and sampling process are motivated, and the
analytical framework is described. The fourth section entails the analysis which is then

discussed in the fifth section of the essay, where conclusions are presented.

1.3 Contribution

This study will contribute to the existing field of research by further building upon the
connection between democratic backsliding and political targeting, specifically with regards to
the development of a hostile political climate (Lawson, 2024; McNeal, 2025). The aim is to
show how that connection takes form practically in the speeches of U.S. legislators. It will
examine the effects of democratic backsliding, and give an indication of how American politics
have been shaped by this under Trump’s current administration. This is new and current
research, which makes it a meaningful contribution to the understanding of the ongoing

development of the American political landscape and overall democratic health.

The United States makes a good example of a country under democratic erosion. Going from
a solid and robust democracy to a significantly weaker one, this research allows for the
understanding of how democratic backsliding affects different aspects of the political climate.

As an influential and world-leading state, the development of the political climate in the U.S.
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is likely to influence many more around the world, as a trendsetter of the global norm in the
Western world. This is emphasized in a study by Cavari et al. (2024), who find that the
deepening democratic backsliding in the United States affects the support for democracy in
other countries around the world negatively. Overall, it is highly relevant to broaden awareness
of the ongoing trend of democratic backsliding in the United States and globally. This study
highlights the impact this trend has on elected officials, who serve as pivotal actors within a

democratic system.

There is a significant body of previous research on the effects that democratic backsliding has
on freedom of speech (Kenny, 2020; Lithrmann & Lindberg, 2019). However, the effect that
the current Trump Administration has on the freedom of expression for elected lawmakers in
U.S. Congress remains largely unexplored, giving this research its cumulative quality. Much
of the research on the “Trump-effect” has been directed towards freedom of speech in the world
of academia (Keck, 2025) or on social media (Gross et al., 2023), leaving the aspect of his
political opponents to be researched further. This is further highlighted in democracy reports
such as the V-Dem 2026 report, focusing mainly on targeting against mainstream media,
academia and oppositional civil society actors, not the elected political opposition (V-Dem,

2026).

2. Theoretical framework and literature overview

2.1 Democratic backsliding

A global trend of democratic erosion is currently sweeping across nations, challenging even
the most established and seemingly resilient systems. States all over Europe as well as both
North and South America, Asia and Africa are facing a surge of anti-democratic powers, in
what we can now call a third wave of autocratization (Liihrmann & Lindberg, 2019).
Considering Robert Dahl’s definition of democracy, or polyarchy, significant setbacks are now
visible on key factors such as freedom of expression and association, clean elections, free media
and universal suffrage (Liihrmann & Lindberg, 2019). However, this era of democratic erosion
is not signified by obvious democratic breakdowns such as the military coups and violent power
seizures that were more common in the last century. Today, the steps of democratic backsliding

happen discreetly and slowly, dismantling the very backbone of democratic institutions and
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norms, which allows for the subtle changes to cumulate and break down democracy bit by bit

(Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p.5).

Scholars of political science have been raising warning flags regarding the state of American
democracy over the last decades. What started in the 1980°s with the Republican party
weakening foundational institutions of democratic safeguards, laid the groundwork for the shift
in democratic norm and stability that is visible today (Mickey et al., 2017). Around this time,
a new strategy gained popularity amongst the Republican party, centered around creating a
more “combative approach” towards their political opponents (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019,
p.148). What started as a rhetorical shift, describing Democrats as “traitors” and “pathetic”,
escalated into claiming them as illegitimate and corrupt, slowly breaking down the norm of
mutual toleration (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, pp.102, 126 & 148). Mutual toleration is defined
as the acceptance of political opponents to have “an equal right to exist, compete for power and
govern” (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p.102). It is based around a mutual understanding of each
other as respectful and lawful citizens, adhering to the same rules and constitution, and is
considered crucial for a functioning democracy. This, alongside general norms of forbearance,
is described as a backbone of American democratic stability, and is now a main factor in their

democratic backsliding.

A deepened polarization and intensified partisan animosity can explain the breakdown of these
crucial norms in America today (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p. 167; Skytte, 2021). The political
climate has led to Democrats and Republicans viewing each other as enemies rather than
equally valid political actors. When asked about the political opposition, American citizens
have described fear and deep concern regarding the opposition’s vision for the nation’s future
(Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p. 168). American politics have become a question of identity and
cultural identification, as opposed to a simple ideological affiliation (West & Iyengar, 2022).
This increased political polarization indicates that the conditions leading up to the Trump-era
were already fragile, and the arrival of a populist demagogue merely served as the catalyst for

an accelerated democratic backsliding (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p.175).

The election of Donald Trump in 2016 is often considered a turning point regarding the
backsliding of American democracy, as this upcoming political figure openly expressed anti-
democratic beliefs and tendencies from the very beginning of his candidacy (Huq & Ginsburg,

2018). The new extremist demagogue talked warmly about authoritarian leaders in the world,
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and did not seem to hesitate to “violate basic norms of civility” (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019,
p.60). Mickey et al. (2017) observed a willingness from Trump to leverage state power against
political opponents, commonly suggesting legal actions and imprisonment as viable tools of
governance. These tendencies led to significant concern regarding the stability and trajectory

of American democracy by the time of his inauguration.

As expected, the political climate has since shifted away from robust liberal democracy,
towards one where democratic institutions are being undermined and abuse of power is
frequent (McNeal, 2025). The latest report on democratic backsliding in America shows that
index levels are the lowest they have been since 1965, and as of this year they are no longer
qualifying as a liberal democracy (V-Dem Institute, 2026). After Trump’s first term, a
significant decline had already occurred, dropping to levels last seen in 1976. While stabilizing
slightly under Biden’s administration, they have once again plummeted since Trump returned
to power in 2025. The V-Dem report specifically emphasizes the undermining of rule of law,
executive overreach and suppression and intimidation of the political opposition. Furthermore,
the freedom of expression in America is found to be the lowest it has been in 80 years, driven

in part by a rise in legal intimidation and systemic repression (V-Dem Institute, 2026, p.37).

Levitsky and Ziblatt (2019) describe the change of norm that commonly follows such
antidemocratic shifts, which historically has often included an increasingly hostile climate for
political opponents to navigate. As small steps towards authoritarianism are taken, the
democratic surface remains as a “veneer of legality” (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p.77).
Meanwhile, the institutions are eroding from the inside; law enforcement and intelligence get
infiltrated by loyalists, both protecting the regime and limiting opponents. Electoral
competition might either be bribed off, as was widely the case in Fujimori’s Peru, or the regime
use legal measures to investigate and potentially imprison political rivals, as in Argentina,
Malaysia and Venezuela among many. However, demagogues must also change the “rules of
the game”, if they truly seek to consolidate their power, further repressing and weakening the
opposition by constitutional means (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, pp. 87-88). Empirical evidence
from states such as Turkey and Singapore demonstrates how undermining the democratic
foundation has led to oppositional politicians being marginalized, not necessarily by law, but
through a hostile political climate that encourages self-censorship (Altindag, 2023; Gomez,

2006). This can be traced to the combination of long-running polarization and democratic
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backsliding, systematically weakening the opposition and creating a political climate not too

different from what is taking form in the United States today.

2.2 Political targeting

As previously mentioned, the American domestic political climate has in recent years
developed into one characterized by harsher accusations and more aggressive personal attacks,
as an effect of intensified polarization and identity-based political association (Iyengar et al.,
2022; Skytte, 2021). Discursive studies of American politicians’ posts on Twitter demonstrate
the increasingly intense and hostile political climate, coming from both the Republican and
Democrat side (Frimer et al., 2023; Gross et al., 2023). However, it is not only the tone in
general that has been sharpened, but political targeting has become increasingly more common
and is closely related to democratic backsliding (Lawson, 2024). Political targeting is described
as abuse of the state apparatus directed towards opponents, with the intention of suppressing
them. Lawson (2024, p.181) shows that democratic backsliding depends on such abuse of state

apparatus, in order to break down democratic institutions.

Research on political targeting shows that this is a crucial tool for authoritarian leaders to
uphold and consolidate their power. Shen-Bayh (2018) demonstrates how political targeting
via legal action has been utilized to legitimize claims to power and undermine political
opponents, effectively silencing dissenting voices. State repression and targeting on political
opponents has proven to effectively silence and demobilize opposing movements, including
electoral competition (de Vogel, 2021). This repression can refer to “high intensity” targeting
(assault, detention, torture), but also includes “low intensity measures”, such as surveillance,
restrictions and misuse of legal processes (Way & Levitsky, 2006, p.392). The latter will be
the focus of this essay, as it represents the predominant form of targeting occurring in the
current American political landscape. Low intensity forms of suppression have been used as
measures to systematically weaken oppositional forces before they get too strong, while
drawing little international attention to the state's behavior, as opposed to high intensity
measures. Measures like these have been proven to function as an “extremely effective”

deterrent in a number of post-soviet states, including Russia (Way & Levitsky, 2006, p.393).
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As previously mentioned, the democratic norm of mutual toleration in the United States has
been demolished and reconstructed over the decades. Levitsky and Ziblatt (2019) have
formulated a set of warning signs that indicate authoritarian behavior from a politician, two of
which can be traced to the political targeting happening in the United States today. One of them
regards the “denial of legitimacy of political opponents”, describing them as subversive,
criminal or involved with foreign malign powers, without substantial evidence or reasoning
(Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p.23). Another regards the civil liberties of political opponents, and
the potential autocrat’s “readiness to curtail” such liberties (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p.24).
This includes threatening critical voices with legal action, including politicians of an opposing
party. It also entails support for “laws and policies that restrict civil liberties”, including
limitations on freedom of speech and expression (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2019, p.24). The authors
found that Trump is guilty of all the points mentioned here, except for the accusation of
opponents’ involvement with foreign powers. By 2026, he has made such accusations too, for
example targeting Democrat Eric Swalwell for involvement with an alleged Chinese spy

(Bresnahan, 2020).

Driven by the effects of polarization and partisan animosity in America, Lawson (2024) finds
that political targeting is more likely to occur if the officials executing acts of targeting view
the opponent as “corrupt or dangerous” (p.188). As polarization is deeply rooted in the U.S.
today, the likelihood of such boundaries being violated is plausible. McNeal (2025) highlights
the ways in which Republican actors, whom he calls the “New Right”, have advocated for a
strategic weaponization of the state and the use of state power against opponents of the Trump
Administration. Based on the political theory by German philosopher Carl Schmitt, McNeal
illustrates how the friend-enemy distinction is embodied in the weaponizing strategy of the
New Right. He argues that actors within the Republican party view governance as a tool to
reward allies and punish political enemies. Both President Trump and Vice President JD Vance
have advocated for unlawful tactics like these, claiming them as necessary. Vance has openly
stated that the Republican party should strategically leverage state authority against “left-wing
captured institutions” in order to fulfill their political agenda. This literature on abuse of power
and political targeting in America is crucial for the framework of this research, as it illustrates
how anti-democratic actors in the U.S. actively work to silence or “retaliate against disfavored

speech” (McNeal, 2025, p.622).
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While there are substantial checks against abuse of power built into the American constitution,
they might not be sufficient guardrails towards the autocratic powers that act today (Levitsky
& Ziblatt, 2019, p. 98). Political scientists have warned that the existing safeguards can “quite
easily” be manipulated or even dismantled by a president with “authoritarian impulses” (Huq
& Ginsburg, 2018, p.164). The existing checks or “oversight mechanisms” on government
power abuse consist of Inspector Generals as well as the media, reporting on potential
malfeasance and encouraging whistleblowing (Lawson, 2024, p. 185). Another important
check is the consistent rotation of government officials every four to eight years, as the
administration changes. This makes institutionalized power abuse less likely, and will disrupt
potential cycles of corrupt behavior (Lawson, 2024, p.186). Furthermore, the principle of the
First Amendment Retaliation doctrine serves as a check, as it is meant to protect against
lawmakers’ power abuse in order to pass laws for unconstitutional reasons (McNeal, 2025).
However, a number of these checks have been proven ineffective, when now being tested

against the Republican strategies of manipulation (Lawson, 2024; McNeal, 2025).

There are multiple ways in which politicians are being targeted in the United States today. The
Trump Administration has widely violated democratic norms, and incidents of political
targeting, often verbally but also in the form of legal action, are more common than they have
been for decades (V-Dem Institute, 2026). The President has frequently throughout his career
directed ad hominem, personal attacks at his opponents, for example against former U.S.
presidents Joe Biden and Barack Obama, and presidential candidate Hillary Clinton (Holland,
2020; Jamieson, 2016; Pandey, 2018). In this essay, the cases of targeting that are studied
include written and spoken threats of legal investigations, imprisonment and even suggestions
of death, which according to the framework by Levitsky and Ziblatt (2019) can all be

considered serious signs of autocratic behavior and violation of democratic norms.

2.3 Hypothesis

The theory on democratic backsliding and political targeting allows for the construction of the

following hypothesis to be tested:

H1: Politicians subjected to political targeting diminish the intensity of their critique against

Donald Trump.
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3. Research design

3.1 Method and design

To address the research question, I will employ a qualitative discourse analysis to compare
speeches in Congress between Democrats that have been politically targeted by the Trump
Administration and those that have not. I will analyze the group of targeted politicians by
comparing how they have articulated critique towards the Trump Administration before and
after the act of political targeting took place. The same analytical process will be applied to a
control group of Democrats who are equally vocal about their critique of Trump, but have not

faced legal targeting to the extent of the “targeted” group.

I will be incorporating the shift between Trump’s first and second term, to illustrate the
evolving political climate, and rule out other distracting factors by allowing the rhetorical
tendencies and structural aspects of the congressional remarks to be held constant. This is a
relevant period to analyze, as a significant democratic backsliding has taken place since Trump
first was elected in 2016. The Freedom House Global Freedom Index, rating the level of liberal
democracy in the U.S. shows a drop from 94/100 in 2010 to 83/100 in 2025 (Levitsky and
Ziblatt, 2025). Their Polity Democracy Index has decreased from the top score of ten to a five
in 2020, and their V-Dem score of 0.81 out of 1.0 places them just above the category of
autocratization (Keck, 2025). As the President has repeatedly challenged democratic norms,
including a disregard for mutual toleration, acts of political targeting have become increasingly

frequent throughout his years in the White House.

The analysis is structured through a framework of “dimensions”, meaning that the extremes of
a spectrum are operationalized, in this case grading the critique that has been expressed on a
spectrum based on its intensity and content (Esaiasson, et al., 2024, p.325). The dimensions
that have been structured range from substantive and policy-based critique to more intense
normative critique and personalized attacks, with the aim of discovering any potential shift that

political targeting has caused.
While a quantitative content analysis could suit the general idea of this analysis, it would likely

fail to capture the core of this study. It would limit the aspect of individuality, and would

remove focus from the underlying rhetorical changes that this study sets out to analyze. In order

11
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to closely examine subtle changes in tone and implications, the analytical framework should
allow for the material to guide the analysis (Esaisson et al., 2024). A quantitative method would
not allow for that type of inductive approach and would risk missing the core of the material

that this analysis aims to research.

3.2 Sampling

The selected cases for this research are based on incidents of political targeting, where Trump
or his administration have made statements or taken action against members of the Democratic
Party. The incidents are acts of clear violation of democratic norms, and in some cases invalid
or illegal. For comparative purposes, a group of non-targeted politicians have been selected
that will function as a control on the effect of political targeting. The material for this analysis
is drawn from these individuals at two distinct intervals: from the first Trump Administration,
2017-2020, and from his current incumbency, 2025-2026. For the targeted group, the latter

samples are selected from the period following the act of targeting.

The speeches and statements are gathered from the online “Congressional Records”, and are
found under each member’s personal page. They are filtered as “Remarks in the Congressional
Record”, under each of the periods. The speeches were then selected based on mention of
President Trump or the Trump Administration, without regard for any specific topic, such as
the state of democratic health in America etc. Any type of critique towards the administration
was considered relevant for this analysis. Naturally, speeches regarding propositions on local
or specific policies, which do not mention the Trump Administration, were ruled out. This left
more national or international themes, focusing on the President and his governance. Key
words I look for in the speeches include “Trump”, “Trump Administration” “the President”,

and “the White House”, in order to identify those that include critique towards the

administration.

3.2.1 Politically targeted group

Senator Adam Schiff (D-CA)

Adam Schiff has served in Congress for the state of California since 2001, most recently as

senator. As a longstanding critic of Donald Trump, Senator Schiff has faced a multitude of

attacks from the President. His involvement in both Trump’s first impeachment as well as the

12
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investigations on the January 6th attack has led to Trump calling for investigation into the work
Schiff and others have done, calling it “treasonous” (Forgey, 2019; Herb, 2025). Trump’s
recent attack on Schiff, claiming him guilty of mortgage fraud, led to the Department of Justice
opening an investigation into the case, even involving the FBI. Both Schiff and his lawyers
have labeled the claims as invalid and mere political games, arguing that the administration is
using the FBI and DOJ as tools for personal vendettas rather than law enforcement (Herb,

2025).

Representative Bennie Thompson (D-MS)

Representative Thompson has served in the House since 1993 for the State of Mississippi. As
a member of the January 6th investigation committee, Bennie Thompson has been investigated
by Trump’s subcommittee, who were formed as a control on the work of the original
investigations. The purpose of the group appears to be to “rewrite” the history regarding the
events of the capitol riot, as multiple false claims about the attack have been identified, coming
from the subcommittee (Dreisbach, 2026). In an NBC interview Trump was asked about the
members of the committee investigating the events of the U.S. capitol riot, and his answer was
clear: “Honestly, they should go to jail... Cheney was behind it ... so was Bennie Thompson
and everybody on that committee” (McLaughlin, 2024). In the statement Trump threatened to
open investigations on Thompson by the Department of Justice, who have received substantial

criticism for being weaponized by Trump (Stone, 2025).

Senator Elissa Slotkin (D-MI)

Michigan Senator Elissa Slotkin took part in a campaign of lawmakers and veterans, urging
members of the military to refuse illegal orders, in response to Trump sending troops to cities
across the U.S. (Reilly et al., 2026). This led to Trump threatening Slotkin among others on
Truth Social, urging to “lock them up” and labeling what they had done as “seditious behavior
punishable by death!” (posted on November 20, 2025) (V-Dem Institute, 2026, p.38). Slotkin
responded on Facebook, problematizing Trump’s tweets, which led to the Department of
Justice under Attorney General Pam Bondi opening an investigation into Slotkin. This,
however, did not succeed: “Trump administration officials failed Tuesday to convince a single
juror that they had met the threshold to bring charges against the Democratic lawmakers...”

(Reilly et al., 2026).

13
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3.2.2 Control group

The control group for this analysis has been selected to compare the targeted politicians to
similar actors, in similar positions and with similar history of attitudes against the Trump
Administration. The selected individuals are Democratic politicians in Congress that are openly

critical of Trump but have not faced direct targeting from the President.

Senator Chris Murphy (D-CT)

Murphy is an actively critical opponent of Trump, serving as senator since 2013. Despite his
sharp critique against Trump’s foreign policy etc., Murphy has not faced targeting from the
president (Inskeep, 2026). Murphy has used words as “incoherent and incomplete” to describe

Trump's foreign policy plan.

Representative Katherine Clark (D-MA)
Clark is currently House of Minority Whip in the House of Representatives, and one of the
highest ranking Democrats in Congress. Clark has been vocal in her critique against Trump

since his first administration, for example calling to investigate Trump and “exercise oversight”

(Kennedy, 2019).

Senator Ron Wyden (D-OR)

Wyden is a famously anti-Trump Democrat who boycotted his State of the Union-speech in
2026, and has called the President "unfit to lead" (Hubbard, 2026; OPB and Associated Press,
2021).

3.3 Analytical framework

The analytical framework for this research is based upon the theory of political targeting and
the expected effects shown in other cases. The critique that is expressed about Trump in the
congressional remarks can be placed on a spectrum ranging from substantive, policy-based
opposition to more acute, normative condemnation. The intensity levels of the coding scheme
reflect the nature and directness of the critique articulated. Higher intensity levels indicate a
greater willingness to engage in confrontational and personally directed accusations, which is
the kind of critique that poses a greater political risk, and that the Trump Administration would
be most motivated to suppress. This is inspired by earlier observed effects of political targeting,

where silencing efforts have resulted in a loss of confidence among opposing politicians to
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articulate such critique (Altindag et al., 2023). While employing a quantitative method to
analyze the effect on Turkish MP’s, the results from Altindag et al.’s research indicates what

type of response could be expected from the politically targeted individuals.

Levitsky and Ziblatt (2019, p.148) illustrate the strategic ambitions among the Republican
Party to create a more hostile and combative climate, undermining forbearance and mutual
toleration. This deviation of norms is reflected in the design of the analytical framework, as it
aims to capture the extent to which the changing political climate has constrained members of
the Democratic Party in voicing high-intensity critique. The levels of the coding scheme reflect
the polarizing rhetoric of the friend-enemy distinction evolving within American politics,
characterized by an increased view of the adversary as dangerous and problematic (McNeal,
2025). In doing so, the framework is designed to examine how such rhetoric has developed in

the United States, and whether political targeting affects such speech.

The coding scheme for the analysis is structured as follows:

Table 1: Coding scheme

Level of Intensity Definition Indicators / Keywords

Focuses on specific legislative

disagreements or “Disagreement,”
Substansive/Policy administrative efficiency. “inefficient,” “budgetary
Critique Level 1: Low Non-personal. concerns,” “policy shift.”

Focuses on value-based

differences and partisan “Injustice,” “partisan,” “un-
divides. Criticizes the American values,”
Ideological Opposition Level 2: Moderate political direction. “protecting our citizens.”

99 <

Focuses on perceived threats “Authoritarian,” “abuse of
to the democratic system, the power,” “threat to
Normative constitution, or the rule of democracy,”

Condemnation Level 3: High law. “unconstitutional.”
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Direct attacks on the

9 <

Ad Hominem, President’s character, mental “Corrupt,” “unfit for office,”

Personalized Attack Level 4: Acute state, or personal integrity. “dangerous,” “liar.”

This follows the structure of analysis by dimensions, however, the levels have been
operationalized to create a clear outline for where to place the speeches on the spectrum, based
on key words and themes. It is still used as a spectrum, ranking the remarks as for example
“Moderate/High™ if the critique is predominantly “Moderate” but verges on “High”-level
intensity. The categories are constructed deductively, based on theoretical expectations of how
political targeting and democratic erosion manifests in political rhetoric. However, given that
the material calls for interpretation and contextual understanding, the analysis allows for
inductive elements where the content of the speeches extends beyond the predefined indicators.
This allows theoretical expectations to guide the analysis while remaining open to patterns

emerging from the material itself (Clark et al., 2021, p.21-22).

An example of how the coding scheme is applied to the congressional remarks is found in the

Appendix of this essay.

3.4 Limitations

Qualitative discourse analysis calls for the interpretation and analysis of the researcher
themselves (Esaisson et al., 2024, p.331). This can be considered a limitation in the process of
analysis, as the personal interpretation risks being partisan or at least affected by the views and
understanding that the researcher gains from the material. This could affect both the neutral
and unbiased approach required for a fair and true analysis, as well as the reproducibility of the
research. As the interpreter, it is crucial that I actively consider this in the process of analysis.
This limitation was addressed, in part, by operationalizing the coding scheme into clearly
defined levels along the spectrum, in order to keep the analytical process structured and

replicable.

The research design requires a qualitative analysis of a limited number of individuals, which
makes selection bias a risk. A challenge for the sampling process is to cover sufficient variation

through the limited number of individuals and speeches selected, ensuring that the sampled
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material provides the information needed for the analysis. To address this, selections are
deliberately motivated and transparently documented, outlining both the criteria considered
and the process by which speeches were identified. Being an inevitable challenge for qualitative
research of this scope, generalizability remains limited, and the findings could be

complemented by quantitative research of greater scope.

3.5 Al-declaration

For this essay, Al has been utilized as a tool to find and organize academic literature using
“Undermind”. Al was also used to create the format of the coding scheme, however not
generating the content of it. Lastly, Al was utilized in the selection of politicians to analyze. It
identified cases of political targeting and suggested matches for the individuals in the control

group. This was used as a complement to my own research within traditional media online.

4. Analysis and results

This section contains the results that were found from applying the coding scheme to analyze

the congressional remarks from the politically targeted group and the control group.

4.1 Politically targeted group
4.1.1 Trump 1.0, 2017 - 2020

The congressional remarks from Trump's first presidency range from “Low” forms of policy
critique, to “High” and “Acute” intensity critique, covering the entire spectrum of the coding
scheme. Adam Schiff expresses “High” and “Moderate/High” intensity in his critique
regarding Trump and his administration. When he speaks of “The New American Century” on
March 1, 2017, he uses words like “intolerance, ultra-nationalism and crude populism” to
describe what is threatening the American democratic and universalist norms and ideals
(Schiff, 2017). He questions his commitment to rule of law and democracy, pointing towards
Trump’s “embrace of Vladimir Putin” (Schiff, 2017). In another speech a year later he once
again calls out the connection between Trump and Putin, claiming it as a threat towards both
the United States and the world. While expressing a “Moderate” level of critique regarding
Trump’s rhetoric on NATO and sanctions, the speaker promptly pivots to the Russian
interference in the 2016 election. In doing so, he implies Trump’s involvement with foreign
interests by emphasizing Russia's “preferred candidate” in Trump. He says “It is an attack not

only on our democracy, but on the very idea of a liberal democracy” (Schiff, 2018). He further
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mentions the “rising tide of authoritarianism” as he describes how the world sees the

development in the United States:

They look to our White House and they do not recognize what they see. They see a President more comfortable
with autocrats and dictators than they do with Democrats and democracy. This is a terrible tragedy for us. It is a

bigger tragedy for the rest of the world.” (Schiff, 2018)

Elissa Slotkin's remarks from Trump 1.0 tend to stay focused on ideological disagreement and
policy critique. In 2019 she speaks on the government shutdown, and talks about the effects
this had on people’s lives. She uses words like “This is not right” and “These folks will suffer
due to Trump’s shutdown” as she defends a bill to end the shutdown (Slotkin, 2019a).
Regarding Trump’s foreign policy and actions in the Middle East in late 2019, the intensity
also remains “Low” to “Moderate”. She critiques his decisions and argues in terms of keeping
America safe with strong coalitions, rather than alone. Only one of Slotkin's speeches breaches
the “High” level of intensity. It is another speech that regards the American actions in the
Middle East, this time accusing Trump of overreaching his authorities. She refers to the
Constitution, and how it states that “the power to declare war belongs in the Congress” (Slotkin,
2020). She points out that the President does not hold such authority alone, stating that he
“owes the American public a conversation”. Trump is accused of overreaching his authorities
and abusing his power, and Slotkin says he owes the nation to “abide by the Constitution we

have all sworn to protect” (Slotkin, 2020).

The critique from Representative Bennie Thompson during Trump's first term is generally of
“High” intensity. He criticizes the Trump Administration’s immigration policy, and calls it

“cruel and punitive” and “un-American”. He speaks strongly about the actions and says:

“The Trump Administration has engaged in the barbaric activity of separating migrant children from their
parents to instill fear and deter families from seeking legal protection in the United States”

(Thompson, 2018a).

In another remark on Trump’s “anti-immigration bill”, Thompson uses similar rhetoric, calling
it “cruel”, “harsh” and “anti-American” (Thompson, 2018b). Apart from that he keeps the
critique policy and ideology-based on a “Moderate” level. In a third instance on the same
general topic, Thompson calls these policies “the most extreme elements of the Republican

Conference” and urges the House not to let “a handful of extremists overrule the will of a
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bipartisan majority” (Thompson, 2018c). While inherently being policy critique, Thompson
makes it clear that the administration answering for them are extremists and dangerous, making

the critique rather high in intensity.

4.1.2 Trump 2.0, 2025 - 2026

Turning to the current situation, the critique has shifted. During Trump’s second
administration, and after the politicians in this group have been targeted, all but one of the
remarks analyzed can be placed in the “High” category of critique intensity. This means that
they all mention Trump or the work of the Trump Administration as a threat to the democratic
system or to the rule of law in America. One of Senator Schiff’s first remarks post-targeting
once again regards the executive authorities of the President to declare war. In the speech,
Schiff condemns the military strikes that have been carried out by the Trump Administration,
targeting ships connected to drug trafficking off the U.S. shore. Having not approved this in
Congress, Schiff calls the attacks illegal and criticizes the execution and safety behind the
attacks. He calls it a “departure from more than two centuries of law and practice”, and raises
warning flags about Trump claiming to “not see a limit” (Schiff, 2025). He implies both an

executive usurpation and dangerous tendencies of norm violations.

On March 17, 2026, Schiff held a remark against the “SAVE America Act”, which in his words
will “prevent people from voting” and rather “deprive them of that power” (Schiff, 2026). In
this speech, Schiff speaks clearly of this Trump Administration Act as a threat towards the
American democracy. He calls it “destructive of the foundation of our democracy” claiming it
will “cause further division, disunion and democratic decay” (Schiff, 2026). He implies the
authoritarian undertone in the Act, quoting Trump’s statement that SAVE will ensure the
Republican Party to “never lose a race in 50 years”, as it will “make sure the right people are
voting” - a clear violation of norm for a competitive democracy (Schiff, 2026). He claims that
what Trump will do with this bill is turning the U.S. into “if not autocracy, something less than
a democracy”. While making this warning, Schiff says people who are desperate for a change
are much too comfortable entertaining “any demagogue who comes along and promises they

alone can fix it”, with strong implication of Trump as such demagogue.

Senator Slotkin, who expressed the least intense critique in Trump's first term, has also dialed

up the intensity since being targeted by Trump in late 2025. On January 28, 2026, she held a
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speech on ICE and the overreach she observes has been done under the Trump Administration.

Regarding the actions of ICE in Minneapolis she says:

“We are experiencing a cultural moment in the United States of America that cuts to the heart of who we are as
Americans, and it relates to the behavior of Federal forces in our streets, It strikes to the heart of who we are as

Americans” (Slotkin, 2026a).

Her condemnation of the immigration enforcement is focused on American values and what
the nation should stand for. She expresses a deep distrust in the Trump Administration and their
authority to make “fundamental reforms” in the DHS (Slotkin, 2026a). She says that “if they
will do this in Minneapolis, there is no stopping them- or some future administration- from
doing this to you”. She speaks in terms of the entire nation, saying that “the American public
does not tolerate this kind of authoritarianism”. Slotkin urges this authoritarianism to be called
out and for the people behind the violations be held accountable, claiming that “we can’t leave

the administration to do it themselves”.

She held another speech on the topic on March 19, 2026. The critique is initially mostly
“Moderate”, with ideological disagreements criticizing the direction of Trump's politics.
However, the tone shifts to a more intense concern for the American safety and when
mentioning citizens being murdered in the streets and children “being taken and tear-gassed
and caught in the crossfire” (Slotkin, 2026b). She makes a reference to Jewish people’s
experience of the holocaust and how ICE similarly targets people based on appearance, forcing

them to present their documents. “You should hate that” she says (Slotkin, 2026b).

After being targeted by Trump in late 2024, Bennie Thompson has made a number of remarks
regarding the Trump Administration. On May 6th, 2025, Thompson held a speech on the first
100 days of Trump’s second presidency. He chose to direct his focus towards the way people
of color have been affected during this period. While expressing critique mostly on policies
and acts, such as removed funds and protections, and “weakened civil rights enforcement”, the
speech also includes a more concerned tone regarding this development. Thompson states that
“Donald Trump is undoing the progress African Americans have fought for, threatening justice,

equality and our democracy” (Thompson, 2025a).
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In another remark, Thompson speaks, mostly moderately, about what he calls “One Big Ugly
Bill”, which entails significant tax cuts for billionaires and in Thompson’s words “cruelly
stealing healthcare away from millions of Americans” (Thompson, 2025b). The critique is
mostly partisan and ideology-based, with basic disagreements on redistributional priorities, for
example claiming it gives the Trump Administration billions to ramp up mass detention and
deportations” (Thompson, 2025b). But Thompson also gets more personal, stating that the Ugly
Bill will “enable the worst impulses of the Trump Administration” naming Trump’s private
jets and multi-million-dollar golf vacations as examples (Thompson, 2025b). While being
harsh and personal in his speech, the critique does not concern the safety of American

democracy or rule of law, making it stay on a “Moderate” level according to the coding scheme.

Lastly, Thompson also makes a remark on the illegal bombings that the Trump Administration
carried out in late 2025. In this speech, Thompson clearly states his opinion on the attacks:
“These are war crimes” (Thompson, 2025c). He talks of the President’s actions as illegal and
dangerous and urges both sides of the Congress to “choose order over chaos, morality over
expedience, and country over party”, as it is their duty “rein in the lawless administration and
prevent illegal war” (Thompson, 2025¢). This remark directs strong normative critique towards

Trump and his administration.

4.2 Control group

4.2.1 Trump 1.0, 2016 - 2020

The critique from Senator Murphy, Representative Clark and Senator Wyden, the control
group, covers the spectrum from “Low” to “High” intensity during Trump's first
administration. Christopher Murphy’s first remark on January 30, 2017, makes a comment on
Trump’s executive order to suspend all immigration from a number of muslim countries, in the
name of "protecting the nation from foreign terrorist entry” (Murphy, 2017a). He
predominantly mentions ideological differences and “Moderate” level critique. He speaks of
Trump’s xenophobic, islamophobic and racist policies as “un-American”, and refers to the very
founding of the state being created on the shoulders of immigrants. He opposes Trump's policy
by arguing that it would make the U.S. an even bigger target for terrorism and declare a “war
with people of the Muslim faith”, and that it is making America “less safe hour by hour”
(Murphy, 2017a). With national safety and ideological differences in focus this speech

expresses “Moderate” level critique.
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In a more high-intensity remark, Murphy argues that Trump’s policies are designed to
financially benefit himself and the ultra-rich elite, rather than prioritizing “helping other

people” as Murphy put it. He implies corrupt behavior from the President as he says:

“I heard President Trump talk over and over the past two years about how he was going to drain the swamp once
he got here. As far as I can tell, all he has done thus far is just sell the swamp to his rich friends”

(Murphy, 2017b)

Murphy calls Trump’s actions "embarrassments" referring to impulsive and not always legal
Executive orders, and general disorder in the Federal government. “Trump is good at making
money for himself, but those skills, as we have found, do not translate very well to running a
country” he says, a comment that places this remark in the “Acute” level of intensity (Murphy,
2017b). However, Murphy’s other remarks do not reach that level of critique intensity. In a
speech from May 25, 2017, Murphy opposes the Republican healthcare legislation by, again,
criticizing the priorities in tax cuts. He describes the negative impact of the health reform and
stays policy oriented in his critique. He does, however, denounce the Republican’s strategy of
“rushing” the voting process, skipping a number of crucial steps such as the open-floor process,

slightly redirecting the focus of his critique away from policy (Murphy, 2017c¢).

Katherine Clark’s first congressional remark in Trump 1.0 only entails “low” intensity critique,
as it criticizes TrumpCare, and uses the common partisan rhetoric of competing political
agendas and visions. However, a month later, she speaks on Trump’s promise to “drain the
swamp”, to reduce the impact of lobbyists and special interests in the Federal Government.
Clark states that Trump has done the opposite, and that his “friends” are now “funneled into
the Oval Office”, and involved in his policy making process (Clark, 2017b). She criticizes the
President for lack of transparency and calls for the Congress to “be the necessary check that
our Constitution provides over this unaccountable administration” (Clark, 2017b). In another
remark, involved in the impeachment process of his first presidency, she says that “Trump
works for himself, not us” (Clark, 2019). She brings up incidents of corrupt behavior and
targeting of political rivals and says that “if we want a democracy, today we must stand for the

rule of law” (Clark, 2019). The two latter speeches both include “High” intensity critique.
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On May 10, 2017, Senator Ron Wyden, spoke in the senate to object to the nomination of
“Under Secretary of the Treasury for Terrorism and Financial Intelligence” suggested by the
Republican party. He motivates this by demanding that the senate needs insight in Trump’s
financial connection to Russia. The incident is related to Russian interest and possible
involvement in the election of Donald Trump, and Wyden claims they need to “get to the
bottom of how Russia has attacked our democracy”, by tracing the financial transactions
between the two parts, whether direct or laundered (Wyden, 2017a). Apart from this high-
intensity remark, Wyden's other speeches mostly contain “Low” intensity critique during
Trump 1.0. His opposition is mainly policy oriented, with occasional ideological opposition.
Regarding the republican healthcare reform he comments “These massive cuts to Medicaid and
other health programs are going to pay for equally massive tax breaks for the fortunate few”
(Wyden, 2017b). Regarding the U.S.-Cuba Trade Act of 2017, he also keeps to policy critique,
saying that Trump “looks backwards and reverts to a failed policy of isolation that has done
nothing to improve the lives of Cuban people and harmed the American economy” (Wyden,
2017¢). He followed the same pattern in late October 2017 when he spoke about the Republican
tax plan. The critique is mainly directed towards its content, however, he also raises concern
about the opposing party’s strategy of making the process fast and the debate time limited. He
quotes his opponents, who said they were doing some “leaping without looking”, not giving
the tax plan sufficient examination in the legislative hearings, and simply voting it into action
without the expected awareness of its consequences (Wyden, 2017d). He describes a deviation
from democratic norm, however, does not directly call the Trump Administration

undemocratic, keeping the critique to a “Moderate” level of intensity.

4.2.2 Trump 2.0, 2025 - 2026

Similar to the politically targeted group, the vast majority of the control group’s speeches made
during Trump 2.0 rank as “High” or “Moderate/High” levels of critique intensity. In one of his
first remarks following Trump’s second inauguration, Christopher Murphy requested that the
body allow more time for the debate of a “controversial nominee” for CIA Director (Murphy,
2025a). When the Republicans accuse him of “compromising national security” with this
request, Murphy responds with a reference to Trump’s own violations of law and order. He
brings up the January 6 Capitol attack and states that the President “just threw law and order
out the window by pardoning not some of the rioters but all of them” (Murphy, 2025a). He
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raises concerns regarding the President’s willingness to instrumentalize the law for personal

gain, stating:

“If you commit an act of horrific violence in the name of the President of the United States, that President will

make sure you get away with it. That is fundamentally un-American and it makes this country less safe”

(Murphy, 2025a).

He brings this up multiple times throughout the remark, and directs “High” intensity critique
towards the President, accusing him of power abuse and threatening the rule of law. In a
subsequent address roughly one month later, Murphy again calls Trump corrupt. Here he brings
up Trump’s “loyalty deal” with the former mayor of New York City Eric Adams “a
fundamental corruption of the rule of law” (Murphy, 2025b). He also mentions the targeting
from the Trump Administration, specifically on openly Trump-critics, such as radio profile
George Solos who had recently been targeted through investigation. Murphy speaks in obvious
terms of corruption, condemning Trump’s acts as illegal and being “above the law”. He says
“there is not a rule of law anymore”, claiming there are different sets of law for those loyal to

Trump than for those who criticize him. “That is not democracy” (Murphy, 2025b).

On April 29, 2025, Murphy made a statement on the first 100 days of the Trump
Administration. In this remark, he lists 40 acts of corrupt behavior from the President, with
“High” and “Acute” levels of critique intensity. He calls Trump’s first period in office “a story
of mind-blowing, massive scalable corruption (Murphy, 2025¢). He declares Trump’s actions
outlandish and illegal, and claims he wants to “numb’ the country to make this type of behavior
more normalized. “This is not normal. None of this is normal” Murphy says, and emphasizes
that government does not, and should not, work this way (Murphy, 2025c¢). “Our democracy
will not survive this level of corruption, grift, and graft” (Murphy, 2025¢).

Katherine Clark’s remarks from Trump's second administration include critique with varying
levels of intensity. On January 22, 2026 she made a comment on ICE, calling them a
"paramilitary force terrorizing our communities” (Clark, 2026a). In this high-intensity remark,
Clark calls the Trump Administration’s acts illegal and unconstitutional, and says this is not
about American security or even about immigration: “This is about the political retribution of
a vengeful President” (Clark, 2026a). Similarly, in a remark from March 4, 2026, Clark makes

a general statement of Trump’s recent actions, emphasizing his usurpation of authority when
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taking America “to war” in Iran (Clark, 2026b). She criticizes the priorities made by the
administration and says: “Illegal tariffs are jacking up prices. Secret police are murdering
Americans in the streets. A corrupt DOJ is covering for pedophiles while denying their victims”
(Clark, 2026b). She says the President should be told that the Constitution “is not just a
suggestion”, and ends the remark with a reference to the anti-Trump catchphrase “America still

has no kings” (Clark, 2026b).

In a speech about the TSA shutdown, Clark accuses the Trump Administration of misusing the
airport security as a “political weapon”, similarly to how she speaks of ICE. She says “Our
national security is being compromised” and urges the Body to prioritize the American people's
safety first: “Let’s end this insanity” (Clark, 2026c). Only one of Representative Clark’s recent
speeches places in the “Low/Moderate” category. It is a comment on the war powers in Iran,
criticizing the financial priorities abroad as America suffers, emphasizing the cuts in daycare,
Medicaid and prices for gas and groceries. She does however end with a question for the

Republicans:

“Mr. Speaker, today, the Republicans have a choice. Are you going to continue to enable him and his madness,
or are you going to prioritize Americans, the working families of this country, and vote “yes” for this

resolution?”” (Clark, 2026d).

Finally, all of the speeches analyzed from Ron Wyden fall into the “High” or “Moderate/High”
category, as he frequently speaks of Trump as a threat to the American democratic stability.
He uses the word “authoritarian” multiple times in association to the Republican administration
and their actions (Wyden, 2025a; Wyden, 2025b). After Trump deployed the military in cities
where ICE were active, Wyden called this “authoritarian occupation” and claimed he was using
these cities as “training grounds for the military” (Wyden, 2025a). He views it as an “abuse of
Executive authority”, and says Trump aims to “undermine the constitutional balance of power
between the Federal Government and our States” (Wyden, 2025a). He later states that “what
Donald Trump and the Vice President are offering us is, indeed, an authoritarian playbook™

(Wyden, 2025b). He also comments on Trump’s corrupt tendencies, saying:

“It has been clear from the beginning that the core principle for this administration is that Donald Trump gets to
do what he wants, no matter the cost, when he wants to.”

(Wyden, 2026).
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5. Discussion and conclusion

The results from this analysis show an escalation in critique intensity amongst both the
politically targeted politicians, as well as the control group. This aligns with theoretical
expectations of the effect that a deepened democratic backsliding and polarizing political
climate has on rhetorical patterns. It reflects how a deviation of democratic norms creates an
increasingly hostile and combative climate, including stronger accusations and harsh,

normative critique (Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2019; Skytte, 2021).

The political targeting that Adam Schiff, Elissa Slotkin and Bennie Thompson have been
subjected to does not appear to silence or suppress the ways they express themselves regarding
Trump or the Trump Administration in Congress. This challenges the hypothesis H1 and
suggests that the theoretical framework regarding political targeting has limited applicability
to this case. The targeting carried out in the United States deviates from comparable cases
where political targeting has been employed as a tool to silence opposition. To use Turkey as
an example, the threat of legal prosecution has shown a pacifying effect on MPs, including less
aggressive language in their speech (Altindag et al., 2023). Similarly, in Singapore, defamation
laws infringe upon opposing politicians’ freedom of expression, significantly limiting them
through a hostile political climate (Gomez, 2006). Based on McNeal’s (2025) observation of
the political strategies within the Republican party, aiming to silence their political opponents

through leveraged state power, a similar effect could be expected in the United States today.

The results, however, do not align with the theoretical expectations of such silencing efforts.
This could be explained by the robust foundations of democratic institutions that exist in the
United States compared to other states experiencing democratic backsliding (Levitsky &
Ziblatt, 2019, p.6). While undergoing democratic erosion at a rate that matches these states, the
democratic structure and level of freedom in the U.S. could still be sufficient to strengthen the

authority these politicians have to resist such silencing efforts.

Despite the results offering a seemingly positive indication of democratic health in the United
States, this should not be interpreted as evidence of a decline in authoritarian behavior. Recent
reports on American democracy clearly indicate that the political climate has become
increasingly hostile and less democratic under Trump’s presidency, with growing instances of

state-leveraged power and corruption (V-dem Institute, 2026). The results merely suggest that
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the consequences of political targeting do not manifest in a silenced opposition, rather, they

point to a continuation of the escalating hostility in the American political climate.

Democrats are not showing signs of diminishing their tone against Trump, instead they mirror
his combative approach. This aligns with Levitsky and Ziblatt's theory on polarization and
democratic backsliding, which explains the erosion of political norms through deepening
partisan animosity (2019, p.168). The United States is deeply polarized, with partisan
affiliation closely tied to people’s social and cultural identities. As norms of forbearance and
mutual toleration erode, partisan animosity intensifies, which accounts for the increasingly

hostile tone observed in congressional remarks.

This interpretation is supported by the fact that both the control group and the targeted group
intensified their critique from Trump's first to second term. Since all politicians adhere to the
same pattern, political targeting alone can be ruled out as the primary driving factor for this
escalation. Notably, even Democrats who have not experienced direct targeting have altered
the tone of their critique, suggesting a broader shift across the party. It remains possible that
targeting directed at specific individuals affects other members as well, signaling a tendency
within the Trump administration to leverage state power against dissenting voices. However,

it is beyond the scope of this analysis to confidently identify such an effect.

In some respects, the results show to what extent Trump has been perceived as a threat to
democracy, as the coding scheme is structured in a way that categorizes such critique as “High”
level intensity. A way to understand this result is the escalation of Trump’s actions, and further
departure from democratic norms. As his authoritarian behavior increases, the subject gains
increasing attention from the opposing party and features more prominently in congressional
remarks. As democratic backsliding deepens it appears increasingly urgent for the politicians
in opposition to address the development and its consequences, given the growing number of
anti-democratic actions to account for. This aligns with the previous line of reasoning regarding
the intensified partisan animosity and polarization as an explanatory factor for the intensified
rhetoric. What emerges is a political climate with a President abandoning democratic norms
and deepening the existing polarization, resulting in an increasingly combative tone in the

political discourse.
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Returning to the research question: Does political targeting by the Trump Administration
suppress the articulation of critique among opposing politicians, the results suggest that it does
not. If anything, the evidence points in the opposite direction; targeted politicians have
intensified rather than diminished their critique. This may reflect the broader dynamic of
democratic backsliding, where an escalating authoritarian dynamic provokes rather than

silences opposition voices.

5.1 Concluding remarks

During the analysis I found the highest level of critique “Acute” to occur most rarely. The
politicians do sometimes speak of Trump as corrupt and lying, but rarely in those exact words.
This makes the method for this analysis more important, as it allows me to break down the
content and meaning more closely, to find these messages hidden in other phrasing. My
assumption is that serious politicians like these are less likely to express ad hominem critique
in Congress as opposed to maybe behind a screen, for example on platforms such as Twitter,
as Frimer et al. (2023) has studied. However, that is beyond the scope of this essay, and could
be further studied to gain a better understanding of how the targeting and changing political

climate has affected the dynamics on other platforms as compared to in Congress.

It could also be the case that the Senators and Representatives studied in this essay can resist
targeting better than others due to their high-profile positions within the party. To gain further
understanding of the effects of political targeting in the U. S., future research may examine if
the effect looks differently amongst politicians in lower positions of power, such as local
politicians. This would signal if status within the Democratic Party contributes to the resistance

politicians have against the Republican Party’s silencing efforts.

Another possible contribution is to apply a quantitative method of analysis to this research, in
order to capture a greater scope of rhetorical variation. While not examining an individual level
of expression on the level that this essay does, a quantitative study would be better suited to
disclose a broader pattern amongst politicians, with greater generalizability. This would
complement the qualitative analysis of this essay and contribute to the understanding of the

changing political landscape in the United States.
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The relevance of this study extends beyond its immediate findings. As recently as May 2026,
the mechanisms of political targeting studied here became evident when President Trump
waged a successful campaign to unseat Republican Representative Thomas Massie in
Kentucky's primary election (Smith, 2026). Through coordinated campaigning and leveraged
state power Trump effectively removed a dissenting voice from within his own party,
demonstrating that political targeting is not exclusively directed at the Democratic opposition,
but at any politician who deviates from the administration’s line. This signals a deepening of
the democratic backsliding this study has sought to examine, and raises urgent questions about
the long-term consequences for political pluralism and free expression in American democracy.
Political targeting as a tool of retribution is no longer an exception, it is becoming a defining

feature of contemporary American politics.
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Result overview:

Table 2
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3. High/Acute

Group/member Trump 1.0 Trump 2.0/after targeting

Adam Schiff 1. Moderate/High 1. High
2. High 2. High

Elissa Slotkin 1. Moderate 1. Moderate/High
2. Low 2. Moderate/High
3. Low/Moderate
4. High

Bennie Thompson 1. Moderate/High 1. Moderate/High
2. High 2. Low/Moderate

3. High/Acute

Christopher Murphy 1. Moderate 1. High

2. High 2. High/Acute

3. Low/Moderate 3. High/Acute
Katherine Clark 1. Low 1. High

2. Moderate/High 2. High/Acute

3. High 3. Moderate/High

4. Low/Moderate

Ron Wyden 1. High 1. High

2. Low 2. High
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Acute: Ad hominem

TEARING IMMIGRANT CHILDREN AWAY FROM THEIR PARENTS;
Congressional Record Vol. 164, No. 98
(House - June 13, 2018)

Mr. THOMPSON of Mississippi. Mr. Speaker, I thank my colleague and
fellow member on the House Committee on Homeland Security, Congressman
Lou Correa, for leading tonight's special order regarding the need to
protect immigrant children and families from thecruel and punitive
policies adopted by the Trump Administration.

Over the past several months, the Trump Administration has engaged in
the barbaric activity of separating migrant children from their parents
to instill fear and deter families from seeking legal protection in the
United States. These families are fleeing dangerous and violent
situations in their home countries--seeking safety in the United
States--only to have their children taken away from them. In many
situations, the parents are not told where their children are or when
they will be reunited.

We have laws in place so that people fleeing dangerous situations can
request protection and humanitarian relief. We should open our arms to
these families, not tear them apart and put them in jail.

Earlier this year, I was proud to lead all 12 of Democrats on the
Committee on Homeland Security, as well as 63 of our Democratic
colleagues, in sending a letter to Secretary Nielsen strongly opposing
the practice of separating migrant parents from their children at the
border. I continue to condemn this practice by the Trump
Administration. A secure border and effective immigration system is
important. The use of these tactics to deter migration is not only
ineffective, but also un-American. [ urge my colleagues to join me in
speaking out against this unjust and inhumane policy.
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