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Abstract 
 

This thesis focuses on examining the statements that Rush Limbaugh’s made 

regarding Sandra Fluke following her Congressional testimony on the Conscience Clause 

in February of 2012.  In particular, I investigate the way that Rush Limbaugh’s 

statements, and their subsequent circulation, made him a leader within the pro-life 

movement. Particularly, I problematize what I call the “polyvocal leadership problem” 

that occurs in social movements that lack a centralized leadership. I apply Kenneth 

Burke’s work on identification and vilification in order to examine the ways that 

Limbaugh ruptures the “pro-woman” frame forwarded by other members of the pro-life 

movement.  I begin by discussing the “polyvocal leadership problem” as it relates to 

social movements in the digital age. I next examine the way that Limbaugh’s deployment 

of vilification rhetoric demonstrates the problem of polyvocality in social movements. I 

conclude with a discussion about the relevance of political punditry in public policy.       



Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

For a moniker as straightforward as “pro-life,” the structure of the pro-life 

movement is far from streamline. The equivocation within the pro-life movement stems 

from fundamental differences in policy goals and strategies that exist within the different 

factions of the movement. In decades past, scholars have analyzed the rhetoric of the pro-

life movement and have identified and woven together the recurring argumentative 

themes used in order to achieve policy or social outcomes. In these investigations, 

patterns emerge regarding the rhetoric and tactics that the pro-life movement uses to 

forward arguments about abortion and restrictions on contraceptive care (Condit, 1994; 

Vanderford, 1989). Rhetorical analyses of the pro-life movement seem to focus 

extensively on what was said in pro-life messages rather than who was saying it. This 

lacuna in the literature seems to stem from the absence of centralized leadership in the 

pro-life movement. There are multiplicities of churches, businesses, and non-profits that 

would self identify as part of the “pro-life movement,” each of them has internal 

leadership and policy goals that differ within each organization. This heterogeneity is 

often beneficial for the pro-life movement because it can allow for argumentative 

flexibility when responding to new policies related to abortion and contraceptive care. 

Every church, business, and non-profit reaches a different audience. Each subset of the 

pro-life movement can localize their arguments to tailor to the specific group that they 

represent.  

Despite some of the benefits of decentralization, substantial problems can arise 

within movement that has no central leadership. Lack of a central leader could contribute 

to mixed messages about the fundamentals of the movement. If all of the varying 
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branches project a message differently, lack of commonality between those messages 

could cause fragmentation. Lack of a centralized leader could also make it easier for 

extreme outliers that tarnish the reputation of the group as a whole by making extreme 

statements. Many of these setbacks caused by the lack of centralized leadership manifest 

themselves within the pro-life movement. In order to explore these problems further, this 

thesis focuses on one particular episode of the constantly unfolding debate about 

reproductive rights for women: The Conscience Clause of the Patient Protection and 

Affordable Care Act. Particularly, Rush Limbaugh’s role in this controversy as a leader 

for the pro-life movement. Rush Limbaugh’s emergence as an unanticipated voice in the 

debate about the Conscience Clause highlighted the way that lack of central leadership in 

a movement allows anyone to step forward and speak for the movement as a whole.    

On February 23rd 2012, Sandra Fluke was invited by the democratic half of the 

House of Representatives to speak on behalf of women who were in support of repealing 

part of the Affordable Care and Protection Act of 2010 called the Conscience Clause. The 

“Conscience Clause” is a component of the legislation that allows faith-based 

organizations an exemption from certain health care mandates that could potentially 

conflict with their ideological beliefs (Feder, 2005). Speaking on behalf of Georgetown 

Law Students for Reproductive Justice, Fluke presented arguments as to why 

Georgetown University, a religious institution, should be responsible for providing 

contraceptive coverage for women as part of their school sponsored healthcare benefits 

(Moorhead, 2012). It did not take long for her testimony to draw fire from prominent 

conservatives opposed to reproductive rights for women. On February 29 2012, radio talk 

show host Rush Limbaugh (2012) aired a scathing criticism of Fluke’s testimony:  
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What does it say about the college co-ed Sandra Fluke, who goes before a 

congressional committee and essentially says that she must be paid to have 

sex, what does that make her? It makes her a slut, right? It makes her a 

prostitute. She wants to be paid to have sex. She’s having so much sex she 

can’t afford the contraception. She wants you and me and the taxpayers to 

pay her to have sex. What does that make us? We’re the pimps. 

Rush Limbaugh’s attacks on Sandra Fluke directed the debate about contraceptive 

care toward a discussion about the morality of the women who support state-mandated 

coverage. Limbaugh’s established media presence, due to his nationally syndicated radio 

show, meant that his statements were widely circulated to the American public and 

overshadowed many other voices in the debate over the Conscience Clause.   

Limbaugh’s emergence as a leader in the pro-life movement demonstrates the 

void presented by a lack of central leadership within the pro-life movement. Fragmented 

leadership creates a situation where the loudest voice can become a de-facto leader. In the 

conventional sense, Limbaugh never was appointed as a leader in the pro-life movement. 

He has not run for an elected office of any pro-life organization. He has not founded any 

organization that supports pro-life services. Unconventionally, however, his large 

listening audience and the mass media circulation of messages have bestowed upon him 

leadership status. Limbaugh’s statements about Fluke and the Conscience Clause thrust 

him into the national spotlight as a mouthpiece of the pro-life movement. Limbaugh’s 

leadership in the Conscience Clause discussions demonstrates the power that political 

punditry exerts in the current era. “Talking heads” occupy a space between entertainer 

and politician. Despite the fact that radio talk shows are profit-making endeavors, which 
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receive funding from particular interest groups, many individuals look to pundits for 

opinions about policy.  

This thesis addresses the gap in the literature surrounding the leadership of the 

pro-life movement. Prominent social movement theory, such as that forwarded by 

Herbert Simons, is often asking a different question when examining the rhetorical 

leadership of social movements. Simons’ work focuses on what are the characteristics of 

a leader, not necessary how she/he obtains authority. Limbaugh serves as an interesting 

case study of a political pundit who spoke in favor of a pro-life policy, but does not 

necessarily speak as a representative of a pro-life organization or advocacy group. His 

media onslaught of Sandra Fluke stood in stark contrast to the “pro-woman” framing that 

other pro-life groups advocate when they speak in public statements. The fracturing of 

the “pro-woman” frame serves as a springboard to explore the implication that multiple 

rhetorical leaders have on the efficacy of an organization, what I call the polyvocal 

leadership problem. The polyvocal leadership problem occurs when the presence of a 

number of conflicting public spokespeople creates disunity within a social movement. 

Having too many leaders can fracture alliances and turn ideologically similar people 

against each other, often highlighting incompatible strategies for addressing the same 

problem.  

In this introduction, I explore the relevant theoretical discussions in existing 

rhetorical literature surrounding social movement leadership. I explore how current 

scholarship describes the characteristics of a leader within a social movement. This helps 

provide the context for the way that Limbaugh both deviates from and satisfies the 

current criterion for who can be a rhetorical leader. Past interpretations of leadership 
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within social movements also demonstrate how de-facto leadership creates an identity 

crisis for broader politics within the movement. Moreover, I introduce the methodology 

that I use to dissect Rush Limbaugh’s radio comments. By doing this, I attempt to place 

Limbaugh’s radio comments in the context of the broader policy discussion occurring 

within the pro-life movement.   

Theoretical Contexts  
 
 In order to elucidate the implications that Rush Limbaugh’s radio attack on 

Sandra Fluke has on the changing dynamics of social movements, I discuss how 

Limbaugh demonstrates an evolution of the leadership of the pro-life movement. He 

operates on the periphery of the movement but new media serves a role at placing him in 

the center of the discussions. Limbaugh’s statements made him a de-facto leader due to 

the dissemination of his message, which is caused by his disproportionate access to the 

mass media. Regardless of intent, Limbaugh’s attacks against Sandra Fluke placed him at 

the center of a controversy surrounding contraceptive care and reproductive rights for 

women. Limbaugh’s statements indisputably aligned him with extremes pro-life 

movement due to his condemnation of Sandra Fluke’s demand for access to 

contraception.  

Limbaugh’s leadership in the pro-life movement may seem like an 

unconventional rise to power. There was no election or appointment to give him his 

position, and he had no stated intent on leading the pro-life movement. Morris and 

Staggenborg argue that individuals who are charismatic sometimes end up in leadership 

positions. Charisma allows individuals to easily persuade others to follow them. In other 

instances, Morris and Staggenborg suggest that anyone that speaks up with in a 
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movement has the ability to arrive in a leadership position (2004). Their research 

suggests that it is difficult to attribute a single cause to describe accurately how anyone 

rises to leadership in a group. Morris and Staggenborg have found likely characteristics 

of what the leaders look like – middle class, male – but not necessarily why those leaders 

were chosen in the first place (2004). Who can attain leadership seems then, to be highly 

dependent on the particular situation occurring within a movement.  

In rhetorical social movement theory, Hebert Simons argues that a “rhetorical 

leader” is primarily determined by the people willing to follow her (1970). If a leader of a 

movement is effective, then she/he is able to get her/his members to ascribe to a similar 

ideology. He/she acts as the mouthpiece for a movement and speaks on behalf of their 

ideology and goals. However, even the term “followers” means something quite different 

than it did when Simons was writing. Social movements have evolved from the type of 

in-person membership that Simons’ describes to the modern digital form in which any 

individual has the potential to be a leader even amongst opposition. To Simons, followers 

were synonymous with membership. Followers were members ascribing to an ideology 

or an agenda. “Followers,” in the digital age, has a strong connotation of individuals that 

subscribe to a rhetor’s media presence. Thus, “rhetorical leaders” are not always 

appointed democratically from within a movement by rising up in the ranks. A “rhetorical 

leader” may emerge through media access and dissemination. A leader is still chosen by 

members, but this choice occurs through the act of listening to radio show or clicking 

“follow” on a Twitter or Facebook. A leader may gain the support of members who listen 

to his/her message on a podcast instead of hearing it in person. Simons’ theories 

regarding leadership within a social movement can be used as a building block in order to 
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describe the changing face of movements in a digital age. Furthermore, authors like 

Simons primarily write in the context of liberal social movements. An important area of 

exploration in the context of Rush Limbaugh is the distinctions between social 

movements opting for reform of the current system and conservative social movements 

who are primarily in defense of the status quo.  

Limbaugh represents the political leadership of a conservative social movement. I 

contextualize the way in which conservative social movements tailor their rhetorical 

tactics to a particular set of identifiable ideographs in order to resonate with their 

listening audience. His ideology is an important area of analysis because his political 

views help illuminate connections between the type of ideographs and rhetorical 

strategies he uses and the broader conservative agenda (McGee, 1980). Scholarship on 

social movements often focuses on the progressive side of politics to gain rights and 

liberties for individuals in marginalized groups. “Social movements” have become 

synonymous with things like the Civil Rights in the 1960s and the fight for women’s 

suffrage in the 1920s. Leland Griffin attributes it to the term “movement” itself, for 

implying that some progress forward is likely to occur (1952). This progressive tilt on 

social movements often obscures an important conversation about the growing force of 

conservative social movements in American politics. Instead of being about 

empowerment and rights, conservative social movements are often described as 

“intolerant, resentful, ignorant, and paranoid” (Courser, 2011). As a result, many 

conservative political leaders have attempted to rebrand conservative social movements 

in order to replicate the rhetorical tactics used by movements on the liberal left. This 

often leads to an imperfect combination of the two strategies, where conservative leaders 
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use victimage rhetoric and scapegoating in an attempt to mask their privilege (Appel, 

2003).  

There is existing literature about how conservative social movements attempt to 

restrict identity formation to very small groups that are in and out (Dietrich, 2011). 

Relating back to the Civil Rights movement, scholars have expressed interest in the way 

that conservatives as a whole respond to progressive challenges to the institution they 

protect (Griffin, 1952; Schulman, 2008). More recently, the focus has been placed on the 

growing political agenda of the Tea Party and how its public leaders attempt to distance 

themselves to separate the ‘Tea Party’ Americans from the rest of America (Zeskind, 

2012). Conservative movements may be more closely identified by what they are 

“against” as opposed to what they are for (Blee & Creasap, 2010).  

While the Tea Party has taken some of the spotlight in new conservative 

movement analysis, the influence of political punditry has also taken a leading role in the 

in scholarship on conservative social movements. In their book Echo-Chamber, Kathleen 

Hall Jamieson and James Cappalla discuss the way that conservative pundits are able to 

continue to rearticulate “in-group” “out-group” distinctions and make them more 

palatable for public consumption (2010). I expand on Hall Jamieson and Cappalla’s 

argument by demonstrating the way that Limbaugh’s rearticulated in-group and out-

groups surrounding the Sandra Fluke testimony were at odds with the movement he was 

representing. The example of Limbaugh demonstrates that punditry is not merely a 

mouthpiece that reproduces talking points. Instead, political punditry can set the agenda 

and influence the way that the audience frames a certain message.      
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This discussion of political punditry and leadership status is a building block for 

my discussion of the polyvocal leadership problem in the pro-life movement. I argue that 

Limbaugh’s comments about Sandra Fluke relied on trumped up accusations about her 

moral bankruptcy, which substantially altered the frame that other pro-life movement 

members used to engage in the debate about reproductive rights. Instead of the previous 

“pro-woman” frame for discussions about reproductive rights, the conversation became 

“anti-Fluke.” In the context of the pro-life movement and the Conscience Clause, 

rhetorical decisions are the only distinguishing factor between Limbaugh from the rest of 

the pro-life leaders. Both Limbaugh and the average member of the pro-life movement 

are supportive of the Conscience Clause. The controversial element of Limbaugh’s 

comments is not what policy he was supporting, but rather the words he was using to 

make his argument. By labeling Fluke a “slut” and a “prostitute,” Limbaugh’s comments 

highlighted the fissures present between extreme and moderate members within the pro-

life movement. The distinction that helps make Limbaugh unique is the frame he deploys. 

In the following sections, I examine the rhetorical choices, specifically the use of 

vilification rhetoric made by Limbaugh, which demonstrate the polyvocal leadership 

problem.  

Sandra Fluke’s congressional testimony and the scathing criticism from 

Limbaugh is a ripe area for feminist analysis. Feminist scholarship plays a central role in 

how I view discussions of reproductive rights, particularly in the context of rhetorical 

choices. Feminist scholarship for decades has argued for the necessity for women to 

control the choices pertaining to their body including the choice to use contraception. As 

a woman testifying in front of Congress, Fluke is already taking on a male-dominated 
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institution. Moreover, Fluke’s testimony focused on equality of health care access for 

women including contraceptive care. Sandra Fluke represents one woman, in a long line 

of women, who have been silenced and vilified in the public sphere. Feminist rhetorical 

scholars such as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Nancy Fraser discuss the ways in which 

masculinity functions to make it more difficult for women who are speaking in the public 

sphere to get their voices acknowledged with the same credibility as their male 

counterparts (1999). Limbaugh’s attacks against Sandra Fluke are not unique, but instead 

build upon a long history of masculine backlash against women that emerge to petition 

the government for rights over their bodies.  

Theoretical Framework 
 

In order to explore the way in which Limbaugh’s statements demonstrate the 

polyvocal leadership problem, I analyze the tactics that Limbaugh uses in his radio 

comments. His statements about Sandra Fluke attempt to distract his audience from a 

broader debate over reproductive rights. Limbaugh folded the debate over contraceptive 

care for women into the pre-existing discussion about President Obama’s big government 

spending and the decline of Christian morality in America.  I uncover the ways in which 

Limbaugh’s comments constructed Fluke as an enemy to the conservative political 

agenda and American values. I explore Limbaugh’s use of vilification rhetoric as a 

mechanism to distance Sandra Fluke from his conservative audience. Limbaugh used fear 

appeals such as the threat of declining morals and increased taxes as a way to identify 

with his conservative base by catering to the religious right’s sensibilities regarding sex 

and loose morals. Secondly, I analyze how Fluke functioned as a terministic screen in 

order to distract from a substantive debate over reproductive rights. Allusions to 
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“taxpayers pay[ing] her to have sex” created a connection to other conservative 

arguments about the expansion of big government and reckless spending. This analysis 

identifies vilification rhetoric as a method of distancing used by Limbaugh to argue 

against state-mandated contraceptive care. These tactics helped Limbaugh appear in 

opposition to the pro-choice movement and separated his political views from those of 

Fluke. I identify vilification and distancing as strategies that serve to influence 

individuals to dismiss Fluke’s testimony outright.  

Limbaugh was incredibly vocal in his opposition to the removal of the Conscience 

Clause, which is an issue that lies at the intersection of two conservative social 

movements: anti-health care and the pro-life movement.  Limbaugh embraced vilification 

rhetoric as a method of distancing Fluke from his conservative audience. Distancing 

refers to the process of identification wher the rhetor attempts to create space between 

themselves and their opposition. Distancing includes statements that help recreate the 

identity of the speaker and differentiate it from their opposition. Limbaugh’s attempts to 

make himself appear anti-establishment and anti-liberal are all examples of distancing. I 

argue that Limbaugh’s rhetoric exposes his opposition to the Democrats, the government, 

and the pro-choice movement.  

Vilification rhetoric is a common way to discredit members of an opposition 

group by making them seem evil, amoral, or malevolent (Vanderford, 1989).  It is a 

strategy that intends to cast opponents in an exclusively negative manner, and glosses 

over the logic of their arguments in favor of indicts of their character and personal 

intentions. In this instance, vilification rhetoric is an example of the ways in which 

Limbaugh’s performance breaks down and he embodies the dominant hegemonic 
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discourse. Instead of being defensive at the encroachment of his taxpayer rights, 

Limbaugh attacks Fluke thereby exposing himself as the aggressor. Highlighting and 

exposing the way that conservative leadership in social movements mask their dominant 

privilege is important for overall social movement scholarship.  

 Vilification rhetoric is not a new tactic as it pertains to the rhetoric of the pro-life 

movement. However, I demonstrate how Limbaugh’s rhetoric departs from previous 

scholarship on the subject. Limbaugh provides an example of how vilification rhetoric 

and incivility in public discourse has the potential to stymie productive discussions over 

reproductive rights. My analysis of Limbaugh’s attacks on Fluke builds upon a tradition 

of vilification rhetoric in social movements in order to create “in-groups” and “out-

groups” (Engels, 2009). The use of vilification rhetoric has gained more traction with the 

far right conservative groups who primarily focus on demonization of their liberal 

opponents as a way to advance their argument. Far-right conservative groups in the 

United States tend to posit the current government as a threat to their rights as citizens. 

Their argument relies heavily on hyperbole as well as hostile rhetoric in order to convey 

that they stand in opposition to the established government.    

 While the mainstream media exploded in the wake of Rush Limbaugh’s radio 

attacks on Sandra Fluke, only a small number of academics have written about the event. 

Those who did were primarily in the field of Journalism and Broadcast studies. These 

authors were not analyzing Limbaugh as a rhetor, but rather dissecting the public 

response to Limbaugh (Legge, DiSanza, Gribas, & Shiffler, 2012) and Limbaugh’s 

apology to Sandra Fluke (Bentley, 2012; McGuire, 2012). Only one article addresses the 

rhetorical choices that Limbaugh employs. Simon Butler argues that Limbaugh assumed 
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the position of the “cocoon minority” in his attack against Sandra Fluke (2012). Butler 

contends that Limbaugh mimics some of the discursive patterns of Sandra Fluke in order 

to reduce the persuasiveness of her public testimony. Assuming the role of the “cocoon 

minority” makes it easier for Limbaugh to attack Fluke, while still being able to play the 

victim.  

While I agree with portions of Butler’s argument, my thesis departs from her 

argument in two major ways. First, Limbaugh does not necessarily mimic Fluke in 

particular. He mimics styles and tactics used by oppressed individuals within a society. 

Butler’s position ends up as rather reductionist by failing to take into account the way 

that discourse of other marginalized groups could have influenced Limbaugh’s rhetorical 

tactics. Second, I think that Butler’s analysis largely ignores the moments where 

Limbaugh uses vilification rhetoric, which is an example of him breaking away from his 

role as the “cocoon minority” status. He may attempt to mimic the rhetorical strategies 

utilized by minority groups, but often times that mimicry fails and exposes his dominant 

underpinnings. Instead of playing the victim, which is the central argument in Butler’s 

work, I argue that Limbaugh victimizes Fluke in order to stifle her voice as a part of a 

productive discussion.  

My work draws from existing scholarship on incivility in public discourse, 

including discussions of how rhetors construct “in-groups” and “outgroups” in order to 

emphasize binaries within oppositional movements (Engels, 2009).  Limbaugh’s rhetoric 

painted the picture that Sandra Fluke was a morally promiscuous woman who was 

fundamentally threatening the core of American society. Kenneth Burke discusses that 

when rhetoricians are attempting to create unity they must also have a “devil” in order to 
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put a “material face” on what the party stands against. It is easier to define what an 

ideology stands against than what it stands for. Burke addresses this in his definition of 

humans “the inventor(s) of the negative” (1966a). He argues that it is easier to know what 

ones identity is by defining it in opposition to something that it is not.  Using the example 

of social movements to contextualize Burke theory, the pro-life movement could attack 

what they do not agree with from the pro-choice movement. In doing this, they have both 

defined their beliefs and begun and offense argument discrediting their opponent.  

For Burke, enemy construction happens through a process called “identification,” 

where a rhetor establishes a connection with her audience through either finding concepts 

to unite them together as a group or to divide them from an outsider or “other.” Once a 

speaker can convince her audience that a common enemy exists, “all proof is automatic” 

and needs little verification (Burke, 1938). Therefore, part of identification is that the 

rhetor should have some power relationship over her audience. Burke says this power 

relationship often manifests itself with “provocative remarks” about the group that is 

being targeted. Limbaugh’s repetition of a variety of slurs against Sandra Fluke is an 

example of the type of “provocative remarks” that helps create clarity of Limbaugh’s 

opinions of Fluke. As such, Limbaugh uses his power position as a radio talk show host 

in order to demonize Fluke and begin to shape public opinion about her testimony. 

Instead of debating the merits of her address to Congress, Limbaugh re-directs the 

discussion to ad-hominem attacks about Fluke’s character.  

My discussion of vilification and identification demonstrates how the rhetorical 

choices that Limbaugh made while addressing Fluke put him at odds with the more 

mainstream pro-life leaders. Limbaugh’s use of hyperbolic uncivil discourse serves to 
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fracture the delicate “pro-woman” frame that is common in more religious, non-profit 

pro-life groups. Thus, the use of vilification rhetoric demonstrates that Limbaugh is a 

distinct voice in the reproductive rights discussion, which highlight the tactical 

differences that create polyvocality.  

The following chapter presents an in depth description and analysis of the 

polyvocal leadership problem that occurs within social movements. The central message 

of the movement is subject to re-interpretation when the movement lacks central 

leadership. The competing frames presented by multiple leaders have the potential to 

distract from coherent policy choices. The pro-life movement is constantly subject to 

threats that obstruct the coherence of the mission of the movement. Moreover, the 

polyvocal leadership problem has the potential to manifest itself in many different social 

movements, particularly with the pervasive nature of mass and social media. A number of 

public figures, such as Limbaugh, could take positions on policy issues relevant to a 

social movement and then find themselves in an influential leadership position.  

Limbaugh’s statements introduced a new frame into the discussion about reproductive 

rights that was at odds with other leaders in the movement. I explore the way in which 

Limbaugh’s attacks on Fluke could parallel discourses in other social movements that 

lack central leadership. I conclude with the implications that Limbaugh’s attack on Fluke 

has on the unity of the pro-life movement.  

In the third chapter, I analyze Limbaugh’s radio statements about Sandra Fluke. I 

discuss the way that Limbaugh vilifies Fluke, which creates identification with his 

audience. I also connect Limbaugh’s attacks against Fluke to the broader history of 

vilification rhetoric within the the pro-life movement and discussions regarding 
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reproductive rights. I connect the “vilification rhetoric” deployed by Limbaugh with the 

tactics used by other conservative social movements in order to appear as the “play the 

victim” in a given argument. I argue that specific use of ideographs and enthymematic 

argumentation in Limbaugh’s discourse reveal that Limbaugh frames the conversation to 

imply that conservative groups are being oppressed by Fluke’s testimony. I attempt to 

unpack the way in which Limbaugh uses language in order to disguise his dominant 

social position. This analysis of the vilification rhetoric and the overtures made at 

identification in Limbaugh’s radio comments provide context for my argument about the 

polyvocal leadership problem. The rhetorical choices that Limbaugh makes differentiate 

him from other pro-life leaders. I also address the alternative leadership within the pro-

life movement by discussing the “pro-woman” frame of the pro-life movement. 

Limbaugh fractured the “pro-woman” frame by vilifying and distancing himself from her 

in order to garner audience support for his message. 

The main focus of this thesis is the way in which Rush Limbaugh’s attack on 

Sandra Fluke departed from conventional rhetorical tactics used by leaders associated 

with the pro-life movement. Limbaugh’s demonization of Sandra Fluke drastically pivots 

from the pro-woman frame that is forwarded by the pro-life movement. Studying the 

deployment of vilification rhetoric, coupled with incivility on the part of Limbaugh, 

especially in a time of immense political polarization, has the potential to unpack the 

ways in which incivility in public discourse can prevent constructive solutions to political 

problems. In the concluding chapter, I reflect on the ways in which vilification rhetoric 

causes each side of the debate about reproductive rights to harden their previously held 

opinion. The result could make compromise harder to achieve because both sides of the 
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argument may have retreated away from a moderate stance in favor of an extreme view.  

Limbaugh’s use of vilification rhetoric highlights the dangers of mixing public policy 

with ad-hominem attacks.  

Moreover, Limbaugh’s attacks against Sandra Fluke demonstrate the risk 

associated with decentralized social movements in an era of mass media. Due to his 

national exposure, Limbaugh’s attacks were widely disseminated and they cast a very 

negative light on the platform of the pro-life movement. However, because of the pro-life 

movement’s lack of a centralized leadership, any members of the movement have the 

potential to take center stage and derail the larger goal. The polyvocal leadership problem 

could arise in other discourses. Unless a social movement has a designated leader, anyone 

may speak for the entirety of the party and could have the ability to taint the overall 

image of the movement. This is particularly relevant in the new digitized era of social 

movements. 

Lack of centralized leadership could also prevent a coordinated response to the 

“outliers” like Limbaugh. Even though his views were incredibly extreme and stood to 

jeopardize the “pro-woman” frame forwarded by other pro-life advocates, there was no 

official that could say that Limbaugh did not speak for the pro-life movement because the 

pro-life movement did not have organized leadership. It is my hope that my thesis 

contributes to social movement theory by exploring who can attain leadership in a social 

movement, instead of focusing primarily on what the role of a rhetorical leader entails.  

In the following chapter, I begin with a discussion of the implications that the 

digital age as had for leadership within social movements. I introduce and expand upon 

the concept of the polyvocal leadership problem as it occurs in the discourse of Rush 
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Limbaugh. Moreover, I expose the implications that the polyvocal leadership problem 

could have for social movements in other discourses and organizational communication 

writ large.  
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Chapter 2: The Polyvocal Leadership Problem and the Evolution of Social 
Movements 

 
Polyvocality, the concept that multiple voices are speaking at one time, is not 

unique to social movements. Any time that communication occurs between multiple 

individuals in an organization, there is the possibility for polyvocality1 Polyvocality, 

however, becomes a problem when it is tied to the leadership of an organization. The 

“polyvocal leadership problem,” as I define it, represents the phenomenon where multiple 

leaders in the same organization advocate contradictory strategies in order to achieve a 

similar goal. The difference between “polyvocality” and the “polyvocal leadership 

problem” is primarily due to the lack of a single leader who acts as the decision-maker in 

a chain of command.  Continuing with the example of a business, if managers came up 

with competing strategies and there was no President to decide which strategy they would 

select, there would be mass confusion among the other members of the business. Perhaps, 

the business implements neither. Perhaps, it tries to implement both.  

This chapter will discuss the implications that the polyvocal leadership problem 

has on the goals of social movements. First, I discuss the ways in which the leadership 

within social movements has changed due to the rise of social media and the constant 

news coverage that is present in the digital era. Second, I discuss the structure of the pro-

life movement exploring the lack of centralized leadership within the organization. I 

explore the way that the pro-life movement speaks with one voice even if there is no one 

leader that represents the movement. Finally, I analyze the way that Rush Limbaugh 

                                                        
1 I use the term organization carefully. In my writing “organization” should be taken to 
imply that there is a central leadership structure that makes decisions.  
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utilizes the digital media renaissance in order to attain ad-hoc leadership status within the 

pro-life movement.  

Exploring Rhetorical Leadership in the Digital Age  
 

The concept of what constitutes effective “rhetorical leadership” in social 

movements has changed drastically since the publication of some of the most popular 

work in the field. For example, Herbert Simons sought to define the role of a “rhetorical 

leader” in social movements in as the benchmark for the movement to be effective and 

retain membership. His work defines the mission of leaders in social movements in the 

1970s. He describes “rhetorical leaders” as able to “attract and maintain followers” and to 

“adapt to multiple audiences” (Simons, 1970). Given this definition, Simons believes that 

one of the qualities of a rhetorical leader is being able to adapt to audiences and 

assumingly compile differing opinions into a single common goal. Simons also writes 

that a rhetorical leader should be able to expand ideology and promote its adoption by the 

“larger structure” or institution that is in charge of making laws (1970). The role of the 

leader has to attempt to formulate and forward effective strategies to achieve the goals of 

the movement.   

The last decade has created an incentive to evolve Simons’ theory on leadership 

and to expand on what a leader does to mobilize support for the movement they 

represent. The traits that a leader possesses have not necessarily changed from the design 

he provides in the 1970s. Yet, societies’ reliance on the media and the speed at which 

public addresses can be reproduced via the Internet has expanded in scope for who can 

become a leader. A rhetorical leader no longer has to be on the ground protesting or in an 

office campaigning for certain causes, but can merely publish an article, issue a radio 
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address, or mobilize online followers. Digital age rhetorical leaders are not elected from 

the ranks of the social movement, but are elected by a different kind of democracy – one 

that requires the audience to Follow, Like, Subscribe, or tune in to hear their message.  

These leaders still must “attract and maintain followers” and “adopt to backlash” against 

the social movement. They have to use many of the same rhetorical tactics such as 

“exaggerating” their position to make it seem more important,  “establishing values” of 

the group, and the creation of myths in order to achieve in-group identification (Simons, 

1970).  

Simons argues that a “rhetorical leader” is primarily determined by the people 

willing to follow her/him (Simons, 1970). If a leader of an organization is effective, 

she/he is able to get members to ascribe to a similar ideology. She acts as the mouthpiece 

for an organization and publicly broadcasts the opinion of the organization to the masses. 

However, the term “followers” means something quite different than it did when Simons 

was writing. To Simons, followers were synonymous with membership. Followers were 

people ascribing to an ideology or an agenda. There were individuals who were card-

carrying members of the movement that sat front row in protests and meetings. Today, 

followers are often not just associated with membership. Instead “followers” have 

stronger connotations of individuals that subscribe to a rhetor’s media presence. These 

new age followers are hidden behind televisions, computer screens, and radios. Thus, 

“rhetorical leaders” are not always appointed democratically from within an organization 

by rising up in the ranks. A “rhetorical leader” may emerge through media presence. 

They are still chosen by their members, but it is through the act of listening to radio show 

or clicking “follow” on someone’s Twitter or Facebook that gives the leader membership 
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to their message. For example, Rush Limbaugh has never been democratically elected as 

the leader of the conservative movement or the pro-life movement. He exists on the 

periphery of these movements but his immense radio audience gives him access to the 

center of the movement. The fact that millions of listeners tune in to hear Limbaugh 

speak gives him an immense advantage at projecting his opinion. Every soundbite he 

creates gets circulated, viewed, published, blogged and distributed to an ever-growing 

listening audience. This concept is discussed by DeLuca and Peeples which they describe 

as the process of transitionining from the “public sphere” to the “public screen” (DeLuca 

and Peeples, 2002). The classic conception of the “public sphere” refers to political 

dialogues that take place in a face to face manner. Technology is the new mediator of the 

public sphere, and as such creates new ways for political, interpersonal, and social 

organization.   

The advent of social media and the increasing speed of the digital age are not the 

only modifications suggested for Simons’ “rhetorical leadership model.” Other scholars 

have criticized the leader-centric nature of the model forwarded by Simons. Karlyn Kohrs 

Campbell criticizes the leader-centric model of social movement theory that Simons 

presents because it cannot apply to groups that are not “organizations,” such as the 

feminist movement (Campbell, 1999). Any loosely held counter-public would not fit into 

the leadership model, because most commonly groups on the margins do not have the 

privilege of using the democratic process to elect their central leadership. She explains 

that the feminist movement includes many different perspectives on the problems 

plaguing women as well as many different opinions on the solutions to that oppression. 

Those different perspectives prevent a single leader from speaking for the movement.  
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Instead, Campbell proposes that social movement theorists need to take a more member-

oriented approach and focus on the experiences, goals, and demands of individual women 

within the liberation movement.  

Focusing on polyvocality within social movements acts as a combination of the 

leader-centric and member-centric methods for studying social movements. It can both 

recognize that different members can have different opinions but also that leadership 

inevitably arises out of membership in order for the social movement to have a 

productive political strategy. Campbell’s concentration on the “individual” is a valuable 

addition to any study of a social movement. However, even within the example of the 

feminist movement that Campbell provides, a leadership-centric approach is still a 

valuable theoretical starting point for discussions about social movements. The feminist 

movement may be concentrated on the opinions of the individuals but leaders tend to rise 

to the top of the movement regardless of appointment. A third approach is necessary in 

order to meld these two theories together.  

The polyvocal-leadership model creates a richer understanding of the problems 

that can emerge within social movements with fragmented leadership. It would be 

insufficient to study new social movements under the old schema. Social movements no 

longer operate with centralized control. Many more, operate in smaller branches with a 

number of leaders like the pro-life movement. Alternatively, other movements, like 

Occupy Wall Street, have ordained leadership what so ever. To study the leaders from a 

single-rhetorical-leader perspective would get inaccurate results and obfuscate important 

branches of the social movement. In order for rhetorical scholars to adequately identify 
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the tactics used by a social movement the most comprehensive analysis is necessary to 

get the clearest picture of the strategies that the movement utilizes.  

The “polyvocal leadership problem” in the context of the digital age demonstrates 

that there are vast consequences that can occur when a social movement does not have 

leadership that can act as the signal of the movement’s goals. The instantaneous 

production of “news,” created by crowd-sourced information from social media, ensures 

that statements made by individuals are widely circulated very rapidly. Any political 

gaffe or off-the-cuff remark made by a public figure has the potential to reach a wide 

audience, which can often times have broad consequences for the speaker. It is much 

more difficult to silence a remark after it has happen, because once a comment 

recirculates through digital media there is no way to eliminate the source. This means that 

“rhetorical leaders” may emerge as a representative for a social movement before the 

central leadership of an organization has the potential to address their positions and 

curtail their public remarks. In the following section, I discuss the “polyvocal leadership 

problem” rearing itself within the context of the pro-life movement. 

The univocal approach used by the pro-life movement does have its benefits. 

Using value statements and synecdoche in order to feign unity does help provide clarity 

when attempting to recruit membership. These individual parts of the larger social 

movement downplay the issues that divide them in order to make the movement seem 

larger and more powerful. The univocal approach works for the pro-life movement 

because each of the separate organizations utilizes the same frames in order to promote 

their opinion. Unfortunately, the univocal approach leaves the pro-life movement very 
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open to individuals that hijack the frames for the discussion, as demonstrated by 

Limbaugh in the attacks on Sandra Fluke.  

Synecdoche and the Pro-Woman Frame: A Strategy for Unity 
 
 The pro-life movement is an example of a social movement that has transcended 

the common leader-based approach to social movement theory. The pro-life movement 

has been defined as “decentralized, characterized by competing organizations and 

leaders, and by diverse arguments and rationales” (Assendelft, 1998).  Fragmentation in 

the organization is demonstrated by the proliferation of multiple distinct organizations 

that promote pro-life ideology. The American Life League, Americans United for Life, 

Citizens for a Pro-Life Society, Feminists for Life, Personhood USA, Pharmacists for 

Life, STOPP Planned Parenthood, and the World Life Organization (Pro-Life Action 

League) are all various branches of the pro-life movement. This list is by no means 

exhaustive and certainly does not include the tapestry of organizations and activist groups 

at the state and local level. A glance at the webpages of these organizations suggests that 

they receive donations that are distinct from one another which suggest that each 

organization has a separate and loyal set of members.  

Along with their separate funding stream, there is no single leader between any of 

the various pro-life organizations. Judy Brown is the President of the American Life 

League, and Charmaine Yost is the President of Americans United for Life (2012). There 

is the Republican Right to Life political action committee, led by Phyllis Schflay, but also 

the Democrats for the Life of America political action committee, led by Kristen Day. 

Each organization and lobbying group has its own leadership and bureaucracy and 

supports its own membership base. Could an argument be made that Schflay has more 
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influence than Day? Probably. There are a number of reasons why any of these leaders 

have more influence than another. Yet, no single one of these leaders seems to have the 

final say in the chain of command. Schflay could not prevent Day from donating to a 

particular senate campaign or lobbying for a specific legal outcome if it was against the 

broader mission of her organization. The pro-life movement is not a monolithic entity, 

but is instead made up of a number of differing perspectives and populations.  

Despite the many distinct branches and sub-level organizations that make up the 

pro-life movement, their fragmentation is publicly downplayed in order to make the 

movement seem unified. This rhetorical strategy, known as synecdoche, is when a part of 

something is used to explain the whole. According to Kenneth Burke, the rhetorical 

strategy of using synecdoche is meant to emphasize “connectedness” between the part 

and the whole (Burke, 1966). According to Melody Rose, who studies the tactics used by 

the leaders in the pro-life movement, the leadership of the pro-life movement is a unified 

and finite group of individuals. Rose continually refers to the leadership of the pro-life 

movement as if it was a single central entity. Due to its common goals, the movement 

functions as one organization even if there are many moving parts. Rose’s deployment of 

a synecdoche masks the truth about the pro-life movement’s number of moving parts and 

instead focuses on the saliency of the organization as a whole. In this case, Rose 

emphasizes the role that tangential organizations play in the pro-life movement in an 

attempt to make the peripheral organizations have a more central leadership role.  

Moreover, Rose tends to conflate leaders of religious organizations – the Catholic 

Church and Christian evangelicals – as representative leaders of the whole of the pro-life 

movement (Rose, 2011, pp. 7,9,16). The conflation of church leadership with the 
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leadership of the pro-life movement blurs the lines between leadership in another 

institution to leadership in the pro-life organization. Given the tapestry of varying 

religions that support pro-life organizations, it seems that the leadership of the pro-life 

movement cannot merely be attributed to the Pope or an evangelical preacher. However, 

this example demonstrates how the attempt to project the image of unity is succeeding in 

pro-life circles. The pro-life movement, despite its fractures, seems as if they are all 

speaking with one voice instead of multiple.   

There is no one organization that represents the pro-life agenda; there is also no 

one agenda that constitutes itself as pro-life. This is not to say that there are not 

overlapping values that all individuals that are pro-life can generally agree with. For 

example, the Pro-Life Association of Physicians and many other medical subsections of 

the pro-life movement are overwhelmingly in agreement that “life” begins at conception. 

Generally, pro-life organizations believe that life should be protected at all costs and that 

the government has a role to play in abortion discussions and a duty to regulate who 

should be able to be killed.   

The most disagreement that happens occurs at a policy level. Former Governor 

and Presidential hopeful Mitt Romney ascribes to pro-life ideology and believes that 

there can be exceptions to abortions, not even in the case of a rape (Cassata, 2012). The 

National Association of Evangelicals (2012) supports contraception as a means of 

preventing unnecessary abortions, while the Priests and Catholic Bishops for Life oppose 

the use of contraception altogether (Pavone). The American Right to Life League and 

Americans United for Life both have a number of recommendations for federal policies 

that they intend to support. The American Right to Life League only focuses on abortion 
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as their central message, whereas Americans United for Life also focuses on euthanasia, 

cloning, and wrongful prison deaths. There are state organizations such as the Minnesota 

Citizens Concerns for Life that believe the policy solutions should not occur at the federal 

level and should be the sole authority of the states. These examples are by no means 

comprehensive; rather they demonstrate the number of competing policy opinions from 

organizations that unite under the umbrella of “pro-life.”   

The pro-life movement already suffers from the symptoms of the “polyvocal 

leadership problem” insofar as there are many competing voices vying for attention and 

policy action on a number of different issues. Although the movement is divided into 

many subsets, their umbrella values, including the concept that “life” begins at 

conception, keep them projecting an image of unity. Celeste Condit explains that the pro-

life movement in the past decades has had to construct the notion that they stand as one 

collective unit in order to garner critical mass for their policy agenda (1990, p. 44). To do 

so, when the leaders of various pro-life groups speak in public, instead of speaking about 

their policy goals, they use value-frames in order to make it appear that they have a 

united front on abortion. These value-frames commonly include irrefutable ideographs 

that make it hard for pro-choice groups to rebut. Marco Rubio, a rising pro-life 

Republican, demonstrates the tactic of deploying value-laden ideographs when he speaks 

about the pro-life movement at the Susan B. Anthony List Gala: (Susan B. Anthony List, 

2012)  

The Right to Life is a fundamental one that trumps virtually any other 

right that I can imagine — Because without it, none of the other rights 

matter. There can be no Liberty without Life. There can be no Constitution 
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without Life. There can be no nation without Life. And there can’t be 

other lives without Life. 

Rubio focuses on common tropes that resound with all individuals. He uses the 

ideographs of liberty, and the Constitution, and nation in order to make his position seem 

as if it has wide applicability. By focusing on these ideographs, Rubio insulates himself 

from criticism about political solutions from varying groups within the pro-life 

movement. Instead of advocating a policy, he advocates a set of shared values. The 

Constitution is used to portray something sacred to most Americans, something everyone 

can agree on.  

The utilization of the “pro-woman frame” is another example of value-frames 

used by the pro-life movement. This strategy places the safety of the woman front and 

center. The “pro-woman” frame pre-empts the argument that preventing abortion and 

contraception takes away agency from a woman. Many pro-choice groups argue that the 

pro-life position places the safety of the mother second to the safety of the child. In 

response, pro-life organizations discuss the emotional toll that having an abortion takes 

on a woman. It serves as a justification that abortions should not be performed because 

they damage both the mother and child (Nance, 2013).   

Another way that the pro-life movement presents the “pro-woman” frame is by 

mentioning the coercive nature of many abortions. Individuals that are asked to speak on 

behalf of various pro-life organizations will attempt to invert the phrase “choice” to in 

order to attack the pro-choice movement. Instead of making a “choice,” pro-life leaders 

will argue that women are forced into having an abortion by their significant other 

(Vitale-Gallagher, 2013). Thus, legislation allowing for abortion and contraceptive care 
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eliminates the control that women have over their own body. Their sexual partners can 

utilize the law to eliminate the ability of the women to have a choice about their 

pregnancy. This tactic attempts to degrade the core of the pro-choice movement, by 

indicting the emphasis on choice. In order to deploy this iteration of the “pro-woman” 

frame, pro-life advocates utilize statements made by anti-abortion feminists and discuss 

the historical genealogy of abortion in relationship to the women’s movement. Pro-life 

leaders have argued in speeches that abortion used to be a mechanism to control the 

female body by men (Rose, 2011, p. 6).  

The pro-woman frame promotes the strategy of unity for the pro-life movement 

for two reasons. First, it does not deal with the policy implications and strategies for 

legislation for pro-life positions. If each organization publicly discussed all of the details 

of every policy they wanted to implement it would inevitably create tension between 

different organizations, which would undermine the overall goal of reducing the number 

of abortions performed. The patchwork of pro-life organizations described above, and 

their differing opinions about federal versus state policy, exceptions to abortion laws, and 

political party affiliation all provide barriers to perceived unity. Instead, the pro-life 

movement uses an idea that is difficult to refute. This is the idea that women should not 

be harmed in the process of pregnancy. Catholics, Evangelicals, feminists, and politicians 

can all agree on this position. Second, the pro-woman frame places women at the center 

of the discussion. The pro-life movement has begun to rely heavily on women to forward 

arguments in favor of their position. Rebecca Kiessling, a pro-life advocate who was 

conceived as a product of rape, is an example of a person used by the pro-life movement 

to make their argument seem like it has the broader endorsement of women (Feminists 
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for Life, 2012). This is an attempt to undercut many of the pro-choice arguments about 

how pro-lifers continue to rely on masculine domination of the female body. Thus, even 

though the pro-life organization has many voices within it, the current leaders of each 

organization have found a fragile common ground with other pro-life organizations in 

order to appear as if they are unified on much more.     

Rush Limbaugh as a Pro-Life Leader  
 

Given the fragmented nature of the pro-life movement, leaders can emerge from 

unexpected places. When public figures speak about pro-life rhetoric, they are often seen 

as a representative of pro-life ideology. Pro-life representatives may rally around 

someone agreeing with them and pro-choice advocates may use any public endorsement 

as a way to create an attack against the “leadership” of the movement. Rush Limbaugh 

has a broad base of listeners that tune in for his syndicated talk radio show, which has 

helped him generate credibility as a leader. He has been called the “Babe Ruth of Talk 

Radio” because he is considered a pioneer in conservative talk radio (McGuire, 2012). 

Rhetorical leaders are established because of their arguments, but also because of their 

access to the public to persuade. Celeste Condit argues that the individuals who have 

disproportionate access to power include “ruling elites” the “1%” and “males as a class” 

(Condit, 1990, p. 6). Limbaugh qualifies as the elite because of the multimillion-dollar 

financial backing for his radio show. Limbaugh also is able to negotiate the terms of any 

discussion on his radio program. For example, Limbaugh can determine what the 

dialogue is about by screening the callers, hanging up on individuals that he disagrees 

with, and going to commercial or changing the subject when he feels like the discussion 

is unproductive.    
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Limbaugh’s unabashed association with pro-life ideology mixed with his 

remarkable media presence has established him as a de-facto “rhetorical leader” of the 

pro-life organization.  Limbaugh’s over the top antics and scathing criticism of those that 

disagree with him have kept audiences tuning in to hear his latest argument. The reason 

that Limbaugh gains attention has to do with form, not necessarily content. He does not 

make arguments that are distinct from other far-right conservatives. Yet, he presents his 

arguments with such vitriol and utilizes “militant rhetoric” in such a way that makes him 

distinct from any other conservative on the radio (Simons, 1970, p. 9). At the very least, 

even if the content of his argument is not unique the form of his argument has a certain 

appeal.  

Limbaugh’s unabashed embrace of the pro-life movement is evident in many of 

the comments he makes regarding the feminist movement and pro-choice movement. For 

example, as early as 1992, Limbaugh was explaining that women that were “obsessed” 

with abortions. In doing so, he implied that many women are getting them because of 

irresponsibility, not need. He frequently referred to feminists as “feminazis” due to 

feminism’s attempts to restructure different parts of society to make it more equal. He 

compared the act of abortion to a “modern day holocaust,” arguing that the number of 

abortions added up to a wide-scale genocide (Rudman, 2012). Using these tactics is 

nothing new for the pro-life movement, and other rhetors have associated abortion with 

mass-killings (Cunningham, 2009). Limbaugh has also used his radio show to voice his 

political opinions to also speak for the Republican Party for example when speaking 

about the Democratic National Convention he condenses the vast views on abortion to 

the statement that the “the Republican position is simply one that supports life.” He also 
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instructed his audience to avoid answering any questions from Democrats about 

Republican positions on abortions because “it’s a trap” (Limbaugh, 2012).  

  Limbaugh’s statements about abortion and pro-life policies, and the use of the 

Republican platform, were not controversial within pro-life circles. He was still able to 

keep advertising despite his extreme rhetoric labeling the pro-choice movement as 

“feminazis.” His rhetoric about the “modern-day holocaust” was not out of the ordinary 

for the pro-life movement; so overall the backlash from those statements was small. 

Instead, his statements helped to begin to cement Limbaugh as a “rhetorical leader” of the 

movement. Pro-life groups overall have supported Limbaugh, despite his escalatory 

rhetoric, because he was speaking about things that that the variety of pro-life groups 

could overwhelmingly agree with that is that abortions should not be widely performed 

and that the government should not sanction their use. In 2008, when Sonya Sotomayor 

was being vetted for the Supreme Court, Limbaugh’s interviews with Sean Hannity, 

which condemned Sotomayor for being candid about her stance on abortion, received no 

backlash from members within the pro-life movements (Hannity, 2009).  

Part of Limbaugh’s rise to leadership within the pro-life movement has to do with 

his leadership in the conservative media establishment. Changing technology made 

possible Limbaugh’s nationally syndicated radio presence in the early 1990s. He was an 

early frontrunner in talk-news on AM radio stations. In 1987, President Reagan vetoed 

the “Fairness Doctrine,” which required talk-radio to provide fair and balanced opinions 

on news stories (Pagano, 1987). Reagan’s veto opened the floodgates for Rush 

Limbaugh’s media empire because there was no longer the requirement that every 

conservative opinion had to be matched with a liberal one. Media polls about listenership 
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place Limbaugh’s radio’s audience between thirteen million listeners and twenty million 

listeners (Hall Jamieson and Cappella, 2010). Those numbers do not necessarily tell the 

whole story, given that that twenty million listeners could hear a Limbaugh story 

broadcast on AM radio, but a number of others could follow the transcripts on his website 

or read the materials on other conservative websites.   

 In the next chapter, I continue to explore where the “pro-woman” frame begins to 

unravel for Limbaugh. During his episode with Sandra Fluke, his statements drew 

immense opposition from members of the pro-life movement and caused advertisers and 

listeners to pull the plug on his radio show. I attribute this massive backlash to the 

fracture of the pro-woman forwarded by the other segments of the pro-life movement. 

His rhetorical slip-up demonstrates the perils of multiple rhetorical leaders within a given 

social movement.  
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Chapter 3: Fluke’s Testimony, Vilification, and Incivility   
 

A Georgetown co-ed told Rep. Nancy Pelosi's hearing that the women in 

her law school program are having so much sex that they're going broke, 

so you and I should pay for their birth control. ... Georgetown law student 

Sandra Fluke said that it's too expensive to have sex in law school without 

mandated insurance coverage (Limbaugh, 2012).  

Rushing to Judgment: A Closer Look at Fluke’s Testimony 
 

Before Sandra Fluke ever spoke a word in front of Congress, her address was 

already mired in partisan controversy. Originally intended to be a testimony in front of 

the entire House of Representatives, Fluke was invited to address Congress as the 

President of the Georgetown Law Students for Reproductive Justice. Days before her 

testimony, Republican Darrell Issa uninvited Fluke from the bipartisan hearing (Shine, 

2012). Issa argued that Fluke was an expert in neither religion nor reproductive health, 

which rendered her unqualified to speak in front of the House of Representatives with 

any authority. His decision drew immense criticism from his more liberal colleagues in 

the House of Representatives. As a result, Nancy Pelosi extended an invitation to Fluke to 

testify for the Democratic half of the House of Representatives.  

In order to examine Limbaugh’s use of hyperbole and exaggeration regarding 

Fluke adequately, it is important to sift through her testimony to point out where 

Limbaugh relies on fiction instead of fact to create his argument. As a representative of 

Georgetown Law Schoo 

l, Sandra Fluke was speaking not merely about her own reproductive health needs, 

but rather the needs of many women who were her classmates at Georgetown. Her 
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testimony was a compilation of anecdotes explaining the effect that the lack of health 

care has on the women who attend religious institutions (Moorhead, 2012). In one 

example, Fluke discusses that a woman attending the Georgetown Law in her cohort has 

polycystic ovarian syndrome (2012):  

These denials of contraceptive coverage impact real people. In the worst 

cases, women who need this medication for other medical reasons suffer 

very dire consequences. A friend of mine, for example, has polycystic 

ovarian syndrome, and she has to take prescription birth control to stop 

cysts from growing on her ovaries. Her prescription is technically covered 

by Georgetown's insurance, because it's not intended to prevent 

pregnancy. Unfortunately, under many religious institutions' insurance 

plans, it wouldn't be. There would be no exception for other medical 

needs. And under Senator Blunt's amendment, Senator Rubio's bill or 

Representative Fortenberry's bill, there's no requirement that such an 

exception be made for these medical needs.When this exception does 

exist, these exceptions don't accomplish their well-intended goals, because 

when you let university administrators or other employers, rather than 

women and their doctors, dictate whose medical needs are legitimate and 

whose are not, a woman's health takes a backseat to a bureaucracy focused 

on policing her body. In 65 percent of the cases at our school, our female 

students were interrogated by insurance representatives and university 

medical staff about why they needed prescriptions and whether they were 

lying about their symptoms. For my friend, and 20 percent of the women 
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in her situation, she never got the insurance company to cover her 

prescription. Despite verification of her illness from her doctor, her claim 

was denied repeatedly on the assumption that she really wanted birth 

control to prevent pregnancy. She's gay -- so clearly, polycystic ovarian 

syndrome was a much more urgent concern than accidental pregnancy for 

her. 

 
 This example is of particular import because it demonstrates that Fluke is not 

arguing solely for sexual freedom for women, rather she presents the argument for access 

to medicine for women who need treatment for pre-existing conditions. The connection 

she draws between contraceptive care and health care functions to lessen the audience’s 

association of the Conscience Clause with sexual desire.  

 In another anecdote, Fluke discussed a married female friend in her law program 

who was attempting to receive birth control because she was waiting to have children 

until she graduated from Georgetown (2012). When this woman reached the counter at 

the local pharmacy, she was informed that her insurance did not cover birth control. The 

birth control that she needed was incredibly expensive so she opted to go without and 

take the risks associated with getting pregnant. Fluke seemed to have told this story as an 

explicit attempt to stave off criticisms that women just want to sleep around. She 

emphasizes the fact that her friend is married and implies that it is a monogamous and 

committed relationship.  

 Fluke’s testimony never used her own sexual needs as evidence for a repeal of the 

Conscience Clause. In fact, Fluke’s address only discusses the use of birth control to 

prevent an unexpected pregnancy for a married law student or for victims of sexual 
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assault. The rest of Fluke’s rationale focuses on the medical dangers that a lack of 

women’s health has on individuals who need birth control as a means of treatment. Her 

emphasis was on equality in health care access. She continued to present the idea that 

contraceptive care and women’s health service are necessary to ensure that women have 

equal treatment to men. Without proper health care, women end up marginalized and fed 

into systems of poverty because they are trying to pay for expensive medical bills or have 

an unplanned pregnancy before they are economically ready to do so.   

 Fluke’s statements provide an important background for analyzing Limbaugh’s 

response to her testimony. First, Fluke’s testimony is consistent with the “pro-woman 

frame” that I discussed in chapter two. The pro-life movement consistently forwards the 

frame that their movement is meant to protect the mental health of women who 

experience pregnancy under undesirable circumstances and the freedom from coercion 

for women with regards to their spouse’s ability to force an abortion. Fluke pays careful 

attention to talk about various females who have the personal desire to use contraceptives 

so they may make responsible decisions based around their personal economics and 

reproductive health. Her testimony does seem to take into consideration a wide range of 

concerns that women have to deal with pertaining to reproductive health. Her testimony 

is very impersonal. The basis of her testimony is oriented around what other women have 

said to her. She distances herself from the Conscience Clause by leaving her personal 

experience out of the conversation.  

 In the following sections, I discuss the way that Limbaugh re-characterized 

Fluke’s Conscience Clause testimony in order to establish a common enemy when 

addressing his audience. Primarily, Limbaugh’s attacks utilize two strategies for engaging 
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Sandra Fluke’s comments; distancing and vilification. Distancing rhetoric is a common 

rhetorical tactic used to create separation between a speaker and his opposition. 

Vilification, on the other hand, is a type of identification where the speaker attempts to 

make their opposition seem diabolical by demeaning their character and motives.  

Argument by Association – Identification and Distancing  
 
 Two main tactics were utilized within Limbaugh’s attacks against Sandra Fluke. 

The first is the attempt to “argue by association” by rhetorically linking Fluke to the 

Democratic leadership. In doing so, he distances himself from Fluke. These tactics, 

known as “in-group” and “out-group construction” are the attempt by a rhetor to separate 

themselves from their opposition. Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Joseph Cappella discuss 

that the deployment of distancing tactics as a common strategy for the conservative 

media establishment (2010). In the attempt to construct “in-groups” and “out-groups,” 

political pundits often exaggerate the degrees of difference that exist between 

“conservatives” and their opponents. This strategy is not unique to political punditry but 

can be found in overall rhetorical theory. Jamieson and Cappella use the example of the 

debates that occurred between Democrats and Republicans in the 2008 election cycle. 

Conservative political pundits would create association between Democrats and “forces 

of evil” by associating Democratic candidates with unethical foreign leaders, past 

political scandals, and enemies of the state (2010). This rhetorical strategy attempts to 

make the audience skeptical of the leadership qualities of Democrats by associating them 

with figures that have historically or presently exhibited poor leadership skills.    

In the case of Sandra Fluke, Limbaugh employs these distancing tactics as a way 

to maintain an “in-group” and “out-group” divides between those who support Fluke and 
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those who possess good conservative values. Creating “in-groups” and “out-groups” 

require Limbaugh to portray Fluke as one and the same with the enemy. In order to give 

credibility to his narrative, Limbaugh has to make the “enemy,” in this case Democrats, a 

credible threat to conservative values worth “thwarting at all costs” (Hall Jamieson and 

Cappella, 2010). This concept of enemy-creation harkens back to Kenneth Burke’s 

discussion of identification for the purposes of maintain an “in-group” and “out-group” 

divide (Burke, 1983). Limbaugh makes three series of arguments that function as 

mechanisms of distancing. References to Democratic political leaders Nancy Pelosi and 

Bill Clinton, references to President Obama, and use of the phrases “we” and “you and I” 

to refer to his audience help him create space between himself and his opponent while re-

articulating traditional conservative values.  

 Discussing the association between Nancy Pelosi and Fluke is one of Limbaugh’s 

main tactics to create distance between his views and those of Fluke. Pelosi’s invitation 

to Fluke gives credibility to Limbaugh’s narrative that Fluke has strong ties to the 

Democratic leadership. Limbaugh refers to the congressional hearings as “Pelosi’s 

hearing” and that the testimony was “conducted by Botox-filled Nancy Pelosi” (Gregory 

& Rudman, 2012). His statements about Pelosi emphasize her involvement in 

orchestrating the Fluke testimony. Despite the fact that Fluke spoke in front of every 

House Democrat, Limbaugh chooses to focus on the extreme-liberal villain. He implies 

that Fluke’s statements are ideologically in-step with Pelosi’s regarding the legislation. 

Pelosi’s endorsement of Fluke serves as argument by association. The narrative that 

Limbaugh has created attempts to persuade the audience that Pelosi is really pulling the 
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strings behind Fluke’s testimony. It eliminates the scenario that Fluke has moderate 

political beliefs and instead she immediately takes on the persona of an extreme liberal.  

  Nancy Pelosi has a target on her back when it comes to the conservative 

mainstream media. Her Congressional tenure in the state of California has lasted for over 

twenty years. She represents a very liberal district and supports very liberal policies in the 

House. Pelosi has been the right-hand woman for President Obama in his first-term. 

Pelosi has acted as the person on the front lines maintaining Democratic unity in order to 

get Obama’s policy initiatives through Congress. As the Speaker of the House, her duty 

was to ensure that the Democrats do not defect against the President and the Democratic 

proposals are made into legislation. As such, she is associated in the minds of many 

conservative Americans as a traditional liberal villain. She retains a certain amount of 

responsibility for the stimulus bill, Obamacare, and a host of other legislation that makes 

conservative’s cringe. Pelosi’s role is integral in a debate involving the Conscience 

Clause, particularly because of her role in the passage of the American Patient Protection 

and Affordable Care Act. By making Pelosi central to his criticism of Fluke’s testimony, 

he is able to frame the debate as discussion about the differences between conservative 

and liberal values. Instead of portraying Fluke as a moderate, Limbaugh argues that Fluke 

should not be trusted because of her relationship with Pelosi.  

 In the forty-six statements that Limbaugh issues in the days following Fluke’s 

testimony, Pelosi is the only member of the House of Representatives that he mentions by 

name. Keeping his argument narrow keeps the audience focused on Pelosi as the sole 

villain. As a matter of crafting an “in-group” and “out-group,” placing emphasis on 

another congressional representative may send mixed signals or alienate members of his 
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listening audience. Pelosi is naturally polarizing given that she held a very visible office 

during the first Congressional term of the administration. His listening audience is also 

used to attacks on Pelosi as a regular feature of his radio show. Given Pelosi’s 

involvement in orchestrating major legislation for the Obama administration, she has 

become a talking point and is frequently used entyhmematically by Limbaugh when 

talking about the “liberal agenda.”2   

Limbaugh uses Fluke’s relationship to Bill Clinton as another example of 

“argument by association.” This time, Limbaugh is trying to create a value comparison 

between former President Clinton and Sandra Fluke. Limbaugh implies that Clinton’s 

past sex scandal while in the White House connects to Fluke’s testimony because Fluke 

and Clinton are both Georgetown graduates (Gregory & Rudman, 2012). Limbaugh 

strongly implies that Fluke and former President Clinton have something in common, 

which creates historical resonance with his listening audience. The Clinton presidency 

was riddled with attacks about the decline of family values due to the loose morals of the 

President as a result of his sex scandal (Busby, 2005). By connecting Fluke to Clinton, 

Limbaugh capitalizes on the public’s historical fear about the decline of the American 

family that plagued Clinton during his time in office. His comments make sexual habits 

seem like a problem passed on through like-minded Democrats. Fluke’s testimony and 

Clinton’s sex-scandal are two completely distinct and isolated incidents. By linking Fluke 

to Clinton, Limbaugh gives the audience the impression that Fluke has done something 

immoral, which makes it easier for him to persuade his audience to disagree with Fluke.  

                                                        
2 An examination of Limbaugh’s website shows that in transcripts from his radio show there are 540 
separate recordings where Limbaugh discusses Nancy Pelosi (Limbaugh).  
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Limbaugh also heavily refers to President Obama in his comments following 

Sandra Fluke’s testimony.  On March 1st, days after Limbaugh issued his first disparaging 

remark about Sandra Fluke, President Obama called Fluke to offer her words of 

encouragement and told her that her “parents should be proud of her” for testifying for 

something she believed in (Gregory & Rudman, 2012). Limbaugh explained that Obama 

was encouraging Fluke to continue her lifestyle of rampant sexual activity. Limbaugh’s 

spin on Obama’s remarks to Fluke serves a double purpose. First, he is able to connect 

Fluke to a larger attack on Obamacare. Obama and Fluke are both responsible for forcing 

American taxpayers to fund programs that are full of useless spending. By connecting 

Fluke with Obama’s expansion of the government, Limbaugh coveys to his audience that 

the liberal ideals involved in Fluke’s Congressional testimony are a threat to the average 

American taxpayer. Moreover, Limbaugh is able to attribute a decline in morality to 

Obama because of his support for Fluke. He portrays Obama as someone who permits 

and encourages prostitution and the exploitation of the public. Given that Fluke’s 

testimony deals with the portion of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act passed 

by President Obama, there is credibility in Limbaugh’s connection between Fluke and the 

President. His association of the two makes Fluke’s testimony just a portion of the 

broader liberal agenda to expand the mandates of Obamacare even further.  

By associating Fluke with some of the lead figures in the Democratic Party, 

Limbaugh demonstrates to his conservative listening audience that these individuals are 

different and distinct from the ideology and policies that he supports. He creates a 

rhetorical distinction between himself Pelosi, Bill Clinton, and President Obama. He uses 

“us,” which he defends as “you and I” and the “taxpayers,” and “him or her” by anyone 
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that supports the Conscience Clause repeal and the Affordable Care Act. By arguing that 

the policies of the liberal left, propagated by Fluke, are threatening the freedom of the 

American taxpayers, Limbaugh is attempting to portray his audience as the victim to an 

encroachment of their constitutional rights.  

Limbaugh’s attacks on Sandra Fluke’s demonstrate a distraction tactic by 

Limbaugh in order to direct his audience’s focus to Sandra Fluke’s personal life instead 

of her testimony. This rhetorical strategy, known as a terministic screen, is the attempt by 

a rhetor to frame the discussion to highlight and downplay certain traits.  Kenneth Burke 

describes a “terministic screen” as a mechanism that rhetor’s use in order to distract 

attention away from one topic and on to another (1966b). Burke’s explanation of the 

terministic screen relies on the concept that there are different sides to every story. 

Multiple rhetors could find very diverging ways to view and speak about a certain event. 

Each act that happens can have possible motivations and storylines. Thus, these screens 

can either function to relate items to each other, or alternatively to create disassociation 

between a group and the “other” (Burke, 1966b). Moreover, a terministic screen is a tool 

to create identification between the rhetor and the audience. By framing the discussions 

in different ways the rhetor is able to control the discussion through crafting a careful 

terministic screen The intention of the frame is to limit out certain viewpoints or ideas 

while explicitly including and introducing others (Kiewe, 1998). Terministic screens are 

an inevitability of human communication. Burke stresses that we “must” use these 

screens when interpreting language because one frame always detracts from another 

(1966b). In the case of Limbaugh, he uses Fluke’s sexual habits and her relationship to 
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other liberal leaders as a way to detract from the substance of her testimony to repeal the 

Conscience Clause.   

At the core, Fluke’s testimony was about religious institutions and the obligation 

for mandated health care coverage. Yet, Limbaugh’s reframing of her testimony 

broadened the discussion and instead framed her address within a larger referendum 

about Obama’s health care bill as a whole, runaway government spending, and the 

government infringing upon individual rights. The opening for this connection was 

already relevant because the Conscience Clause was part of Obama’s Affordable Care 

Act, which had received substantial backlash from conservatives. Limbaugh created a 

slippery slope fallacy as a rhetorical tactic, the “taxpayer” would eventually begin to pay 

for everything that individuals wanted from “prostitution” to “new sneakers” and a new 

car (Gregory & Rudman, 2012). The slippery slope framing functioned as a fear appeal to 

incite skepticism of the Conscience Clause in anyone that was concerned about tax policy.  

Limbaugh framed the debate about the rights of taxpayers to rally the conservative base 

around his cause. Framing the Sandra Fluke issue as a “tax issue” ensured that it was a 

lightning rod for Republican Party discontent given the immense political controversy 

that Obama’s stimulus plan caused. It could now be easily be spun into a talking point for 

conservatives displeased with President Obama’s use of government spending to rectify 

social problems. Conservative commentator Ira Pickett picked up Limbaugh’s story and 

continued his line of attacks against Fluke mentioning that her testimony cemented the 

liberal “desire for a socialist state” and associated her with “communism and 

fascism”(2012).  
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The pro-life movement is not unique in its attempts to create “in-groups” and 

“out-groups” in order to unify its membership. Many theorists discuss the use of 

identification and distancing tactics in order to create “in-group” and “out-groups” by 

articulating points of departure between two movements to aggrandize the presence of 

points of opposition. Hall Jamieson and Cappella discuss that conservative political 

pundits commonly use distancing rhetoric as a way to claim the moral high ground by re-

articulating the position of liberal opponents. If pundits are able to make their opponents 

seem far away on the ideological spectrum, they are able to cast one side as “good” and 

the other as “evil.” The goal is to keep the issues as dichotomous as possible in order to 

avoid the audience identifying with the other side of an issue.  

Despite the use of distancing rhetoric as a common type of rhetorical strategy in 

social movements, Rush Limbaugh’s deployment of attacks against Sandra Fluke took a 

controversial turn during his comments about her testimony. Instead of merely making 

Fluke seem like the “other,” he used intense incivility and personal attacks in order to 

make her seem immoral and undesirable. In the following section, I explore the 

hyperbolic and offensive portions of Limbaugh’s radio comments against Sandra Fluke. 

The accusations and insults that Limbaugh hurls at Fluke regarding her testimony shed 

light on how the polyvocal leadership problem plagues the pro-life movement. 

Limbaugh’s testimony creates cracks and fissures in the unity of the movement pertaining 

to the discussion of the Conscience Clause.  

Vilification Rhetoric and Limbaugh’s Attacks 
 

In order to expose the problem of polyvocality within the leadership of a social 

movement, I analyze where Limbaugh departs from the more moderate forces within the 
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pro-life movement. As discussed in the previous chapter, the “pro-woman frame” in 

discourses on abortion and contraceptive care is persuasive among pro-life organizations 

as a tool for framing discussions. Limbaugh’s use of distancing in order to separate 

himself from Fluke’s liberal ideology is consistent with this frame. Many of his 

comments associating Fluke with Pelosi and Obama do not serve to deface her publicly, 

but rather to associate her with common conservative enemies. His attempt to distance 

himself from Fluke portrays her as a woman that has lost her way and ends up bedfellows 

with immoral Democratic leaders. However, Limbaugh’s use of “vilification rhetoric” 

does disrupt the “pro-woman frame” by launching a number of personal attacks on 

Sandra Fluke’s character and sexual purity.  

Vilification rhetoric is defined as an attempt by a rhetor to make their 

opponent seem “genuine and malevolent” in an attempt to persuade the audience 

to unite against them. Marsha Vanderford explains that there are four common 

characteristics present in vilification rhetoric (1989). First, vilification rhetoric 

requires providing a “clear target” for the audience to unite against. This concept 

is interconnected with the theory of scapegoating explored by Kenneth Burke in 

The Rhetoric of Hitler’s Battle (1938). Burke argues that social and political 

movements have to have a “common enemy” in order to create inner unity within 

their people. This “common enemy” prevents the “diversion of the attention of the 

people” by constantly articulating that the enemy is a threat to the normal way of 

life for members of the group. This enemy, or “devil” figure, has to be “visible 

and pointable.” The group has to know the ideals that they stand against. Thus, 
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the enemy should be a stagnant figure representing the polar opposite or the 

epitome of evil.   

 Moreover, vilification rhetoric also casts the opponent in an “exclusively 

negative light,” this helps filter the opponent for the audience. If the audience 

does not think that this speaker has any redeemable quality, they are less likely to 

agree with their argument. Vilification rhetoric also includes presenting the 

opponent’s arguments as “diabolical.” By explaining one’s opponent has having 

truly evil motives, the rhetor is able to mobilize her audience to be concerned with 

“self-defense” because she perceives the opponent as threatening. Finally, 

vilification rhetoric can include magnifying the opponent’s power to make her 

seem like a much larger threat to the audience. This tactic causes alarm within the 

audience and the opponent becomes associated with a threat instead of a 

contradicting viewpoint. For example, when Rush Limbaugh discusses Fluke’s 

testimony he tells his audience that Fluke is turning them into the “pimps” and the 

“johns” (Gregory and Rudman, 2012). Instead of discussing the content of her 

address to Congress, he portrays her solely as a threat to the average American 

taxpayer.  

 Vanderford discusses vilification rhetoric in the context of both the pro-

life and pro-choice movements, which makes her explanation of the rhetorical 

tactics particular useful in discussing Limbaugh’s statements against Sandra 

Fluke. All of the characteristics that Vanderford describes as intrinsic to 

vilification rhetoric are found within Limbaugh’s comments regarding Fluke. He 

makes statements regarding Fluke’s sexual history, her status as a sex worker, and 
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her lack of consideration to the American public. All of these comments are 

abusively disparaging toward Fluke and create her as the “clear target” for 

individuals that are in support of the Conscience Clause. She becomes the 

scapegoat for Limbaugh and serves as a springboard to launch his attacks against 

those in support of a Conscience Clause repeal.  

 In order to argue that Fluke’s sexual history makes her an inappropriate person to 

testify in front of Congress, Limbaugh makes repeated reference to a pattern of behavior 

in Fluke’s sexual history. This is Limbaugh’s attempt to frame Fluke in an exclusively 

negative light. He argues that Fluke’s testimony demonstrates that she is having “so much 

sex,” implying that her behavior is far outside of what would be normal for an average 

person. He argues that Fluke has been having sex since the sixth grade, even more in 

junior high, and her patterns continued through high school (Gregory & Rudman, 2012). 

He uses hyperbole to discuss her sexual habits explaining that Fluke has “repeated, never-

ending, as-often-as-she-wants-it sex”. This extreme use of demeaning language to refer to 

Fluke demonstrates an attempt to demean any credibility that Fluke’s testimony may 

have, because her character is clouded by her sexual habits. For his audience, his 

articulation of Fluke’s loose morals, as well as her behavior as out of the norm, 

demonstrates that Fluke lacks redeemable qualities.  Limbaugh speaks as if he has known 

Fluke all of her life and is presenting to the audience an accurate account of her behavior. 

In reality, Limbaugh’s statements are no more than mere speculation about her lifestyle.  

Limbaugh also makes a number of disparaging remarks comparing Fluke to a sex 

worker. He proposes that Fluke is a “slut,” “prostitute,” and “round-heeled.” He goes as 

far as to imply that Fluke must have a sexually transmitted disease because of her loose 
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morals. He calls on Fluke to post her sexual activities online, so that all of the taxpayers 

can watch and get their money’s worth. Limbaugh only referred to Fluke by referencing 

her with an ad-hominem attack about her sexual character. Here Limbaugh uses a more 

literal form of identification, he portrays Fluke as an outsider because the average moral 

American would not want to associate with a prostitute. These attacks are merely ad-

hominem. They have little to no evidence based on Fluke’s testimony. They are meant 

only as attacks on her character by grouping her with other undesirable elements within 

society. This tactic creates Fluke as a diabolical enemy with indescribable morals, which 

is a common element in vilification rhetoric (Vanderford, 1989). Associating her with a 

sex worker is a move meant to resonate with traditional religious conservatives in his 

listening audience. It is an attempt to transform Fluke from a reasonable law student to 

someone that lacks all credibility in a public arena.  

Moreover, Limbaugh again makes a strain of arguments reminding the American 

taxpayers about the personal effect that Fluke’s testimony would have on their lives. This 

provides yet another characteristic of vilification rhetoric. Limbaugh explains Fluke’s 

position on the Conscience Clause as a severe threat to the average American. In doing 

so, he attempts to make Fluke seem diabolical, as if she has a much larger agenda than 

merely promoting reproductive health. He argues that the taxpayers become the “pimps” 

and the “johns” in Fluke’s ongoing sex scandal. Limbaugh equates reproductive care with 

Fluke asking the taxpayers for a “mink” or a “Prius.” Limbaugh attempts to make Fluke 

appear as if she is welcoming frivolous spending on her personal needs. By making it 

appear that Fluke is out to get the American taxpayers he makes her testimony very 

personal for his audience. Someone that is uninterested in the Conscience Clause may 
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suddenly come concerned about how Fluke’s sexual habits steal their tax dollars. It also 

serves to make Limbaugh’s audience seem morally culpable for Fluke’s choices, because 

they are the ones that are providing the funding for her sex life. In doing so, Limbaugh 

attempts to magnify Fluke’s power by creating alarm that her policy positions will lead to 

extreme consequences for the average American.  

These vicious attacks are par for the course for Rush Limbaugh. On his radio 

show he is known for his escalatory and personal attacks against various politicians and 

public figures. His use of inflammatory language surely helps him garner a portion of his 

listening audience for the sheer entertainment value of his commentary. Unlike his 

previous remarks about the pro-choice movement, these statements against Fluke drew an 

immense amount of public backlash against Limbaugh. Members of the pro-life 

movement, as well as advertisers for his radio-show, responded very negatively to 

Limbaugh’s statements against Sandra Fluke. Some pro-life leaders spoke out against 

Limbaugh’s “slut-shaming.” These were more moderate Christian pro-life organizations 

who felt as if Limbaugh was promoting the pro-life agenda at the expense of women’s 

rights (Kemper, 2012). Moreover, many very public pro-life politicians such as John 

Boehner and Newt Gingrich also condemned Limbaugh’s statements against Fluke 

(Moore, 2012). These politicians and pro-life leaders believed that the personal nature of 

Limbaugh’s attack was uncalled for and promoted uncivil discourse. Despite the fact that 

many of the individuals that called for an apology agreed with Limbaugh’s opposition to 

an exemption in the Conscience Clause, they disagreed with the framing and form of his 

objection to it. 
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The backlash that Limbaugh experienced in the wake of his statements about 

Sandra Fluke also sheds light on the polyvocal leadership problem. The different prongs 

of the pro-life movement do not merely reproduce the opinions of one another. 

Limbaugh’s incivility toward Fluke was balked at by moderate conservatives for being 

too heavy-handed and offensive in his characterization of Fluke. Limbaugh became an 

outlier in the echo chamber, his voice did not quite fit what the Republican Party or the 

pro-life movement wanted to portray about Fluke’s statements regarding the Conscience 

Clause. The moderate conservative reaction to Limbaugh is demonstrative of how 

extremity causes balkanization within the pro-life movement. Limbaugh does have a 

dedicated listening audience that uses him as a credible source of news and political 

guidance. The risk that Limbaugh’s controversial statements persuade others to adopt a 

similar view could have potentially dangerous ramifications for the success of pro-life 

movement’s initiatives. The “pro-woman” frame has provided a valuable shield from 

attacks from the pro-choice movement about how “pro-life” ideology de-values women. 

If Limbaugh’s derogatory claims are mirrored by other individuals with pro-life ideology, 

it could make it harder for the movement to appeal to women.    

Limbaugh and the Polyvocal Leadership Problem 
 

Limbaugh’s wide spread radio audience and outspoken position on abortion made 

him a political mouthpiece for the pro-life movement even if he was not appointed from 

within. Despite many other pro-lifers statements indicting Sandra Fluke’s testimony on 

the Conscience Clause, Limbaugh’s was the most heavily publicized and criticized. 

Given the hyper-saturation of the media with the need for new and provocative content, it 

is often times the news stories that have the most outlandish content that get a 
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disproportionate amount of coverage. The media ensured that Limbaugh was at least 

perceived by the American public as part and parcel with the pro-Conscience Clause 

view.   

The backlash caused by the attack on Sandra Fluke is demonstrative of the 

problems caused by competing agendas and polyvocal leaders in any given social 

movement. The Conscience Clause was designed to protect religious institutions from 

having to support pro-life organizations that they disagree with. Limbaugh’s point was 

that this was an important piece of legislation and that personal beliefs should override 

taxpayer obligations. This is a position that many conservatives support. However, 

whether or not other pro-lifers agreed or disagree with Limbaugh is a question of form 

rather than content. Limbaugh may have been in line with pro-life values. The thesis of 

his opposition to Fluke’s testimony was that he does not believe that the government 

should require taxpayers to pay for contraception. However, the form of his attack went 

against the “pro-woman” frame constructed by the pro-life movement. Even if they 

believed that Limbaugh was correct and that the government should not force religious 

organizations to pay for contraceptive care, they disagreed with the manner in which 

Limbaugh objected to Fluke. Limbaugh’s statements shattered the “pro-woman frame” 

and made the attack on Fluke as a person, not abortion as an act.  

The Implications of the Polyvocal Leadership Problem 
 

There are a number of implications of the “polyvocal leadership problem” that the 

Limbaugh-Fluke case highlights including rupturing the constructed frame, co-option by 

the opposition, and a stagnation of the goals of the movement. First, polyvocality has the 

potential to change the strategy of a social movement by rupturing the constructed frame. 
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Different leaders have different framing techniques that they use in public discourse. This 

is particularly true in a movement that is as fragmented as the pro-life movement. 

Limbaugh’s attacks against Sandra Fluke allow pro-choice groups to advance the 

argument that conservatives and the pro-life movement are not pro-women; instead, they 

are in favor of vitriolic personal attacks and slandering a young bright woman. 

Continuously calling Fluke a “slut” and a “prostitute” functioned as an enthymeme to 

suggest that any woman that wanted birth control or enjoyed sex surely had to be sex-

crazed. Instead of maintaining the moral high ground posited by other pro-life 

movements that attempt to “save” women, Limbaugh instead condemns women that 

believe in contraceptive care and reproductive rights.   

In general, controversial opinions tend to gain listenership for talk radio hosts. By 

rupturing the crafted frame of the pro-life movement, Limbaugh garners a large amount 

of attention. Coupled with his wide listening audience, his opinions could overshadow 

those of the rest of the social movement. The most extremist elements of the pro-life 

movement get national spotlight, as Limbaugh’s case proves. Instead of being discounted 

as someone who represents the fringe opinion, Limbaugh’s statements were scrutinized 

by the media and public like they had legitimacy to them. There was no pro-life leader 

that could stifle the impact of Limbaugh’s comments. The lack of central leadership in 

the pro-life movement meant that Limbaugh’s opinions can be misconstrued by potential 

members, or members of the opposition, as the ideology for the overall movement.   

  Fringe opinions, like Limbaugh’s, also have the tendency to be utilized by the 

opposition to attack the core of the movement. Limbaugh hijacked a leadership position 

of the pro-life movement and garnered significant amounts of backlash for his statements. 
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The pro-choice movement could use Limbaugh as a way to discredit all members of the 

pro-life movement that are in opposition to the Conscience Clause.  Limbaugh’s 

hyperbolic views regarding Sandra Fluke make it much easier for pro-choice leaders to 

attack the entirety of the pro-life movement on the grounds that they do not support 

women. All it takes is one fringe opinion that garners attention and the opposition can 

cast it as representative of the whole. The rhetorical strategy of synecdoche, poses this 

risk for the pro-life movement. So frequently various members of the organization speak 

as if the parts of the movement are representative of the whole. When a fringe member, 

like Limbaugh, gives an opinion it can be easily spun by the opposition to be 

representative of the entire movement. Conservative social movements frequently use 

this tactic as a way to demonstrate that arguments on the fringe of the movement 

demonstrate why overall change should not occur. For example, Helen Tate discusses the 

way that Phyllis Schflay used radical “lesbian separatism” as a way to discount the 

entirety of the feminist movement (2005). By convincing her audience that the small 

faction of radical feminists represent the entirety of the feminist movement individuals 

became scared of endorsing the movement because its extremity was off-putting.  

The second implication of the polyvocal leadership problem is balkanization. 

Limbaugh’s statements create large fissures between core groups within the pro-life 

movement. For example, the Catholic Church disagrees with using contraceptive care. 

They do not believe that women that use contraceptives should be harassed and called 

immoral prostitutes. Having multiple rhetorical leaders ensures that there are competing 

ideologies and agendas that get translated to the public about the goals of a movement. 

Instead of the pro-life movement presenting a unified front against contraceptive care and 
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pro-life policies, the movement has to battle factions within the group before they can 

even begin to persuade others to join their cause. Fracturing could make it difficult to get 

members to ascribe to a pro-life ideology because they are not positive of what that 

ideology represents.  

 Moreover, many of the roles of a “rhetorical leader” in a social movement are 

complicated by the “polyvocal leadership problem.” The efficiency of a social movement 

is put in jeopardy by polyvocality because having multiple leaders is incredibly 

inefficient for crafting useful political strategies. There is no chain of command that 

processes decisions about the movement. As Simons explains, the job of a “rhetorical 

leader” is to organize followers into an efficient unit (1970, p. 3). This task is 

complicated if the leadership is disorganized to begin with. It becomes complicated to get 

all of the membership to fall into an efficient system if there are competing at ideologies 

pulling the movement in different directions. In the case of Conscience Clause, it would 

be difficult to organize members from Christian, feminist, and Tea Party factions of the 

pro-life movement when the most prominent voice speaking against the Conscience 

Clause contradicts some basic tenants of Christian ideology, such as mutual respect for 

individuals regardless of their morality.  

 Simons’ also argues that the overarching goal of a social movement is to secure 

some adoption of the movement’s ideology to the larger structure. This can occur in the 

form of laws or even customs. For the pro-life movement, adoption of their ideology to 

the larger structure is coming under pressure because of the lack of a clear central 

strategy. Each smaller sub-unit wants a different law adopted by the government. Each 

strategy and fissure makes it infinitely harder to battle for a position in a legislative 
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setting where unity is premised above all else in terms of how a policy gets adopted. The 

Conscience Clause was no exception. The attacks on Sandra Fluke made it infinitely 

harder to defend the pro-woman frame during an ongoing debate about contraceptive 

coverage.  

The polyvocal leadership problem is not unique to the pro-life movement. Other 

discourses could have similar controversies if multiple leaders arise. In fact, given the 

decentralized nature of social movements, particularly with the rise of the internet 

activism, the number of social movements that have multiple leaders is likely to grow in 

the coming decades. The appointment of a rhetorical leader is no longer taken by a vote 

in a town hall meeting. Instead, “rhetorical leaders” emerge through popularity and their 

ability to disseminate information about an ideology to the public. While in some 

circumstances, member-based leadership is important; having central organization is 

beneficial for these social movement organizations to achieve their goals and outcomes.  
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Chapter 4: Conclusion   
 

In this thesis I have examined the rhetorical tactics used by Rush Limbaugh in his 

attacks on Sandra Fluke and their broader implications on the unity of the pro-life 

movement. In doing so, I have exposed the way in which Rush Limbaugh’s rhetoric 

regarding the Conscience Clause was responsible for introducing a competing frame into 

pro-life discussions about reproductive rights. In Chapter 2, I discussed the concept of the 

polyvocal leadership problem whereby social movements that have no central leadership 

are subject to threats caused by ad hoc leaders that hijack the platform of the movement. 

Any individual, as long as he/she has access to the media, can become a leader in a 

decentralized social movement. The polyvocal leadership problem causes fragmentation, 

disorganization, and ultimately can undermine the efficacy of a social movement at 

achieving their goals. I applied this emphasis on polyvocality to the current structure of 

the pro-life movement. The pro-life movement is made up of many differing separate 

organizations with central leaders within each, but no over-arching leader that unites 

them all. Instead, unity is achieved by what I identify as the rhetorical strategy of 

synecdoche, where all of the varying pro-life movements utilize a similar rhetorical frame 

in order to appear as one whole unit.   

In Chapter 3, I contextualize the polyvocal leadership problem to the case of Rush 

Limbaugh’s attacks on Sandra Fluke. Limbaugh’s trumped up charges about Sandra 

Fluke, particularly his use of vilification rhetoric, fractured the pro-woman frame used by 

other members of the pro-life movement.  This case study demonstrates how the 

polyvocal leadership problem can occur within the ranks of a decentralized social 

movement. An un-elected leader can make statements that may become representative of 
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the entire organization. This, in turn, can cause immense backlash and confusion about 

the overall message of the group. In this case, Limbaugh’s statements fractured the pro-

woman frame previously forwarded by the organizational heads of some pro-life 

branches. Replacing the “pro-woman” frame with “anti-Fluke” frame undermined one of 

the main strategies of the pro-life movement. Instead of appearing to be on the side of 

women’s mental and physical health, those opposed to a Conscience Clause repeal were 

lumped in with Limbaugh’s escalatory and derogatory claims about Fluke’s character.   

I conclude by discussing the way that the attacks by Limbaugh on Sandra Fluke 

reveal emerging themes about the power of political punditry in America and how it 

contributes to a breakdown in political deliberation. Moreover, I discuss the way that the 

ethos is not something that should be assumed by members of an audience. Particularly, 

when trying to process what news source to use audiences have to be active and 

thoroughly vet the sources where they get their information. Finally, I touch upon the 

way that Limbaugh’s statements are indicative of a broader and dangerous pattern of 

incivility toward women in public deliberation.   

Political Punditry and Political Relevance    
 

The power of political punditry is one of the more interesting themes that 

emerged from my research on the Conscience Clause and Rush Limbaugh’s role in the 

controversy. Political pundits, individuals who speak on Cable television shows and AM 

radio stations, are thrust into an interesting middle ground between politician and 

entertainer often leaning more toward the latter. Their shows are frequently for 

entertainment and require viewership or listenership in order to maintain a profit and 

remain on the air. As stated previously, political pundits have no responsibility for 
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maintaining fair and balanced reporting, so there is no obligation to weigh the pros and 

cons of an issue. Instead, pundits tend to regurgitate talking points without exploring the 

nitty-gritty details of a policy. This strategy, evident in Limbaugh’s radio comments 

about Fluke, flooded the air on television with analysis of his media statements instead of 

the details of the Conscience Clause.  

Political punditry turns a political issue into a monologue instead of a dialogue. 

Pundits have the liberty of only speaking on one side of an issue. They rearticulate their 

case, make all of the available arguments, and often present arguments that are illogical 

or irrelevant, such as in the case of Limbaugh’s statements about Fluke. Yet there is no 

whistleblower present to tell when a pundit has overstepped his/her bounds. There is no 

external check that ensures that a listening or viewing audience eventually hears both 

sides of an argument. Audience members may consciously make the choice to tune in to a 

political pundit’s analysis on a particular policy event in order to avoid having to hear the 

other side of an argument. Evidence from empirical communication scholarship suggests 

that individuals who tend to identify with one side of the political spectrum usually 

engage in media that already confirms their pre-existing political bias (Iyengar and Hahn, 

2009). Alternatively, and an equally dangerous prospect, is that audience members are 

unaware when they tune into hear political pundits that they are only receiving one side 

of the issue.   

In order to have democratic deliberation and productive political discussions, both 

sides of an issue have to be open to compromise in order to appropriately evaluate the 

points of the opposition. Moreover, both sides have to be open to being persuaded in 

order to reach a compromise. If each side of an argument believes that it is correct, and 
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that there is no middle ground or leeway to give the opposition, then there is no 

possibility for compromise for individuals with differing views. Political punditry 

exacerbates this quandary because of the profit incentive to provide one side of an issue 

and captivate the audience while doing it. If audience members conflate punditry with 

political decision-making, it incentivizes one-sided political monologues instead of truly 

democratic deliberation. 

Ethos, a term coined by Aristotle that describes the ethical appeal of a speaker, 

should not be something that is assumed by the audience. A rhetor should have to earn 

ethos by demonstrating their credibility by things like accuracy, and lack of bias. Any 

individual speaking in mass media that is attempting to educate the populace about a 

political opinion should have to earn the trust of their listeners by providing accurate 

information. Instead, audiences should be active participants in vetting where they 

receive their political information. The “public screen” has made it easy to accept 

information without thoroughly investigating its source (Deluca and Peebles, 2002). Due 

to the speed with which information is disseminated with the advances in technology and 

information ‘sharing’ through social media, it would be easy to forget that just because 

some information is available does not mean it is comprehensive. In the example of Rush 

Limbaugh, merely accepting the characterization that he presents of Fluke’s testimony 

would leave Limbaugh’s listening audience terribly misinformed to the contents of her 

actual argument.  If his audience merely accepted Limbaugh’s interpretation as a given, it 

may foreclose productive dialogue about the pros and cons of the Conscience Clause. 

Likewise in other politically charged debates, only evaluating one side of a discussion 
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stymies the potential of a productive deliberative democracy engagement where both 

sides of an issue attempt to discern which policy is overall better.  

Another theme that emerges from this thesis is the way in which incivility and 

polyvocality collide with each other and the way that created an image crisis for the pro-

life movement.  Rush Limbaugh was incredibly demeaning toward Sandra Fluke 

throughout the episodes following her testimony. His deployment of incredibly 

aggressive rhetoric, what I categorize as vilification rhetoric, attempted to diminish 

Fluke’s credibility by relying on ad-hominem attacks, associating her with recognizable 

societal ills. The deployment of vilification rhetoric is dangerous for political 

advancement and a deliberative democratic space. A fully functioning democracy 

requires individuals coming together to attempt to achieve a normative good3. Vilification 

rhetoric stymies the climate for compromise because individuals are less likely to engage 

in a productive political dialogue if they also have to defend the content of their 

character. 

Moreover, the use of vilification rhetoric as a way to silence a female’s testimony 

in Congress seem to have wide reaching implications on females’ participation in the 

political process. Limbaugh’s harsh language and opinions toward Fluke and women writ 

large is an attempt to silence the voice of women in public policy discussions. Women 

already have a much more difficult time being heard in public office, simply because the 

representation of women in so low in decision making bodies of the federal government. 

In the current United States Congress, there are only 102 women (Manning, 2014). 

                                                        
3 For more on deliberative democracy, see James Fishkin, Democracy and Deliberation, 
Joshua Cohen "Deliberative Democracy and Democratic Legitimacy Anna Guttmann and 
Dennis Thompson Why Deliberative Democracy, Todd F. McDorman Rhetoric and 
Democracy: Pedagogical and Political Practices  
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Although this number is record-breaking, it is still only a fifth of the overall number of 

representatives. The precedent set by Limbaugh could cause a chilling effect on female 

participation within politics. The theme of vilification has emerged in a number of on-

going current political debates and is evident in the way that the media talks about Hillary 

Clinton and Sarah Palin (Fleetwood, 2008). 

The reliance on slut-shaming and morality appeals in reproductive rights 

discussions are a dangerous practice that serves to marginalize women in discussions 

about their body. Solely focusing on the sexual history of a woman and whether or not 

they meet the ideal standards for what constitutions moral disenfranchise women that are 

speaking in the public sphere. Their character is put on trial instead of the merits of their 

arguments. As a result, women could be disincentivized from participating in public 

policy discussions for fear of being slandered by individuals like Rush Limbaugh. 

Women need to be involved in public policy discussions about decisions pertaining to 

women’s health care access and reproductive rights. Ceding control of these discussions 

to men ensures that women will continue to have to put up with stereotypes imposed 

upon them about sexual purity.  

Final Thoughts  
 

Although there was massive backlash to Rush Limbaugh’s testimony regarding 

Sandra Fluke from both pro-life and pro-choice groups alike, it would be hasty to 

conclude that the episode lacked rhetorical significance because public opinion sided 

against Limbaugh. The backlash brought on by advertisers is not indicative of the overall 

effect that Limbaugh’s testimony had on the pro-life movement and the significance of 

political punditry going forward.  



64 

 

First, Rush Limbaugh’s radio show remains on the air and he still continues to 

present long orations espousing his pro-life views declaring abortion a sign of “cultural 

decay” (Limbaugh, 2013).  In essence, he continues to use many of the same tactics such 

as argument by association and vilification rhetoric, in order to create identification with 

his audience. In doing so, he creates complications for other branches of the pro-life 

movement attempting to take a more civil approach to achieve their political outcomes. 

Limbaugh’s may be ideologically in step with some members of the pro-life movement, 

but he also is an extremely polarizing figure, particularly in light of the Sandra Fluke 

controversy. The lack of a centralized leadership in the pro-life movement allows for any 

statement that Limbaugh issues in the future to still be taken as the opinion of the entire 

movement.  

Secondly, my thesis exposes the way that Limbaugh helps solidify political 

polarization between the pro-life and pro-choice movements. Sandra Fluke became a 

“terministic screen” for a broader discussion about President’s Obama’s expansion of 

government (Burke, 1966b). Limbaugh demonstrates the way that conservative political 

pundits capitalize on traditionally talking points regardless of the content of the story they 

are speaking about. Any debate, regardless of merit, can be compartmentalized and 

projected to an audience as a deeply ideological story, where partisan lines have been 

drawn and ought not be crossed. Limbaugh’s use of polarization has the ability to 

continue to influence his audience over other major policy issues where there is deeply 

entrenched disagreement between the Republicans and the Democrats. Given this, it is 

useful for future scholarship to continue to examine closely the rhetorical tactics that 

Limbaugh uses in order create identification with his audience.  
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 In this thesis I utilize the example of Rush Limbaugh’s attacks against Sandra 

Fluke to demonstrate how the polyvocal leadership problem manifests itself in social 

movements. I focus on Limbaugh primarily due to the media attention his statements 

received in the wake of Fluke’s testimony, partly caused by his hyperbolic statements. 

The goal of my thesis is not to bash conservative social movements or to attempt to 

eliminate punditry as the solution to political polarization. On the contrary, many liberal 

social movements are responsible for the same type of polarizing rhetoric and the 

deployment of vilification rhetoric as a way to attempt to demonize their opposition. 

Particularly in the current political environment, politicians and pundits on both sides of 

the aisle hold responsibility for focusing more on the differences between the two parties 

rather than the places (topoi) where they can compromise.  

Likewise, polyvocality is not a problem within solely conservative social 

movements. Any social movement that lacks a centralized leadership falls prey to the 

perils of the polyvocal leadership problem. The case of Limbaugh and Fluke provides 

lessons that can translate into other discourses that demonstrate how individuals use 

identification in order to create “in-groups” and “out-groups.” These techniques affect the 

way that social movements and policies are perceived. Identification is solely based on 

the frames that a given rhetor uses. It is my hope that my thesis demonstrates the way that 

the polyvocal leadership problem complicates the saliency of messages within social 

movements.  
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