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Abstract:

This study analyzed the responses of four American
politicians accused of sexual misconduct in the
midst of the #MeToo movement—former Senator
Al Franken, former Alabama Chief Justice Roy
Moore, Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh,
and former Vice President Joe Biden. An analysis
of each of these politicians’ statements through
the lenses of Kenneth Burke’s dramatistic pentad
and generic criticism uncovered the rhetorical
strategies these men used in order to save face in
the wake of the allegations. Although these
statements exhibited various similarities, it is clear
that they do not constitute their own genre but
instead fit into the category of a political nonapology. Their responses suggest these men have
not adapted to the changing social climate
concerning these issues in the #MeToo era and
that they continue to rely on more traditional
rhetorical strategies to avoid blame in response to
allegations of sexual misconduct.
The paper upon which this poster was based was
written for the Senior Seminar course in
Communication Arts. The paper was competitively
selected for presentation at the 2020 Northwest
Communication Association Conference in Coeur
d’Alene, Idaho.

Research Questions:
RQ1: What rhetorical strategies were
common amongst statements issued by
politicians in the wake of #MeToo
accusations?
RQ2: How did politicians frame their
statements reacting to #MeToo accusations
in order to save face?
RQ3: Did the #MeToo movement
fundamentally change the way politicians
react to sexual misconduct scandals?

Method:

This study analyzed the apologies and nonapologies of four individuals who were
accused of sexual misconduct after the
#MeToo movement gained traction across
the United States. They were former Senator Al
Franken, Supreme Court Justice Brett
Kavanaugh, former Alabama Chief Justice
Roy Moore, and former Vice President Joe
Biden. The methods of generic criticism and
the dramatisitc pentad were utilized in this
study to address whether #MeToo political
apologies stand alone as their own genre or if
they fit in with the general political apology
genre.

Analysis and Conclusion:

When analyzing these communication artifacts from
the standpoint of generic criticism one finds some
clear similarities which occur in all four statements.
The first of which is that none of these men directly
apologized to their accusers. Other similarities tend to
run along party lines as the conservatives, Moore and
Kavanaugh, sought to devalue the #MeToo
movement with their statements. Moore and
Kavanaugh both politicized their accusations,
insinuating that a liberal conspiracy was being
waged against them. Franken and Biden, on the
other hand, legitimized the #MeToo movement while
trying to distance their conduct from it. Despite, these
various factors it seems as if there is not a defining
group of concrete factors that would make these
statements constitute their own genre. On the
contrary, it seems that all of these statements fall
nicely into the category of a political non-apology.
This study speaks to the way in which the world of
politics moves slower than the rest of society. It also
shows how political communication often has
underlying goals to meet, making the authenticity of
what is being said suspect. Political communication,
especially when in reaction to a scandal, is
calculated. It is formulated to save the face of the
politician, to legitimize them, and to validate that
they are still a good person. One can see this across
the board in all of the statements this study covered.
Society has progressed and changed for the better,
women are no longer willing to have their stories be
ignored or be complacent as the experiences of
others are devalued. Politicians are not properly
holding themselves and their colleagues
accountable, but rather reverting to party politics,
thereby failing the victims of sexual misconduct.

