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Abstract 

Ever since reporting on the 2020 U.S. national elections beginning in February of this year, three 

major events have led political elites to narrate what foreign interference means for the United 

States. These three events were the final three reports regarding 2016 election interference 

published by the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. When discussing election 

interference and the 2020 U.S. presidential election, Democrats tend to pose foreign interference 

as an attack on U.S. national sovereignty, thus disrupting the process of democracy. Republicans, 

in contrast, tend to frame this event as an attack on bipartisan efforts and internal legitimacy, 

structuring a decline in an effective two-party system. This study examines strategic narratives of 

political elites used in light of Russian interference from the three themes: the role of parties in 

defining interference, the problem and their mobilization of voters. The research exhibits the 

questioning of democracy legitimacy by both parties brought forth by the changing media 

ecology in context to their internal democracy agendas. This is elicited though the research 

question; how do politicians in the 2020 U.S. elections narrate Russian election interference and 

how does that impact their party’s view on democracy? By conducting contextual analysis, the 

researcher analyzed speeches given by 2020 U.S. political elites that mention Russian 

interference in the election process. Results support the null hypothesis: that narratives are not 

dependent on whether the party is in power or in opposition. By identifying the actors, their goals 

and roles, the researcher identifies a new script for democracy set by both parties that has been 

shaped by legitimacy and new media ecology. As new media ecology continues to structure a 

polarized U.S. the outcome of election reform policy is most likely to be formed from the early 

narrative of 2020 election interference. 

 

Keywords: New Media Ecology, Russian Interference, Strategic Narratives, bipartisanship, U.S. 

Democracy 
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INTRODUCTION 

Research Background 

In February of 2020, worry within the United States began to surmount once again 

towards the fear of Russian interference in another U.S. presidential election. The first major 

findings of Presidential election interference were in 2016, with Hillary Clinton and Donald 

Trump running for presidency. The Russian government interfered in the 2016 US presidential 

election with the goal of damaging the campaign of Hillary Clinton, advancing the candidacy of 

Donald Trump, and increasing political and social discord in the United States. This time, the 

election interference was targeted towards the promotion of both a Republican Party member and 

a Democratic Party member that was favorable to Russian interests. This is in contrast to the 

2016 interference that focused primarily on the preferment of electing Donald Trump, a 

Republican candidate.  

The method of disinformation campaigns comes with the nature of the New Media 

Ecology that technology advancement has birthed. Technology is the medium with which human 

connection and culture is able to grow from. Media ecology is wrapped within layers of 

interconnected systems which bring people to people and people to information. New media 

ecology is the age of digital interactive media. Allowing humans to interact with each other and 

inform each other upon political ideology has shifted how narratives are projected and received. 

Within the United States, the Democratic Coalition and the Republican Coalition responded to 

Russia’s strategic communicative measures, which is also the study population of this research. 

The population that is studied within this research looks strictly at elites who are the policy 

makers and who also carry greater say within their coalition. The rhetoric chosen by both parties’ 
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elites directs an idea towards preserving substantive democracy (democratic voting system) 

through the medium of strategic narratives.  

After the Cold War, George H. W. Bush (Sr.) established a post-Cold War consensus 

shaped by the traditional beliefs of U.S. liberal internationalism.1 George Bush Sr. focused on 

setting the U.S. on an assertive path to direct other nations towards a Democratic world. Within 

U.S. policy, this ideology took form as democracy promotion. A template was set in place 

following basic liberal principals of market economy, democracy, and human rights. Since 

Russia underwent a shift from communism to a federal republic after the fall of the Soviet 

Union, the U.S. focused heavily on influencing Russia and the near abroad as their governments 

were new and economically unstable.   

From Bush Sr. to Barack Obama, thirty years of U.S. presidency maintained a liberal 

democracy promotion approach when financing and supporting foreign nations. During Bill 

Clinton’s term (42nd U.S. president) in office, the U.S. preserved a large control over Russia, as 

Russia lacked a self-sustained economy. Therefore, Russian President Boris Yeltsin upheld a 

U.S. favored economy. What changed during George W. Bush Jr.’s term (43rd U.S. president) 

was high energy prices.2 Russia began to hold leverage due to their energy supplies. This 

allowed Russia to pay off high foreign debts while also providing the opportunity to build 

relations with the EU. These two developments created a greater sense of sovereignty for Russia, 

allowing for greater independence from the U.S. From this event, relations between U.S. and 

Russia began to deteriorate.  

 
1 Lloyd Gardner, "A Pact with the Devil: Washington's Bid for World Supremacy and the Betrayal of the American 
Promise by Tony Smith," 123, no. 4 (2008). https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1538-165X.2008.tb01814.x. 
2 Margot Light, "Russian-American Relations under George W. Bush and Vladimir Putin," Irish Studies in 
International Affairs 19 (2008). 
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Barack Obama came into office as the 44th U.S. president. His foreign policy tried to 

reset relations with Russia with a similar liberal Democratic approach as previous presidents. 

The administration used a two-track approach to engage the Russian government. The main track 

sought to capitalize on issues of mutual interest by engaging and cooperating with the Russian 

government. The second track was then focused on democracy and human rights. The U.S. 

during this time understood economic support no longer weighed so heavily as it had previously. 

Obama approached relations as a mutual economic opportunity. This approach still maintained a 

liberal Democratic model, though Obama brought a greater focus on building towards 

humanitarian rights in contrast to U.S. presidents before him. 

Clashing concerns arose as Russian conflict with Ukraine began to surmount in 2014 

when Ukraine sought to become a member of NATO. Since 2014, relations with Russia had 

become more complicated for the U.S. From conflict in the middle east to democracy in the near-

abroad, U.S. had tried to implement means of cooperation though, Moscow has been reluctant. 

Obama left office on shaky grounds with Russia after implementing sanctions on Russia for 

election interference. Donald Trump, the incumbent president was then left to oversee relations. 

The narrative to guide U.S. in its strategy of maintaining supreme power over other 

nations was upheld for three decades. The U.S. directed a hegemonic liberal ideology to preserve 

U.S. superpower and this position was not questioned until the 2008 recession. After the 2008 

recession, nations started to question the U.S’s legitimacy, however the U.S. did not change its 

narrative. That was until, Donald Trump the 45th president of the United States.  

Donald Trump has not adopted a foreign policy focused on democracy promotion. A 

narrative is not typically noticed until it has been disrupted. Trump has disrupted the usual liberal 

Democratic model without creating a replacement. This break in the narrative during a time of an 
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acceleratingly altering world questions what new narrative will be adapted to fit the new media 

ecology. The U.S. two-party system must carefully choose new strategic narratives to shape the 

intended image of the U.S. while establishing where it stands among other nations. 

 
 

Motivation 

 By identifying the narration formation of external threats to the U.S. democratic voting 

system, the research begins to identify the script prescribed by the Democratic and Republican 

Coalition and how that script transforms through new events. This recognition can begin to 

illustrate the strategic narratives that party’s take depending on their power positions within a 

presidential term. The researcher aims to show the correlation between external threats to 

national security, specifically Russian interference and the shaping of internal projections of 

liberal Democratic discourse. 

 

Research Purpose 

 This study examines politicians’ narratives used defining the event, problem, and 

mobilization tactics regarding Russian interference. The research purpose recognized how the 

event of external interference, disrupting U.S’s process of democracy, was then narrated to 

represent the party values and democracy ideology for Democratic and Republican elites. The 

researcher recognizes a changing script of internal democracy due to the use of new 

communication power and a divided U.S. which presents a longer-term concern of how the 

democratic process in the U.S. will be portrayed by American elites. 
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Research Question 

 How do political elites during the 2020 U.S. elections narrate Russian election 

interference and how does that impact their party’s view on democracy? 

 

Contribution 

 The findings of this research show the correlation between external threats to national 

security, specifically Russian interference and the shaping of internal projections of liberal 

Democratic discourse. The research illustrates that an issue of substantive democracy being 

threatened is not only a matter of power-politics but the script defined by individual political 

parties. Through identifying the script used in 2020, future scholars may be able to build upon 

this script during the 2024 U.S. elections or then after.  

 

Limits 

 Constraints for this research include a limitation on tracking the creation of strategic 

narratives from sources. As the research methodology uses content analysis to collect speeches 

given by political elites discussing election interference, sources of data may not be available to 

draw a clear connection as to where this narrative was born. The data collected seeks to 

understand the formation of the narrative, but may struggle to identify the origin of the narrative 

due to a limitation of sources.  

 

Delimits 

 The delimits of this research focuses on 2020 U.S. election interference by Russia and 

does not include other nations interference such as China or Iran. In the 2020 election, along with 
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evidence of Russian interference, there has also been cases of China and Iran attempting to 

disrupt the U.S. presidential election. The researcher focuses on the interference caused by 

Russia due to the strong correlation of democracy promotion between the U.S. and Russia 

relations. 

 The research references the 2016 U.S. presidential election interference, though the data 

strictly pertains to narratives during the 2020 U.S. elections. Keeping data focused on the most 

recent election allows for better accuracy of narrative formation set by both parties during the 

time the research was conducted. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Role of Strategic Narratives 

Since the end of War World II and the beginning of the Cold War, the United States has 

used democracy promotion policies as a tool to shape the external world. At the birth of the 

Truman Doctrine in 1947, the U.S. grew with the philosophy that aiding and assisting nations of 

Democratic integrity was America’s job. Typically aid and assistance was bestowed when it 

showed to be in the best interest of the U.S. Thus, democracy promotion became a narrative 

which shaped policy within the U.S. for the past 73 years.  

To better understand what a narrative is; Kenneth Burke outlined that narratives require 

an actor, an action, a goal or intention, a scene, and an instrument.3  These narratives are 

contained to a timeline of an event with a beginning, middle and end. Christine Cavanaugh-

Simmons described a narrative to be “a written and spoken story of an imagined future captured 

in a ‘before’, ‘now’, and ‘to be’ sequence”.4 Having a timeline maintains a sense of structure to a 

narrative. A structure also entails actors, events, plots, time, settings, and space. Although 

different actors narrate a theme, the contribution creates a shared construction and connection. 

Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle argue that strategic narratives’ relevance is its ability to 

structure the international system and the expected actor behavior.5 

Narration and understanding actors are closely intertwined with identity. This is what 

makes narration heavily tied to constructivism within international relations theory. What is 

missing within realist and idealist theory is the ability to answer the questions focused on 

 
3 Jeffrey W. Murray, "Kenneth Burke: A Dialogue of Motives," Philosophy & Rhetoric 35, no. 1 (2002). 
4 Chris Cancialosi, "The Strategic Narrative: A Better Way to Communicate Change," Forbes 2015. 
5 Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the 
New World Order (United States: Routledge, 2013). 
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identity. The nature of realist and idealist theory heavily focus on power whereas constructivism 

argues that state identity affects foreign policy and international relations.6  

Strategic narratives within international relations follow a storyline with a sense of time. 

These storylines incorporate actors that may be states or international organizations and can 

adapt a more long-term narrative about themselves, about issues, and about the international 

system. Short term narratives tend to be applied during crises and summits. Long-term and short-

term narratives have been named narratives, storylines, or stories of episodes. Storylines tend to 

organize an event into a meaningful narrative, allowing the receiver to follow a more coherent 

story that brings understanding of policy change or other goals to be set in place. ÓTuathail has 

stated that storylines also follow scripts according to normal roles and situations. The scripts 

used proved “building blocks of storylines for [political elites] to follow”.7 Price reinforces the 

term scripts when discussing what makes them strategic. Stating that they create a consensus 

about how actors should function in that specific type of situation.8 Thus, when one event has 

developed a script, future similar events are already given meaning.9 By identifying a template 

within a narrative, an expectation or understanding of how the newest event unfolds will be 

evident by following the prescribed script that was created from similar past events. These 

templates that have been created under previous scripts and timelines of stories are what set 

strategic narratives apart from discourse analysis and framing analysis.  

Discourses tend to be the basics of communication, fitting a more status quo lineage from 

actor to actor. In contrast, strategic narratives tend to transform more casually and are not 

 
6 Ibid. quoted in Mary Fainsod Katzenstein, The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics 
(Columbia University Press, 1996). Ted Hopf, Social Construction of International Politics: Identities & Foreign 
Policies, Moscow, 1955 and 1999 (Cornell University Press, 2002). 
7 Gearóid ÓTuathail, "Theorizing Practical Geopolitical Reasoning: The Case of the United States’ Response to the 
War in Bosnia," Political Geography 21, no. 5 (2002). https://doi.org/10.1016/S0962-6298(02)00009-4. 
8 Monroe Price, "Al-Obedi’s Tripoli Surprise and the Packaging of Libya’s Future," Huffington Post 2011. 
9 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle. 



 9 

restricted to a structured effect. Framing takes a narrower approach to the issues or events by 

only highlighting pieces and then drawing connections between them to create interpretation, 

evaluation, and/or a solution.10 In order to understand why and how framing works, we must 

understand narratives.  

Narratives cannot be made without an event bounded to it, which requires strategic 

narratives to take form and be maintained as an event takes place. The communication process 

happens within three stages; formation, projection, and reception. The first stage within this 

process is formation; how and what conditions political actors construct narratives. The next 

stage is projection of narratives; understanding under what conditions narratives are spread and 

how they spread. This stage looks at dissemination networks and new media ecologies and how 

they promote and spread these narratives. The final stage is reception; focuses on the audience 

receiving the narrative and seeks to explain how and under what conditions the narratives are 

received and understood.  

Some issues or events may appear to lack a strategic narrative. Just because a narrative 

isn’t recognized, doesn’t mean there wasn’t one constructed. This just means a narrative was not 

picked up by the audience, thus it lacked recognition. When a narrative fails to be received, it 

reflects a lack of skill rather than a lack of strategy. As Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle 

have best stated; “for events to become understood through a narrative depends on audience 

interpretation”.11 Along with the need for recipients to receive the narration, actors must form the 

message. Though, no single actor can be the sole author of a narrative. Actors must provide 

 
10 Robert M. Entman, "Projections of Power: Framing News, Public Opinion, and Us Foreign Policy," University of 
Chicago Press  (2009). 
11 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle. 
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meaning to the political past, present and future and then the audience must interpret what is in 

front of them. 

 

Formation of Narratives 

 Understanding the first step within the creation of a narrative helps to better understand 

the origins of a constructed way of thinking. The development of a narrative often becomes 

woven into the fabric of a party which then carries into government actions relating to 

correlating policy. Among policy agendas, the goals set by actors to develop a narrative can also 

be a means of legitimatization, attention dissuasion, to harness submission, increase popularity, 

or mobilize viewers. Skonieczny, states the significance of narratives within the broader national 

identity as follows;  

Policymakers often connect current policy issues to overarching narratives of national 

identity and it is important to understand how particular policy stories connect to broader 

national identity narratives to help us understand how identities are constructed, changed, 

and contrasted with others.12  

In order for actors of narratives to have success in forming their narratives, identities 

must be able to be constructed. Thus, actors take a large roll within their formation of a narrative 

to ensure that there is an audience that will be willing to accept this narrative as they have 

already shaped a “fixed” identity or have an identity that is “static” and able to be persuaded 

towards a specific narrative.13  

 
12 Amy Skonieczny, Narrative Analysis and U.S. Trade Politics (London: SAGE Publications, Ltd, 2019), 
https://methods.sagepub.com/case/narrative-analysis-and-us-trade-politics, https://doi.org/10.4135/9781526473110. 
13 Forging the World: Strategic Narratives and International Relations, ed. Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin, 
and Laura Roselle (University of Michigan Press, 2017). Skonieczny, Short. 
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Forming the narrative allows for the political actors to “set the terms of debate, affect the 

process of thinking about and deciding on a policy, and guide how policies play out”.14 This 

allows the actors to have a great deal of control within an event, using shaped narratives to send 

subliminal messages to their receivers, similar to soft power. The communication used by actors 

tends to vary, though understanding the type of communication used by actors can help to 

reinforce the formation and motives behind a strategic narrative.15 

 

Democracy Promotion 

Since the end of War World II and the beginning of the Cold War, the United States has 

used democracy promotion policies as a tool to shape the external world. At the birth of the 

Truman Doctrine in 1947, the U.S. grew into the philosophy that aiding and assisting nations of 

Democratic integrity was America’s job. Typically aid and assistance was bestowed when it 

showed to be in the best interest of the U.S. Thus, democracy promotion became a narrative 

which shaped policy within the U.S. for the past 73 years.  

Narratives tend to be subjected to either a short-term or long-term story. Governments 

when converging within summit meetings tend to focus on “short term issues of economic or 

security … [Whereas] democracy issues [are] seen as long-term goals”.16 This can confer that 

usually government systems place promoting democracy as a long-term action that takes on a 

longer timeline to reach a desired outcome.  

A template of democracy promotion from the end of the Cold War to the start of 

President Trump’s administration consisted of liberal hegemony. Scholar Stephen Walt describes 

 
14 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle. 
15 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle. 
16 Matthew Spence, "Policy Coherence and Incoherence: The Domestic Politics of American Democracy Promotion 
" CDDRL Working Papers  (2005). 
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liberal hegemony strategy to consist of “expand[ing] and deepen[ing] a liberal world order under 

the benevolent leadership of the United States. . . . In practice, the pursuit of liberal hegemony 

involved (1) preserving U.S. primacy, especially in the military sphere; (2) expanding the U.S. 

sphere of influence; and (3) promoting liberal norms of democracy and human rights”.17 Liberal 

hegemony focuses on democracy, free markets, and human rights as its basic fundamentals. A 

template tends to be best recognized when suddenly it is not followed any more. When Trump 

took office, the traditional outlook on American led democratization was questioned and 

somewhat abandoned.  

Post-Cold War Liberal Hegemony 

With the end of the Cold War, democracy promotion became a greater force as a means 

to build a Democratic world. The U.S. exercised a further power reach by developing foreign 

policy that would align other nations to similar Democratic ideals. The researcher looks at 

democracy promotion at the end of the Cold War starting with President George Bush Sr. to 

President Donald Trump.  

 For thirty years after the Cold War, the U.S. served as a representative of liberal ideals. 

Liberal ideals are centered around democracy, free markets, and human rights; and promoted by 

a nation in efforts to shape the world order. Mearsheimer’s definition of liberal hegemony is; “an 

ambition strategy in which a state aims to turn as many countries as possible into liberal 

democracies like itself while also promoting an open international economy and building 

international institutions”.18    

 
17 Eugene Rumer and Richard Sokolsky, "U.S. Grand Strategy, Russia, and the Structure of Global Power," in Thirty 
Years of U.S. Policy Toward Russia: (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2019). 
18 John J. Mearsheimer, Great Delusion Liberal Dreams and International Realities (Yale University Press, 2018). 
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When the Cold War ended, George H. W. Bush (Sr.) cultivated the narrative that 

democracy promotion was the job of the U.S. In 1991 while the Cold War was winding down 

and the U.S. was proclaiming victory, Bush Sr. gave a State of the Union speech narrating to the 

people of the U.S. that; “[We] are Americans; we have a unique responsibility to do the hard 

work of freedom and when we do, freedom works."19 Stewart C. Eales wrote on behalf of Bush’s 

democracy promotion, viewing Bush Sr. to desire pushing American hegemony while also 

bringing in other nations to grow alongside the U.S. “Bush’s foreign policy reflected a desire for 

partners, an understanding of the need to maintain a sense of perspective as the world’s only 

superpower”.20 Shortly after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Bush stated that “the United States 

was ‘at the height of power’ with ‘the rarest opportunity to shape the world … for the benefit of 

not just the United States but all nations,’”.21  

Bill Clinton was expected to follow in Bush Sr.’s footsteps of setting a foreign policy 

focused on promoting democracy in efforts to preserve American hegemony. Clinton developed 

a policy focused on “democracy enlargement” that was centered around Russia. Market economy 

and democracy were the basis of his policy, key elements in a liberal hegemonic policy. During 

Clinton’s term, the Clinton administration pushed to expand NATO. Academics have written on 

this decision as the U.S. was acting on sentiment that Russia was incapable of having a secure 

and safe relationship with Europe.22 This idea has been disputed by other scholars. Though, the 

idea does bring light to the narrative the Clinton administration reflected within their foreign 

 
19 "1991 State of the Union Address,"  (United States: C-SPAN, 1991). 
20 Stewart C. Eales, "Democracy Promotion in the Post-Cold War Era," in The Army War College Review (Strategic 
Studies Institute, US Army War College, 2016). 
21 Eugene Rumer and Richard Sokolsky, "Thirty Years of U.S. Policy toward Russia," Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace  (2019). 
22 Michael Fitzsimmions, "“Liberal Hegemony” Is a Straw Man," The American Interest 2019. And Dan Reiter, 
"Why Nato Enlargement Does Not Spread Democracy," International Security 25, no. 4 (2001). And Eugene Rumer 
and Richard Sokolsky, "Post–Cold War U.S.-Russian Relations—What Went Wrong?," in Thirty Years of U.S. 
Policy Toward Russia: (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2019). 
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policy. By enlarging NATO, the U.S. showed wavering faith in Russia’s ability to Democratize 

its nation and the near-abroad nations surrounding Russia. In 2000 the U.S. House of 

Representatives believed that Russia was more corrupt, less Democratic and poorer than the 

beginning of Clinton’s term.23 Fear surmounted that Russia’s foreign policy had reverted to the 

Cold War and that U.S.-Russia relations were ruined.24 Thus the U.S. narrative of the early 2000s 

in regards to Russia was of a nation with little Democratic growth and festering corruption.  

George W. Bush (Jr.) preferred to use the word ‘freedom agenda’ in place of democracy 

promotion. Bush’s foreign policy was motivated by the determination to be the strongest military 

power in the world.25  Following a liberal hegemonic attitude, Bush believed members of the 

U.S.-led global order would create Democratic allies. Bush followed a liberal theory of peace, 

believing that Democratic allies would not go to war with each other or conduct aggressive 

foreign policies.26 Although this ideology has been inconsistent and inaccurate, at the time, Bush 

Jr. built his promotion policy around this mindset.  

For thirty years following the Cold War, presidents maintained a foreign policy strategy 

that “the U.S. could not maintain its own security, prosperity, and way of life unless America 

shaped a global environment conducive to its liberal norms, values, and institutions”.27 Bush Jr., 

like other presidents followed this ideology, but with a more centralized focus as his policy 

shifted due to the events of 9/11 and rising tension in the Middle East. Bush Jr. started to have 

less tolerance for regime governments, reacting with the campaign “War on Terror” and put 

 
23 Hans-Joachim Spanger, "Transformational Diplomacy: Democracy Promotion in Practice," in Between Ground 
Zero and Square One (Peace Research Institute Frankfurt, 2008). 
24 "Transformational Diplomacy: Democracy Promotion in Practice." 
25 Annika E. Poppe, "Democracy Promotion from Clinton to Bush," in Whither to, Obama? (Peace Research 
Institute Frankfurt, 2010). 
26 Routledge, Us Foreign Policy and Democracy Promotion (United States: Routledge, 2013). 
27 Rumer and Sokolsky; "U.S. Grand Strategy, Russia, and the Structure of Global Power." 
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pressure on partner countries to work towards a higher standard of democracy.28 Scholar Stephen 

Walt describes “liberal hegemony” strategy as a measure to “expand and deepen a liberal world 

order under the benevolent leadership of the United States. . . . In practice, the pursuit of liberal 

hegemony involved (1) preserving U.S. primacy, especially in the military sphere”.29 Bush Jr. 

followed one of the most basic essence of liberal hegemony, maintaining U.S. global order 

through means of military force.  

President Barack Obama shied away from the idea of democracy promotion as a forced 

notion. Rather, Obama was more interested in emphasizing on universal rights and principals.30 

Following a substantive democracy approach, this administration was not only interested in 

freedom and elections, but enlarging democracy by implementing rule of law, justice, dignity 

and similar values. This policy ideology falls under the second and third practice of liberal 

hegemony that scholar Walt describes continuing from the quote above; “(2) expanding the U.S. 

sphere of influence; and (3) promoting liberal norms of democracy and human rights”.31  

Since the end of the Cold War, Walt outlined the typical template of democracy 

promotion with use of liberal hegemony set forth by presidents as seen above in the three 

commonly found characteristics. Since the end of World War II, America has served the world 

as an example of freedom and democracy. Though there was a sense of democracy promotion set 

after the Cold War, many scholars viewed the post-Cold War presidents to follow a somewhat 

disorganized policy. Matthew Spence, when describing policymaker’s ideology toward 

democracy promotion in 1990’s, wrote that a democracy promotion lacked a set strategy. Instead 

U.S. policymakers acted more so inclined to believe that if communism lost control of the Soviet 

 
28 Eales, "Democracy Promotion in the Post-Cold War Era." 
29 Rumer and Sokolsky, "U.S. Grand Strategy, Russia, and the Structure of Global Power." 
30 Routledge. 
31 Rumer and Sokolsky, "U.S. Grand Strategy, Russia, and the Structure of Global Power." 
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Union, it was a win for democracy and eventually democracy would set in.32 Spence also 

doubted democracy promotion as it has detailed a ‘checklist’ of democracy, free markets, and 

security, with the notion that these three elements were mutually reinforcing, though there has 

been little evidence that these elements work together.33 

Rumer and Sokolsky on writing of the U.S. grand strategy after three decades of 

democracy promotion state; “U.S. is a far more challenging proposition in today’s more 

complicated, competitive, and contested world than it was thirty years ago”.34 Which is to say 

that democracy promotion under the umbrella of U.S. liberal hegemony does not work as 

effectively as it once had due to the changing world order underway and the rise of markets that 

are state ran. Additionally, scholar Milja Kurki claimed in 2010 that there had been a decline in 

interest of democracy promotion as countries had begun to view democracy promotion with 

incredulity and had started to move away from enabling promotional agencies.35 When President 

Trump took office in 2016, he neglected to present one conclusive doctrine towards democracy 

promotion. Trump has questioned the thinking of post-Cold War democracy promotion, 

advocating that the U.S. was not a capable messenger as its own democracy has thwarted.36 This 

suggests the current administration regards little relevance in defining a post-Cold War 

promotion tactic within this presidential term. Trump openly stated his lack of interest in 

democracy promotion with attempts to cut democracy promotion efforts and budget.37 Although 

Trump disagrees with funding democracy promotion, when attempting to defund democracy 

 
32 Spence. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Rumer and Sokolsky, "U.S. Grand Strategy, Russia, and the Structure of Global Power." 
35 Milja Kurki, "Democracy and Conceptual Contestability: Reconsidering Conceptions of Democracy in 
Democracy Promotion," International Studies Review 12, no. 3 (2010). 
36 "Transcript: Donald Trump on Nato, Turkey’s Coup Attempt and the World," The New York Times July 21, 2016. 
37 Andrew Miller and Todd Ruffner, "President Trump’s Second Foreign Affairs Budget," (United States: POMED, 
Jume 2018). 
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promotion, Congress opposed cuts. Combated action from congress depicts the contrast between 

the Trump administration and members of congress’ foreign policy ideology. 

Each president after the Cold War curated a democracy promotion strategy with liberal 

hegemony at the core of their foreign policy until Donald Trump’s presidency.38 Donald Trump, 

after 30 years, broke from this tradition as he possessed a lack of interest in democracy 

promotion. Trump has repeatedly and unconventionally questioned democracy’s universal 

appeal.39 Despite the U.S. grand strategy having its inconsistencies, the U.S. now is looking at a 

gap within foreign policy. The template that was once prescribed to democracy promotion has 

now been adjusted. As of now, a new ideology has yet to be defined to describe how U.S. wishes 

to present its self within the world order. 

 
New Media Ecology and Russian Interference 

In today’s collective narrative, the construction of media contributes greatly to a uniform 

identify. This technique to make identify uniform is also what can easily become uncontrollable 

by government forces. Media creates a web of interrelationships that surround a narrative. Due to 

the development of technology and new powerful actors, the way of projecting narratives has 

altered and transformed.40  

With the increase of online users, politicians have been presented with a new platform to 

manage the expectation and responses to their speeches.  By creating individual accounts for 

audiences to follow, these actors have greater control over moderating and projecting the 

narratives they want to publish.  

 
38 Fitzsimmions. 
39 Annika E. Poppe and Leibniz-Institut Hessische Stiftung Friedens-Und Konfliktforschung Peace Research 
Institute Frankfurt, "Democracy Promotion under the Current Us Administration," in DEMOCRACY PROMOTION 
IN TIMES OF UNCERTAINTY (Peace Research Institute Frankfurt, 2018). 
40 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle. 
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In 2015, election interference in the 2016 presidential election sparked a conversation 

around foreign meddling and the use of media. Methods such as infrastructure exploitation, 

strategic publication, false-front engagement, sentiment amplification, and fabricated content 

helped to boost favor of Republican candidate, Donald Trump, over Democratic opponent, 

Hillary Clinton. The election interference methods done by Russia exploited the new media 

ecology that comes with the infrastructure growth of communication spaces.  

Media technologies have been built around information infrastructure due to the need to 

govern and administrate a state while also creating a sense of community, nationhood, and 

identity41. It is understood that Russia’s government has begun to invest in influencing opinions 

and exploiting networks through the harnessing of new media ecology. Livingston and Nassetta 

reported on Russia’s use of hybrid media to create an perception that frames “frames American 

domestic issues in ways that undermine social cohesion and, in the process, America’s own sense 

of itself and how it is seen in the international system.”42 Russia’s basic workflow of propaganda 

revolves under developing, disseminating, and amplifying ambiguity43.  Previously, debates on 

America’s own domestic social issues were dominated by national news media. With the 

development of technology, perspectives and voices are broadening the conversation. New 

media ecology has weakened the control U.S. has on developing and projecting narratives on 

matters of domestic issues and social issues. 

 
41 Ibid. quoted in Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London, 1991). Jürgen Habermas, "The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society," Cambridge, MA: MIT Press  
(1989). 
42 Steven  Livingston and Jack  Nassetta, "Framing and Strategic Narratives: Synthesis and Analytical Framework," 
SAIS Review of International Affairs VL - 38, no. IS - 2 (2018). 
43 Oz Sultan, "Tackling Disinformation, Online Terrorism, and Cyber Risks into the 2020s," Army Cyber Institutes 
Vol. 4, No. 1 (Spring 2019). 
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Through the use of platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, a hybrid media ecosystem 

has led for socialization to be intertwined with political communication.44 This system allows for 

an original media to be mass distributed. Accessible sharing of media through webs of 

connections has sprung the new sensation of “viral” content. Instead of what was once a more 

linear narrative of news, can now be described as a more divergent path for information. 

Disinformation has become a fixture within this apparatus. Disinformation can also be known by 

its other given name “fake news”. Disinformation seeks to heighten preexisting tensions 

surrounding a topic.45 Not necessarily does disinformation seek to fabricate false information, as 

it attempts to take what is present and intensify it.  

Social media has morphed due to the incentive to create viral messages, also known as 

the “attention economy”.46 Each webpage clicked, article emailed, and likes generated is 

carefully tracked on news and media cites as it boosts ad revenue for the company behind the 

website. By sensationalizing news and posts, humans, driven by their pathos, are more likely to 

engage with that particular post more than one that lacks emotional appeal. Marwick and Lewis 

state that the venerability media has allowed itself to fall into has presented the trap of 

misinformation, growing distrust in the media, and further radicalization.47  

With the growth of the attention economy, the Trump era has stepped into the picture of 

new media ecology and shifted political communication. President Trump is not the cause of a 

changed political communication atmosphere, rather new media ecology’s characteristics are the 

cause and the changed way political communication has taken shaped is the effect. President 

 
44 Livingston and Nassetta. 
45 Livingston and Nassetta.  
46 Alice Marwick and Rebecca Lewis, “Media Manipulation and Disinformation Online,” Data & Society Research 
Institute. 
47 Ibid.  
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Trump became popular through his social media and the timing was not a coincidence. He fit 

into a period when democracy’s legitimacy in the United States had been evermore questioned 

and the U.S. Democratic institutions were in decline.48 The techno-political landscape of the 21st 

century has been the driving force for an effect like Donald Trump’s political communication 

and Russia’s election meddling campaign. 

 

Public Opinion and Foreign Election Intervention 

Michael Tomz and Jessica L. P. Weeks ran an experiment that surveyed a population of 

American people and measured the reaction of foreign election intervention. In their research, 

they surveyed almost 3,000 U.S. adults. They investigated when the public would condemn or 

condone foreign electoral intervention. Their hypothesis was that reactions would depend on 

how the foreign country intervened and which side it helped. Their findings supported this 

hypothesis stating; “Americans react much more negatively to foreign intervention on behalf of 

the opposition, than to otherwise equivalent intervention in support of their own party”.49 

Respondents were also measured on the degree of interference by a foreign nation. Respondents 

tended to accept endorsement of a candidate more readily than if a foreign nation endorsed a 

candidate and then threatened downgraded relations if said candidate was not elected. Highest 

disapproval of interference was towards foreign operations that actively influenced voting 

outcomes. This study is helpful in understanding the reaction of U.S. citizens towards election 

interference by foreign actors. U.S. citizens are likely to look down on foreign interference that 

actively bolster influence towards favored candidate, but are more accepting when this 

 
48 "The Threat," Protect Democracy, 2019, accessed August 24, 2020, https://protectdemocracy.org/the-threat/. 
49 Michael Tomz and Jessica L. P. Weeks, "Public Opinion and Foreign Electoral Intervention," American Political 
Science Review 114, no. 3 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055420000064. 
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interference provides short-term gain towards their supported party. Within this research, 

Corstange and Marinov are quoted from their argument that  

“voters in ‘fragile and unconsolidated’ democracies may tolerate interventions that help 

their side. When the future of democracy is in doubt, it could be rational to prioritize 

short-term political gains over the potential negative effects of foreign meddling”.50  

 

Strategic Narratives and Substantive Democracy 

Substantive democracy has begun to rise within democracy ideology. The researcher 

conceptualizes substantive democracy as a form of democracy that can always undergo further 

Democratization. Rather than a democracy that seeks a minimum threshold of Democratic rights 

and ideals, substantive democracy looks to continuously grow upon it’s Democratic ideals. 

Elements of substantive democracy are; building a government system that invites participation 

and inclusion for its citizens, holding the government, institutions, and government members 

accountable and anti-corrupt.  

Within a post-Cold War setting, policies through a liberal Democratic model were 

encouraged.51 Liberal equates to classical in this instance. Box and other scholars noted that the 

liberal model coexists with capitalism, with a more centered focus on protecting individual 

liberates. In contrast, substantive focuses on individual development.52 In a pure, classical, 

Republican society, substantive democracy may have serious consequences for individual 

 
50 Michael Tomz and Jessica L. P. Weeks, "Public Opinion and Foreign Electoral Intervention,". Quoted in 
Corstange and Marinov (2012, 659) 
51 Kurki, Milja. "Democracy and Conceptual Contestability: Reconsidering Conceptions of Democracy in 
Democracy Promotion." International Studies Review 12, no. 3 (2010): 362-86.  
52 Richard Box et al., "New Public Management and Substantive Democracy," Public Administration Review 61 
(09/01 2001). https://doi.org/10.1111/0033-3352.00131. 
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liberty.53 In recent trends, the physical environment of the U.S. has a weighted focus on material 

success of a wealthy society while dismissing the growing concerns of poverty, inequality, and 

other human rights issues that persist under the U.S. democracy and capitalist model. Capitalist 

in this research means a society centered around the idea of individual economic actors free to 

accumulate wealth independently from social control or from the collective public.  

For a decade, the United States has faced a decline in democracy as described in Freedom 

House’s 2020 report on freedom.54 It could be theorized that the income inequality distribution 

that plagues modern economy, following the elephant graph model is a key player in changing 

democracy. The elephant graph shows that there are two winners and two losers within the 

traditional market economy. The winners are the middle class and the bourgeois, elite upper 

class. The losers are the extremely poor and the upper middle class whom remain economically 

stagnate. Raza, in his paper; Globalisation, Inequality, and the future of Democracy, focuses on 

the implications of a decline in the middle class in relation to democracy. Rather than inequality 

igniting protests and activism, empirical studies have found a decline in social justice happens 

when levels of inequality rise.55 Though, liberal democracy is not likely to be traded in for an 

authoritarian state while a capitalist economy exists due to the likely probability that it would 

remove capital from political power itself. Raza states; “For better or worse, liberal democracy is 

the only political form, through which the bourgeoisie can simultaneously exert both political 

and economic power”.56 Since capitalism and democracy are highly interrelated to each other, 

 
53 Ibid. 
54 "Freedom in the World 2020," Freedom House, 2020, accessed August 26, 2020, 
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2020/leaderless-struggle-democracy. 
55 Werner Raza, "Globalisation, Inequality and the Future of Democracy," EuroMemo Group  (2018). 
56 Ibid. 
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Raza argues that predicting authoritanism as the next government system is impossible to 

accurately proclaim.  

Economy has led to changes in democracy, one of these factors is globalization. 

Globalization has played a large role in the change of democracy ideology. Due to the basic 

fundaments of globalization; globalization produces winners and losers, those that lose tend to be 

lower- and middle-class workers. At the most basic root of this issue is that global income 

inequality promotes nationalistic agendas. Raza describes two interpretations that develop from 

this concept; (1) “right-wing nationalist” lean towards the idea that gains for workers in 

emerging worlds come at the expense of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) working class and (2) “left-progressive” argue that the global elites have 

enriched themselves at the expense of the working class in OECD countries as well as of the 

global poor.57  

Additional elements to democracy change are climate, migration, and tribalism that have 

influenced the decline in free nations. Ian Bassin, the executive director of Protect Democracy 

claims that these elements are just a layer to democracy change, but what has accelerated change 

in democracy is the rise of social media and the events such as Russian election interference.58 

Seva Gunitsky writes that disinformation, also known as new media ecology, appears to be a 

greater issue for democracies rather than other regimes due to the need for democracies to share 

a degree of consensus and extend shared knowledge.59  

 

 
57 Ibid. 
58 Evan Osnos, "Why Democracy Is on the Decline in the United States," The New Yorker 2020. 
59 Seva Gunitsky, "Democracies Can’t Blame Putin for Their Disinformation Problem," Foriegn Policy, April 21, 
2020 2020. 
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Summary 

 Strategic Narratives is the lens used within this research due to the storyline characteristic 

of this medium. Strategic Narratives commonly follow a timeline of a beginning, middle, and 

end. Strategic Narratives also tend to respect a template which discourse analysis and framing 

neglect to incorporate. The template prescribed within this research is U.S. democracy promotion 

and substantive democracy ideology. The timeline of democracy promotion begins at the start of 

the post-Cold War and ending subsequently around Trump’s administration.  

 As New Media Ecology progresses, political communication is further transported into a 

hybrid media system. This system allows for election interference to become a norm if public 

policy is not aggressively taken to address the problem. This research seeks to understand the 

constructed message following the changing template of democracy and democracy promotion, 

which is why the researcher looks at the formation of narratives. The formation is what describes 

how and under what conditions political elites construct their election interference narrative. The 

political elites are the actors within the story of U.S. election interference that give meaning to 

the event for the U.S. public audience. Understanding the partisan narratives demonstrates how 

each party explains the process of democracy in the community they represent. 

After 30 years, the traditional script of democracy promotion following a liberal 

hegemonic model has been cast aside. Today, due to the cause of new media ecology, external 

influence has expedited a failing liberal democracy internally. As the U.S. seeks to maintain a 

liberal democracy, understanding the United States’ speech discourse towards Russian’s 

disinformation campaigns tells a story of democracy reform separated into bipartisan lines. It is 

important to separate narratives into categories of the predominate U.S. party positions, 

Republican and Democrat, as each party approaches democracy in different capacities. 
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Connecting these narratives of election interference tells a broader story of U.S. national identity 

under a shifting techno-political landscape. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The methodology of this paper conceptualizes strategic narratives and substantive 

democracy to answer the research question: How do political elites during the 2020 U.S. 

elections develop narratives regarding Russian election interference and how does that impact 

their party’s view on democracy? By conducting a qualitative content analysis, keywords that 

relate to narratives developed for political parties are utilized to understand party democracy 

positions. Data is collected through internet sources and a checklist is used as a tool to ensure 

reliability and validity. This analysis allows for a deeper understanding of how political elites 

shape and drive narratives within the context of substantive democracy. 

 

Research Design 

Researchers tend to conduct content analysis in order to understand the underlying 

themes that are used to describe an event. Analysis of text can identify the particular perspective 

or point of view from which election interference is represented.60  

The researcher uses qualitative content analysis as the design for this research. The 

purpose of qualitative content analysis in this study is to yield more insightful underlying reasons 

and patterns of narratives developed around substantive democracy within the event of foreign 

interference in elections. By following a one-shot case study of the treatment which is 2020 

election interference and then observing the speeches of political elites as a result of this event, 

the researcher is able to draw upon applicable data to analyze.  

The researcher conceptualizes substantive democracy as a form of democracy that can 

always undergo further democratization. Rather than a democracy that seeks a minimum 

 
60 Norman Fairclough, Analysing Discourse (USA and Canada: Routledge, 2003). 
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threshold of democratic rights and ideals, substantive democracy looks to continuously grow 

upon it’s democratic ideals. Elements of substantive democracy are building a government 

system that invites participation and inclusion for its citizens. Accountability within the 

government, government branches, and institutions are another component. Ensuring anti-

corruption is an aspect of holding a government accountable. Procedural democracy is 

understood as democracy that seeks the minimal standards of democracy, the opposite of 

substantive democracy. Thus, the electoral process is a basic issue agenda that procedural 

democracy continuously retains. Measuring substantive and procedural democracy within 

political elite’s speeches will come from the representation of processes and associated 

participants and circumstances. The process by which these narratives on democracy are 

represented are through material processes. A material process can be transitive, stating the 

Actor + Process + Affected (ex. Russia (actor) interfered in U.S. elections (process) which 

disrupted the process of democracy (affected)). This material can be directly implied or it may 

also be passive in its implication. Or, a material process can be intransitive using either actor + 

process (ex. Russia interfered) or affected + process (ex. the election system is changing).61 By 

mapping the language regarding substantive and procedural democracy within speeches, the 

researcher is able to recontextualize the relationship of election interference and party identity. 

Strategic Narratives are conceptualized by the researcher as how the actors, in this case 

political elites, construct the reality of the event, Russian election interference, for the U.S. 

public, who are the audience of these narratives. Strategic Narratives are operationalized under a 

three-stage process. The first stage within this process is formation of how and what conditions 

political actors construct narratives. The next stage is projection of narratives, understanding 

 
61 Norman Fairclough, Analysing Discourse (USA and Canada: Routledge, 2003). 
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under what conditions narratives are spread and how they spread. This stage looks at how 

dissemination networks and new media ecologies promote and spread narratives. The final stage 

is reception, which focuses on the audience receiving the narrative and seeks to explain how and 

under what conditions the narratives are received and understood by the public. For the purpose 

of this research, the researcher analyzes the collected data under the first process, formation of 

narratives. The reason for the researcher to focus predominately on formation is due to the 

research question seeking to understand how the actors, political elites, form narratives to 

describe the event for their party. The indicators of how and what conditions the political elites 

construct these narratives come from key themes of formation of a narrative, the defined event, 

defined problem, and directed mobilization. Speeches are collected from political elites when 

responding to concerns of event elicited by media or recent events.  

The concepts set by the researcher sets to answer the research question and the hypothesis 

set by the researcher. The researcher hypothesizes that narratives are dependent on wither the 

party is in power or in opposition. Narratives by parties amplify specific language around an 

event dependent on which party is in majority. This is to suggest that democracy narratives are 

formed based on the party power interests. 

 

Sources of Data 

 The data used to address the research question of; ‘How do political elites during the 

2020 U.S. elections frame Russian election interference and how does that impact their party’s 

view on democracy?’ are sourced from the Internet. A political elite can be defined as top 

members of a party, found predominantly within the U.S. Congress, Senate, and House of 

Representatives. The sources of data are from a 6-month span, beginning in February 2020 and 



 29 

ending in August 2020. Three major events regarding election interference took place during this 

period of time.  

First in February, reporting of a closed-door briefing between the Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) and President Trump was released to the public. Within this meeting, Trump was 

briefed on 2020 election interference. This reporting was the first to confirm 2020 U.S. election 

interference which ultimately became the catalyst towards discussion regarding interference in 

the 2020 election. Shortly after this reporting in February, the third volume of the U.S. Senate 

Select Committee on Intelligence’s (SSCI) report on interference, titled “U.S. Government 

Response to Russian Activities”, was released. SSCI was established in 1976 and serves to make 

recommendations regarding intelligence-related components to the Senate Armed Services 

Committees while also conducting periodic investigations, audits, and inspections of intelligence 

activities and programs.  

In 2017 the committee began to investigate Russian interference in the 2016 election in 

order to understand the link between the Russian government and President Trump while also 

assessing the security of the U.S. election process. With the report released and new information 

of 2020 U.S. election interference, public statements and speeches from those within the 

committee shifted from discussing past interference to discussing the then-current election 

interference concerns.  

The second event that became a major data source was in April of 2020. This was when 

the fourth volume of the SSCI report was released, titled “Review of The Intelligence 

Community Assessment”. Once again, the release of information regarding 2016 election 

interference was then turned towards more current events and elites continued their narratives 

discussing how interference was perceived and the issues resulting from interference.  
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Then, in August of 2020, the last event that contributed to this research took place. This 

event was also the fifth and final report by the SSCI, titled “Counterintelligence Threats and 

Vulnerabilities”. This final report was released to the public and at this time, the Democratic 

party presented concerns of the report withholding too much information from the public. At the 

same time, Republicans were using a new event to discuss democracy legitimacy, mail-in ballots. 

This act of shifting concern was a very vital detail towards how Republicans were discussing 

election interference. Republicans were trying to pull focus away from external threats towards 

the U.S. democratic process, and began to site concern regarding internal threats on the 

democratic process. Table 1 below classifies the data sources into time and event. 

 

Table 1. Summary of Data Sources 

February 2020 April 2020 August 2020 

First Reporting of 2020 U.S. 
Election Interference  

Forth Volume of SCCI Report 
Released 
“Review of the Intelligence 
Community Assessment” 

Fifth Volume of SCCI 
Report Released 
“Counterintelligence 
Threats and Vulnerabilities” 
 

Third Volume of SCCI 
Report Released 
“U.S. Government Response 
to Russian Activities” 

 Democratic Party Requests 
SCCI to Release More 
Information of Findings 

  Republican Party Speak on 
Concerns of Mail-in Ballots 

 

The method of collecting speeches is based on relevance of speeches discussing the 

Russian interreference event. In the next section, the researcher describes this process. 
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Data Collection 

The instrument used to collect data for the purpose of this research was a checklist. A 

checklist was used to ensure that the data collected from the three major events were reliable and 

valid to this research. Documents for data collection were gathered from official government 

documents and news articles. The data came from online sources provided by the U.S. Senate, 

U.S. Intelligence Department and U.S. House where speeches regarding methods of how parties 

handle and discuss election interference were available. Other data were collected from 

transcripts of political speeches, conferences, and debates from news sources that have collected 

past communications and saved to an archive. Raw data that came from the study population, 

political elites, was collected under the unit of analysis, sentences. The filter criteria of these 

sentences were referenced or stated words that fit into; regulating cyberspace, election 

interference, Russian election interference, U.S. presidential election interference, foreign 

interference, election meddling and 2020 election interference. Data that followed this checklist 

were then used for analysis. Figure 1 on the following page better illustrates this checklist 

criteria. Future research should be able to use this checklist criteria with the same data sources 

and find similar results.   

Due to the phenomenon focused on being Russian election interference, this filter criteria 

ensured the researcher focused on the primary event that had taken place. The study population 

that the research seeks to draw data from is political elites in the U.S. The data must have came 

from political elites since strategic narratives are formed by political elites. Data collected from 

the data sources had to fit into the keywords regarding Russian election interference and also be 

cultivated by a political elite. Data collected must have had fit within these criteria’s in order for 

the researcher to be able to ensure validity of the correct measurements being collected.  
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Figure 1. The Process of Data Collection-data sources and the filter criteria of doing searches for 
each data source 

February 
2020 

Data Sources Filter Criteria 

Russian 
election 

interference 

US presidential 
election 

interference 

2020 election 
interference 

Data Used 
for the 
Study 

First Reporting of 2020 
U.S. Election Interference 

 

Third Volume of SCCI 
Report Released 

“U.S. Government 
Response to Russian 

Activities” 
 

April 
2020 

Forth Volume of SCCI 
Report Released 
“Review of the 

Intelligence Community 
Assessment” 

August 
2020 

Fifth Volume of SCCI 
Report Released 

“Counterintelligence 
Threats and 

Vulnerabilities” 

Democratic Party Requests 
SCCI to Release More 

Information of Findings 

Republican Party Speak on 
Concerns of Mail-in Ballots 

Provided 
by U.S. 
Political 

Elites 

regulating 
cyberspace 

election 
interference 

foreign 
interference 

election 
meddling 
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Method of Data Analysis 

The researcher used emergent coding as categories of codes were developed after a 

primary examination of the data. The researcher used emergent coding by examining speeches in 

context to the keywords and primary event of election interference. The unit of analysis is 

sentences. Data was first collected as raw data. Raw data was coded preliminarily under a 

descriptive coding filter. Preliminary codes were coded twice to ensure consistency and 

accuracy. From the preliminary codes, subthemes emerged from the research. Codes were then 

finalized- once and then twice. Final codes helped to identify the three major themes.  

How both parties designed different stories around the same event allowed the researcher 

to identify the defined problem, defined event, and means of mobilization for each party. Since 

the event questions the legitimacy of the U.S. democratic elections, political elites were tasked 

with forming narratives around the process of substantive democracy. Findings were evaluated 

within the three themes that emerged and then broken down into subthemes, with Democrat 

elites and Republican elites’ codes split into sections. under coded narratives that parties use to 

frame their stance on how policy and the public should respond to this event. By establishing 

separate party’s narrative on election interference, the researcher was able to analyze the results 

in context to the research hypothesis of narrations being dependent on power positions. 

  

Conclusion 

To summarize, the research was conducted through qualitative content analysis, which 

coded raw data collected and processed them into categories, then themes and concepts. Analysis 

was constructed through two concepts, substantive democracy and strategic narratives. Data 

sources were collected following three major events from February to August 2020. These 
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sources were then filtered. Sentences were filtered by checking for relevance to the event of 2020 

U.S. election interference. The methodology was established to answer the research question; 

How do political elites during the 2020 U.S. elections develop narratives regarding Russian 

election interference and how does that impact their party’s view on democracy? Data was 

collected from political elites’ speeches and public statements. Data was processed a total of five 

times, and categorized into three major themes relating to narrative formation. These themes are 

defined event, defined problem, and mobilization of the public. How these themes were then 

interpreted is discussed in Chapter 4; data analysis. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

With the data collection procedure described in the Methodology section, the researcher has 

identified four major themes along with 9 subthemes. Data were collected from public speeches 

that political elites made. Speeches from February 2020 to August 2020 with the keyword 

election interference were collected data. The unit of analysis for the data was by sentence.  

The data was collected from political elites’ speeches between the months of February and 

August of 2020 due to the event that can be considered the catalyst and three major events that 

followed this event. In February 20th, 2020, it was reported by major news outlets that on 

February 13th, 2020, the Trump Administration was briefed behind closed doors on 2020 election 

interference. The Trump Administration did not release this information to the public and was 

later leaked by The New York Times, The Washington Post, and AP. Information of election 

interference taking place in 2020 changed political conversation from discussions on past events 

(2016 U.S. election) to discussing future, present and past events (2020 and 2016 U.S. election).  

In February, April, and August of 2020, the U.S. SSCI submitted the final three reports out of 

the five reports on “Russian Active Measures Campaigns and Interference in the 2016 U.S. 

Election”. When political elites were tasked with responding to this event, their conversations 

were then about the past and present concern of the election interference phenomenon. In 

February, the third volume “U.S. Government Response to Russian Activities” was published. In 

April, the fourth volume “Review of the Intelligence Community Assessment” was published. 

The last and final volume, the fifth volume, “Counter Intelligence Threat and Vulnerabilities” 

was published in August.  

A total of 149 pieces of data were collected. 100 pieces of data came from Democratic 

political elites and 49 pieces of data came from Republican political elites. The gap of data 
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between the two parties is significant to recognize. Since Democrats took election interference as 

a key focus within their party agenda, it is not surprising to find that there are more data to be 

collected under the Democratic party. Though, within strategic narratives, understanding and 

recognizing the gaps in narratives is equally important to identify, as a lack of narrative is also a 

strategic method used within a narrative. After sorting this data, the researcher found there to be 

a total of 7 unrelated pieces of data and 1 repeated piece of related data. This left a total of 141 

pieces of codable data for the researcher to analyze. An outline of the data collected can be seen 

in Table 2 below. 

 

Table 2. Raw Data Collected 

Raw Data 

Data Input 149 pieces 

Data from Republicans 49 pieces 

Data from Democrats 100 pieces 

Unrelated Data 8 pieces 

Total Data Analyzed  141 pieces 

 

Raw data were first collected. Data were then coded preliminarily through descriptive 

coding. These preliminary codes were coded twice to ensure consistency. These codes helped to 

emerge the subthemes of the data. The preliminary codes were then coded into the final code 

which was again coded twice to ensure consistency. These final codes helped to finalize the 

themes and subthemes of the collected data. The process of shaping data began with the 

particular codes. These codes were then set within categories of subthemes that represented 
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concepts. These categorizes were ultimately finalized into major themes and concepts giving a 

more general and abstract construct for analysis. 

The coded speeches helped to answer the research question and hypothesis stated below; 

 

Research Question: How do politicians in the 2020 U.S. elections narrate Russian election 

interference and how does that impact their party’s view on democracy? 

Hypothesis: The Strategic Narrative set by the actors is dependent on whether the party is in 

power or in opposition. 

 

Table 3. Categorization of Preliminary and Final Themes/Subthemes 

Final Codes (Themes) Preliminary Codes (Subthemes/Categories) 

Narrative Formation 
Regulating Cyberspace 

Narrative of Russian influence 

Identifying Election Interference 

Party Mobilization Narratives Minority Party Narratives 

Ruling Party Narrative 

Narratives of Policy Goals Democracy within Election Interference 

Democracy Promotion 

 

 

 The major themes that emerged from the coded data were Narrative Formation, Party 

Mobilization Narratives, and Narratives of Policy Goals. These codes derive from the formation 

indicators of a strategic narrative. Within these major themes, subthemes developed, these major 

themes and subthemes can be seen above in Table 3. Narrative Formation include the subthemes 

of; regulating cyberspace, narrative of Russian influence, and identifying election interference. 
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The Party mobilization narrative includes two subthemes of minority party narratives and ruling 

party narrative. In the minority party, the narrative of the political leader of the Democratic party, 

Barack Obama is included in the analysis. In the ruling party narrative, the political leader of the 

Republican party, Donald Trump is included in the analysis. Lastly, narrative of policy goals 

regarding interference includes the two subthemes; democracy within election interference and 

democracy promotion.  

Narrative Formation 

Narratives are made and used with strategic goals in mind. The formation of a narrative 

comes from the desire of an actor to persuade, argue, and represent an idea. In the context of 

election interference, domestic narratives within the U.S. first seek to explain election 

interference to its audience. Domestic narratives explain the event with statements such as 

“we’re having an attack by a hostile foreign power on our democracy right now”62 (Tom Steyer, 

Dem) and “much of Russia’s activities weren’t related to producing a specific electoral outcome, 

but attempted to undermine our faith in the Democratic process itself”63 (Richard Burr, Rep). 

This first step is ‘setting the terms of debate’.64 By creating a context for an event, policymakers 

create legitimacy towards policy ideology.  

The argument that comes from strategic narratives in domestic politics is fundamental to 

the political outcome. By recognizing the patterns that emerge from the two above quotes, it is 

apparent that both of these narratives discuss the U.S. democratic system and suggest the event 

has affected this system. What can be inferred by identifying what has been affected, is the 

 
62 "Cbs News Democratic Debate in Full," CBS News 2020. 
63 "Senate Intel Releases New Report on Intel Community Assessment of Russian Interference," news release, 2020, 
https://www.burr.senate.gov/press/releases/senate-intel-releases-new-report-on-intel-community-assessment-of-
russian-interference. 
64 Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle. 
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assumption that the policy objectives will seek to address or reform the democratic 

process/system. This is what makes strategic narratives important to be looked at within the 

context of domestic politics, as it will guide understanding of the objectives that political elites 

set. 

 By first observing the broader use of domestic narratives before becoming more specific, 

the researcher hopes to create an understanding of the depth of narratives set by political elites, 

divided by party affiliations. What is present and what is not present within these narratives tells 

a story for each party. As Democrats draw attention to election interference and more speeches 

surround this topic, Republicans are reduced to making overtures toward the opposing coalition 

with noticeable reluctance, thus forced into converging on the issue. Issue convergence is 

defined within this research as the discussion of the same issues by competing candidates and/or 

parties. In this section, the researcher describes the broader narrative of cyberspace before 

looking at the more specific event of election interference.   

 
Regulating Cyberspace 

Cyberspace is within the broad context of election interference, as election interference 

falls under the umbrella of cyberspace in the 21st century. Both Republican and Democratic elites 

contest that warfare now takes place on cyberspace. There is also a mutual agreement that 

cyberattacks are not tolerated. Republicans note that these cyberattacks come from nations that 

the U.S. is currently not engaging in a state of war. The RNC Party Platform states “Despite their 

promises to the contrary, Russia and China see cyber operations as a part of a warfare strategy 

during peacetime”65 and Tom Steyner from the Democratic party states “21st Century warfare is 

 
65 John Barrasso, Mary Fallin, and Virginia Foxx, Republican Platform 2016 (United States: GOP Convention, 
2016). 
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cyber warfare”.66  Thus, the perspective is: nations (such as Russia and China) are attacking the 

United States through the use of cyberspace.  

 Both Democratic and Republican made statements on cyberspace in their 2020 platform 

report. Within the Democratic report, cyberspace and election interference are mentioned a 

handful of times. Democrats also site the importance of government regulation within 

cyberspace; “Democrats will maintain American capabilities that can deter cyber threats, and we 

will work with other countries—and the private sector—to protect individuals’ data and defend 

critical infrastructure, including the global financial system.”67 This building upon democratic 

institutes is a process of substantive democracy. Republicans suggest taking a more offensive 

tactic to cyberattacks; “Our response should be to cause diplomatic, financial, and legal pain, 

curtailing visas for guilty parties, freezing their assets, and pursuing criminal actions against 

them.”68 While the Republican Platform acknowledges the phenomenon of cyberattacks, 

language of election interference is left out. What has been left out can also illustrate party 

narrative as it describes what the party does not wish to draw attention to. 
 
Identifying Election Interference  

The collection of data under the subtheme of election interference yielded 16 codes from 

Democratic elites and 5 codes from Republican elites. The Democratic party had a unified 

message of election interference taking place in 2020. The Democratic party generally agreed to 

election interference that took place in 2016 and in 2020, while also stressing that election 

interference would continue to happen in future elections as well. Democrats state that citizens 

should be educated about election interference and decide accordingly, suggesting that citizens 

 
66 "Cbs News Democratic Debate in Full." 
67 2020 Democratic Party Platform, (United States 2020). 
68 Barrasso, Fallin, and Foxx, Short. 
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are currently not well-informed about foreign election interference. This narrative is directed as a 

compliant towards the Republican party. Since the Republican party heads the SSCI report, the 

Democratic party uses this to point flaws in the committees’ decisions while also creating a 

narrative that expresses the need for more information to be released to the public. The 

Republican party had an inconsistent message of election interference, when it took place, and if 

it took place.  

There are remarks made by Republicans stressing the concern of foreign interference as 

becoming normalized. For every quote that suggests foreign interference to have happened, there 

is a quote dismissing the event from ever taking place. Quotes such as “election interference is a 

hoax”69 deny legitimacy to the event. What can be understood from the Republican party’s lack 

of a unified message could mean that there is no united narrative that the party has settled on. 

When a cohesive narrative is absent within an event, it suggests that the party has not 

unanimously decided on a policy or agenda in reaction to the event or that the party has 

inconsistent ideas about how to explain the event.  

Democrat language when discussing election interference repetitively used wording such 

as ‘attack’, ‘hostile foreign power’, and ‘threat’. The word usage around election interference 

strikes resemblance to language used when at war with another nation. Similar wording was used 

by some Republican elites while at the same time contradictory wording such as ‘hoax’ was also 

noted. These strong words share a commonality of representing a sense of fear to be understood 

from this event. Attack, hostile, and threat used towards Russia present the idea that the U.S. is 

currently against Russia and present Russia as the one inflicting the problems within this 

relationship. In contrast, hoax is applied to the Democrats from the Republican party. This sets 

 
69 RFE/RL, "Trump Denies Collusion after Senate Report Finds Evidence of Russia's 2016 Election Interference," 
Radio Free Europe Radio Liberty 2020. 
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Democrats to be the issue within the story for some Republican elites. Which can also shape 

perception for Republican voters that their party is against Democrats, creating a more hyper-

bipartisan identity. 

When looking at data that denied election interference, the majority of this language 

comes from Republican elite, President Trump. Strong language denying election interference 

comes predominately from the President. This could also indicate the mixed messages sent from 

the party comes from a sole anomaly within the party.   

Due to mail-in ballot concern that took place within August of 2020, there were 

apprehensions from Republican elites about the internal legitimacy of elections. Surrounding this 

event, Republican elites narrated the concern of internal election fraud as a more frightening and 

scarier phenomenon over the claims of foreign election interference. Whereas Democratic elites 

tended to allude to interference of any kind to be a problem of the current U.S. election system, 

despite individual recognition of election fraud. This shift is significant to the story of election 

interference. From February 2020 to August 2020 there was a focus on election interference 

from external factors, then in August, Republicans started to put emphasis on internal factors that 

could affect the vote.  

 

Russian Influence 

Russia’s influence in U.S. elections is classified as the problem within this event. The 

outcome of their interference has impeded on the process of the Democratic system for the U.S. 

as stated by political elites. The narrative of Russia from each party’s perspective provides 

insight as to how each party interrupts Russia’s actions. Within this subtheme there are 17 pieces 

of coded data. 12 codes belong to Democratic elites, 5 codes belong to Republican elites. Codes 
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that were categorized under this section must be data that directly refers to Russia and/or 

President Putin. Codes about Russia that are placed within this theme specifically look at the 

problem within Russia’s actions through the lens of U.S. political elites.  

What is significant between how Democratic elites narrate the problem verses how 

Republican elites narrate the problem, is that Democrats are explicit about Russia’s actions 

serving to elect a specific presidential candidate. The presidential candidate being Republican 

Donald Trump. “Vladimir Putin thinks that Donald Trump should be president of the United 

States,”70 Michael Bloomberg (Dem). Democrats claim that Russia is an undemocratic nation by 

nature and wants to create chaos for states that operate Democratically. “[Russians] don’t have a 

political party. They want chaos,”71 Pete Buttigieg (Dem).  

 This connection of Russia working to favor a Republican and the action to have been an 

effort of chaos, is strategic in setting a script about how to view Russia and Russia’s actions. 

This script includes undemocratic values of the external actor which are defined to be a threat. 

What it means for Russia to favor a Republican candidate suggests that the candidate will also 

follow an undemocratic process favorable to Russia. 

In contrast, Republicans do not suggest that Russian’s interference was for any favorable 

outcome but for the sole purpose of democracy disruption. "much of Russia's activities weren't 

related to producing a specific electoral outcome, but attempted to undermine our faith in the 

Democratic process itself."72 Senator Burr (Rep). Collusion between Russia and President Trump 

is continuously denied by the party, though once again opinions differ on if Russia interfered or 

not.  

 
70 "Cbs News Democratic Debate in Full." 
71 "Cbs News Democratic Debate in Full." 
72 "Senate Intel Releases New Report on Intel Community Assessment of Russian Interference." 
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What is important to recognize from the narratives formed by both parties is how each 

party interrupts the event. Democrats have a united story that the event is election interference 

from a foreign actor. Republicans have a less comprehensive story- as elites within this party are 

divided. Some Republican elites shape a similar story as the Democrats, though are careful with 

their implications of the event. Other Republicans follow the approach taken by their party 

leader, stating that election interference from external actors is not a concern for the American 

people. What we can recognize from the set script is in place to describe the event, is what 

factors have drawn elites to narrative the event the way that they have. Looking at the 

hypothesis, it was first assumed that narratives would be set by the power positions between the 

two parties in the U.S. This hypothesis may have been detailed as the nature of a strategic 

narrative not only includes the current event and who is losing or winning, but it includes past 

scripts, in this case democracy promotion and democracy ideology, to define the current event. 

This is to say that power relations are one aspect of how a narrative is defined by the actors.  

After discussing the broader narrative of cyberspace, narratives of the event, and 

narratives of the problem, there is a general idea of how both political parties explain the event of 

external intervention. Once a narrative is defined, actors seek to set the goals of policy in 

response to the event. What is analyzed next is the narratives of policy goals. 

 
 

Narratives of Policy Goals 

Defining the event allows for actors to grant legitimacy towards policy goals. After narratives 

define an event which sets the terms of debate, the process of guiding policies becomes the next 

step. Republicans and Democrats have presented policy goals towards election interference, the 



 45 

former have been less explicated to imply election interference in 2016 has been a driving force 

to policy goals, whereas the latter have been vocal that policy goals have been an outcome of 

election interference by a foreign actor. 

Despite Democrats having a more unified standard for describing the event, Democrats had 

mixed ideas of what the policy goal should be. For some Democratic elites, the idea of 

bipartisanship is presented when discussing setting regulations. “All Americans, particularly 

those of us in government and public office, must work together to push back on foreign 

interference in our elections without regard for partisan advantage,”73 Senator Warner (Dem). 

The Democratic Party Platform suggests Trump should take responsibility of this issue. “Rather 

than root out corruption, [Trump has] made common cause with kleptocrats.”74 The desire for 

regulations is apparent. Regulating external threats on the U.S. democracy would be a measure 

of improving the substantive side of democracy. Though, who regulates and what is regulated is 

not transparent. There are requests for sanctions as the primary desire, though other desired 

actions are also vaguely alluded to.  

For Republican elites, a more unified idea of offensive responses to election interference 

appears. Rather than setting preventative measures to deal with election interference, the 

Republican platform party suggests hard power to take place once election interference has been 

detected. “[Cyberattacks] will continue until the world understands that an attack will not be 

tolerated that we are prepared to respond in kind and in greater magnitude.”75 The platform 

suggests a hard power form of security to cyberattacks; “We must stop playing defense and go 

 
73 Senate Intel Releases Bipartisan Report on Obama Admin Response to Russian Election Interference, (United 
States 2020). 
74 2020 Democratic Party Platform, Short. 
75 Barrasso, Fallin, and Foxx, Short. 
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on offense to avoid the cyber-equivalent of Pearl Harbor.”76 The platform sites Russia and China 

to be perpetrators of cyberattacks, but what a cyberattack consists of has yet to be defined by the 

platform. This leaves room for interpretation which creates a grey area for interference. What is 

also left out from the Republican narrative is how external interference on the U.S. democracy 

process describes the current foreign policy goals which are used as a protective measure for the 

U.S’s internal democracy. From previous literature, there has been a recognized shift in 

democracy promotion ideology beginning with the Trump administration as Trump has 

previously stated that he didn’t believe the United States was a capable messenger of democracy. 

This leaves the Republican party with an absence in how they try to secure and define democracy 

within the U.S. and externally.  

As parties define the policy goals, they internalize an outside threat to their Democratic 

system and determine how to respond to the attack. The goals that are set in place outline 

fundamental ideology of the party. Since this attack disrupted a major process of democracy and 

its legitimacy, how each party seeks to repair and represent democracy within their policy goals 

is looked at next. 

 
Democracy within Election Interference 

 A basic characteristic of democracy is the electoral system. When the electoral system 

was disrupted from external actors, identifying the response by political elites of how democracy 

is affected and should be dealt with tells a deeper story of party values. This section also helps to 

answer the research question: how do politicians in the 2020 U.S. elections narrate Russian 

election interference and how does that impact their party’s view on democracy? This section’s 

 
76 Ibid. 
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focus is predominately on the latter of that question; “how does that impact their party’s view on 

democracy”.  

The themes that emerge from elite’s speeches on elections, their legitimacy, and what is 

happening to the Democratic system/institution, help to describe the narrative of where 

democracy should be going from the perspective of each political party. Democracy codes were 

put under the theme; Narrative of Democracy within Election Interference. 13 codes were 

categorized from the Democratic party. 3 codes were categorized from the Republican party.  

 Major codes that emerged from the Democratic party are those that categories election 

interference as a threat to U.S. democracy and the U.S. election system. These codes suggest that 

election interference interrupts elections from being carried out in a truly democratic capacity. 

“What we're having is an attack by a hostile foreign power on our democracy right now,”77 Tom 

Steyer (Dem). Other codes that emerged from the Democratic party stress the importance of 

recognizing interference and the importance of creating fair elections for the U.S. and for other 

nations. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton (Dem) stated in an interview; “[Election interference] 

is an ongoing threat to our own democracy, but also to other democracies, and it needs to be 

addressed firmly and finally rather than allowing it to fester.”78 Protecting the election system 

that allows the procedure of democracy to take place is common rhetoric used by Democratic 

elites. What is noticeable from Clinton’s statement is a suggestion of protecting not only the 

U.S.’s internal democracy, but also a reach into democracy promotion, reinforcing the desire to 

protect and secure democracy externally. Pete O’Rourke in his narrative turns more internally 

during a Democratic debate; “We all must remain vigilant and protect the sanctity of that ballot 

 
77 "Cbs News Democratic Debate in Full." 
78 Frederick Kempe, "Transcript: A Conversation with Hillary Clinton on the 2020 Election and America’s Role in 
the World," Atlantic Council 2020. 
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box and then ensure that we are exercising our right to vote."79 O’Rourke follows the common 

theme presented by the party of protecting the legitimacy of democracy and then allowing the 

public to practice a healthy process of democracy by voting. These pieces of data illustrate a 

desire by elites to maintain a sense of legitimacy in the U.S. election system which is viewed by 

this party to have been damaged by external actors. 

 From the limited data that emerged from Republican elites, a similar pattern that has 

emerged from previous themes and data from this party has prevailed. There are conflicting 

views on the event of election interference and who is to blame for it. The first presented data 

under this theme denies the claim of foreign interference, suggesting the event was an attempt by 

Democrats to destroy legitimacy in the election system. “The radical left’s attempts to poison our 

democracy and overturn the last election have totally ended in a big fat failure.”80 President 

Trump (Rep). This quote also suggests that the attempts by Democrats were unsuccessful, which 

could be further interpreted to imply that the democratic institutions are running effectively 

despite Democrats’ attempts. Though, in contrast Senator Burr (Rep) stated that in fact election 

interference happened, though it was not in favor of President Trump. "Much of Russia's 

activities weren't related to producing a specific electoral outcome, but attempted to undermine 

our faith in the democratic process itself,"81 Senator Burr (Rep). Implying the President’s 

electoral win to be legitimate while acknowledging the event of Russian interference. What 

appeared in August during this data collection was another tactic used by the Republican party to 

narrate the event and describe where election illegitimacy lies changing the narrative from 

external factors to internal factors.  

 
79 "Cbs News Democratic Debate in Full." 
80 "Donald Trump Las Vegas, Nevada Rally Transcript,"  (United States: Rev, 2020). 
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"I'm concerned about foreign interference, I'm concerned about domestic interference, I'm 

concerned about mail in voting, which really has no structure, which really undermines 

the integrity of the voting process,”82 Kimberly Guilfoyle (Rep) stated.  

This argument flips the legitimacy issue of elections from external factors, to an internal 

infrastructure issue imposed on elections. This changed the conversation from a substantive 

democracy concern to a more procedural democracy concern. This alteration in conversation not 

only transformed the focus, it also forced narratives to discuss new policy goals that looked at a 

more procedural fix rather than a substantive fix in democracy. Rather than discussing policy 

goals that would benefit U.S.’s internal democracy and projection of democracy externally, 

narratives began (more specifically from Republicans) to involve the desire to evaluate the 

current process of U.S. elections and suggest a need for reconstruction of the election process.  

 

 Both parties present concern of legitimacy of elections and the U.S. Democratic 

institution within the context of foreign election interference. Democrats blame foreign actors 

and cite that the process of the election system to be disrupted. Republicans are divided and 

blame either the Democrat party or Russia. Republicans also attempt to switch the narrative and 

the goals when citing concern about the election system to concern about internal factors rather 

than external factors, pushing for a more procedural policy change. When looking at how 

Democrats and Republicans hope to describe policy desires for external democracy promotion, 

Democrats have recognized the failure of democracy promotion after these attacks by Russia and 

describe a desire to restart promotion efforts. Republicans has abandoned a script following 
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democracy promotion ideology in recent years after Donald Trump took office and have left this 

policy out from their narratives describing the issue of election interference.  

The narratives of what is happening to U.S. democracy describe a more long-term goal 

within the storyline of U.S. democratic systems. Democrats cite external factors that prevent the 

democratic process to take shape and Republicans cite internal factors, which has then become 

the script for both parties to follow when another situation regarding institutional legitimacy 

arises. Once there has been a defined event and policy goal established, then the ability to 

persuade others is the last and necessary step for an actor. This will be looked at in the next 

section while analysis of party mobilization narratives takes place.  

 

 
Party Mobilization Narratives 

In order for the strategy of a defined narrative to reach effective measures, mobilizing 

people is the last step after defining the event and setting the policy goals. In the context of 

election interference, political elites then present narratives of their party to enact a sense of 

mobilization from their party supporters. Elites seek to gain public support from citizens, which 

then leads to a more successful ability to wedge the event. Election interference can be described 

as a wedge issue. This research defines a wedge issue to be a divisive political issue, regarded as 

a basis for drawing voters away from an opposing party whose supporters have diverging 

opinions on it. The Democratic party has made voting rights a predominate issue within their 

political agenda for their party platform. In February, April, and August of 2020, reporting was 

published by the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence on election inference. Committee 

reports carried out further investigation of the Report on the Investigation into Russian 

Interference in the 2016 Presidential Election. The validity of interference reporting done by the 
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intelligence committee and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) were highly disputed by 

political elites. 

 The congress’ bipartisan committee was to support findings of the CIA report or uncover 

contrary evidence. The committee also intended for efforts to educate the public of foreign 

election interference that took place as a warning for 2020. Similar to the narrative of election 

interference, Republicans had mixed narratives as to if the report was valid and what the findings 

of the report were. The concern of Democrats were that Republicans were hiding more 

information in the report than necessary, neglecting to inform the public of interference alarms. 

“The extensive final report nevertheless hides important new findings that have been ‘needlessly 

classified,’”83 Senator Ron Wyden (Dem). Though, Democrats stated that the report done by the 

CIA was accurate.  
In August, 2020, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, (D-Calif.), the chairman of the House 

Intelligence Committee, Rep. Adam Schiff, (D-Calif.), Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, 

(D-N.Y.), and Senate Intelligence Committee Vice Chairman Mark Warner, (D-Va.), pushed for 

a more transparent briefing on election interference. This is tactic called agenda control. Agenda 

control is a partisan effort to focus on issues that favor one’s party and harm their opponents, by 

doing so the party gains control on the issue.   

The following subthemes of this section look at the minority party narratives and the 

ruling party narratives. Each section also looks at the narrative surround the predominate 

political elite leaders of each party. The narrative constructed by both parties when discussing 

the other party largely remains polarized as most language used describes the other party to be 

guilty of misconduct. Tom Steyer (Dem) asked “Where are all these patriotic Republicans who 
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wave the flag, but when we're actually under attack, they side with our enemies?”84 and Donald 

Trump (Rep) said “They said [Democrats are] trying to start a rumor. It’s disinformation.”85 

These sections seek to divulge into the strategic narratives used to present their position within 

the issue of election interference.  
 

Minority Party Narratives (Democrats) 

Republicans direct their speech around Democrats by discrediting Democratic concern. 

Republicans use two predominate statements to discredit. The first argument is that Democrats 

are disinforming the public about the event, the second argument is that Democrat’s concern of 

election interference comes from their inability to accept the election results of 2016. Judd Deere 

stated in August of 2020 that “This never-ending, baseless conspiracy theory peddled by radical 

liberals and their partners in the media demonstrates how incapable they are at accepting the will 

of the American people and the results of the 2016 election”.86 Democrats respond to the first 

and second argument often by reinstating that the evidence of election interference comes from 

intelligence agencies with well-founded reports. Joe Biden stated after mentioning Trump denied 

Russia’s attempts to interfere, “Seventeen intelligence agencies said [Putin] did”87. 

Since foreign election interference is predominately a Democratic issue agenda, it does 

not come as a surprise that Democrats tend to discuss what their party is doing in terms of 

election interference more often than Republicans. Democrats incline to state that the party was 

proactive when it came to election interference. Senator Chuck Schumer (Dem) said in August, 
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“we are trying, we Democrats, are trying to stop [election interference] in the defense bill.”88 A 

very direct message of mobilization came from Tom Steyer (Dem); “We have to oppose a 

president who sides with a hostile foreign power that commits cyber warfare against the United 

States of America.”89 Signifying to the public that President Trump is part of the problem within 

this event and the mass public should actively resist him in order to maintain peace within the 

U.S. The Democratic party uses more substantive language, such as what area of policy actions 

are being taken and literal action that should be taken, to acknowledge that interference took 

place and the party seeks to actively prevent it. 

The party leader within this research is identified as President Obama, the 44th U.S. 

president and from the Democratic party. When political elites discuss Obama’s actions, 

Republicans both support and disapprove of his actions in 2016. During discussions of the 2016 

report, Senator Burr (Rep) stated “After discovering the existence, if not the full scope, of 

Russia’s election interference efforts in late-2016, the Obama Administration struggled to 

determine the appropriate response.”90 Burr goes on to say that the administration was frozen by 

‘paralysis of analysis’. Though, Burr states that Obama’s concerns were understandable, 

believing that the fear of warning the public “would only alarm the American people and 

accomplish Russia’s goal of undermining faith in our democratic institutions.”91 The validation 

of Obama’s actions potentially is used to justify the Republican administration’s actions in the 

2020 election, as they have been reluctant to inform the public of CIA reports.  

 
88 Transcript: On Abc’s This Week, Sen. Schumer Calls President Trump’s Coronavirus Executive Orders 
‘Unworkable, Weak, and Far Too Narrow’ to Meet the Needs of the American People, Pushes for Real Solutions 
That Meet the Needs of American Families, (United States 2020). 
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 54 

Democrats, consistently support Obama’s actions. Senator Warner (Dem) stated in 

response to the 2016 reporting released in February, “This volume tries to describe how the 

Obama Administration grappled with this challenge as they began to learn the scope of the 

Russian assault on our democracy.”92 This statement justifies Obama’s response to 2016 election 

interference to be due to a lack of information at the time, which contrasts with the 2020 election 

interference that is claimed to be better investigated and reported by the CIA. Vice President Joe 

Biden (Dem) restated this claim on behalf of the Obama administration “And, so, the idea the 

bipartisan committee said we could have done more, theoretically that's true, but the fact of the 

matter is we didn't have the information until the end.”93 As we have looked at the minority 

party, understanding the narrative of the ruling party is the next step in identifying mobilization 

tactics.  
 

Ruling Party Narratives (Republicans) 

The Republican party was the majority party during the time of election interference in 

2020. Thus, they had been given a greater responsibility (and pressure by the Democratic party) 

to shape and pass policy related to foreign intervention on elections as a result of the 2016 

reporting.  Political elites of the Democratic party believe the Republican party have been 

unwilling to act or have hidden information about election interference. “We're under attack, and 

[Republicans are] not doing a darn thing about it.”94 stated Tom Steyer (Dem).   

Republicans use more theoretical language to suggest that if election interference took 

place, Republicans would respond with force. Republicans stated within their 2020 Party 
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Platform that Republican’s “response [to cyber warfare] should be to cause diplomatic, financial, 

and legal pain, curtailing visas for guilty parties, freezing their assets, and pursuing criminal 

actions against them.”95 Essentially meaning if a foreign actor were to interfere in the U.S. 

system, the Republican party would respond with hard power tactics to deter invaders. What 

should be noted from the party platform is that statements of election interference having 

occurred specifically in 2016 or in 2020 presidential elections is not included. When discussing 

what Republicans will do, it is in regards to ‘if’ or ‘when’ election interference takes place. 

Within their platform, Republicans do not claim events of outside attacks on presidential 

elections to have taken place to date.  

Republicans continue to be constrained from the events of 2016, with continuous 

pressure to prove that President Trump, the Republican party’s leader, was elected legitimately 

and foreign interference did not factor in the 2016 results. Republicans state consistently that 

either Russia did not collude with Trump or that Russia did not favor a Republican candidate. 

Judd Deere (Rep) reiterates this stance by saying “there was absolutely no collusion between the 

Trump campaign and Russia.”96 Senator Marco Rubio (Rep) that was also within the U.S. Senate 

Select Committee on Intelligence stated to reporters that “We can say, without any hesitation, 

that the Committee found absolutely no evidence that then-candidate Donald Trump or his 

campaign colluded with the Russian government to meddle in the 2016 election."97 Chairman 

Burr reiterates Rubio’s statement by saying; “much of Russia's activities weren't related to 

 
95 Barrasso, Fallin, and Foxx, Short. 
96 Mazzetti. 
97 Jeremy Herb, Marshall Cohen, and Katelyn Polantz, "Bipartisan Senate Report Details Trump Campaign Contacts 
with Russia in 2016, Adding to Mueller Findings," CNN 2020. 
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producing a specific electoral outcome, but attempted to undermine our faith in the Democratic 

process itself."98 
 When Democratic elites discuss the Republican party leader and his administration, 

Democrats argue that Russia worked with them. Senator Angus King (Dem) remarked; “The 

Russians were doing things to disrupt American democracy and help the Trump campaign and 

the Trump campaign was doing things to amplify and utilize what the Russians were 

supplying.”99 Democratic elites argue that even if Trump’s actions were not conscious, both 

Russia and Trump were ‘pursing the same end’. The Democratic Party Platform disapproves of 

President Trump’s actions, believing that Trump should have deterred Russia away, instead he 

has “invited foreign interference in our elections”.100  

 Republicans focus their energy on presenting legitimacy of their party and the 2016 

election results as Democrats use the event to frame Republicans to be guilty of misconduct. 

Democrats take this event to give the impression of the majority party to be in the wrong, 

mobilizing their party supporters to distinguish Republicans to be just as guilty of foreign 

interference as was Russia.  

 

 The conclusion of this data analysis shows the three processes of narrative formation; 

defined narratives, policy goals, and mobilization. The key concepts presented by the analysis 

are as follows. First, Democrats have made foreign election interference as a dominate issue 

within their platform. With various tactics used, Democrats have forced Republicans to converge 

on the issue. Secondly, both parties discuss legitimacy of the U.S. Democratic system to have 

 
98 Ibid. 
99 Mazzetti. 
100 2020 Democratic Party Platform, Short. 
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been questioned as a result of foreign interference. Though, Republicans refocus the event to 

present a larger concern on other internal factors that affect the democratic process. Doubt 

towards the election process and where the problem comes from, creates a script for the next 

event. This script of questioning the legitimacy of the election outcome and questioning the 

process of the election has a beginning that dates back to the results of the 2016 U.S. election. In 

2020, this script was once again used but before election results were presented, allowing for this 

topic to be used to guide voters, which gave the script greater power and greater importance. A 

script about election legitimacy has now been used for the past two presidential elections which 

presents serious implications that will be discussed in the conclusion. Lastly, as both parties 

describe how their supporters should respond, Democrats appeal for voters to vote against the 

desires of the Russian government, which is claimed by the party to act undemocratically in 

favor of a Republican. Republican elites spend time on defending their legitimacy of power with 

various messages to their audience regarding if or if not, election interference took place. To 

encapsulate, the data analysis has recognized the three indicators necessary for a formation of a 

narrative. In the conclusion we will look at the narratives that are derived from the data and the 

implications from these narratives. 
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CONCLUSION 

The key findings that arise from the data analysis are distinguished into three parts under 

strategic narratives. These concepts are the results of narratives broken down into the three 

categories of defined issue, defined problem, and mobilization which comes from the formation 

of a strategic narrative.  

The first finding is Democrats made election interference one of their issue agendas. By 

doing so, they also forced Republicans to converge on the issue. Election interference became a 

wedge issue. This finding relates back to the literature review and the research done by Michael 

Tomz and Jessica L.P. Weeks. In their study; Public Opinion and Foreign Election Intervention, 

there findings showed that voters are more likely to accept interference if it benefits their party. 

The researcher of this content analysis found that Democrats in the case of election interference 

in U.S. elections are more likely to direct the issue and present concern of the issue in part to the 

event not benefiting their party. The hypothesis of this research was; The Strategic Narrative set 

by the actors is dependent on whether the party is in power or in opposition. It can be argued that 

Democrats being the minority party framed election interference as a question of legitimacy due 

to their desire to set in place a wedge issue. Though the researcher would not argue that the 

outcome of these narratives is solely based on if a party is the majority or minority power, rather 

the narrative must follow previous scripts in order to be a true narrative. A script of democracy 

promotion and upholding democratic values has been a pillar of the Democratic collation since 

President Bill Clinton and his ‘democracy enlargement’ policy.  

This brings us to the legitimacy of democracy. Since the end of the Cold War, U.S. 

presidents maintained a soft power foreign policy directed towards promoting democracy 

externally. This ideology of shaping a global environment with democratic values was also a 
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security measure for the United States to protect their own democratic system. With the external 

intrusion of a nation, Democrats used the problem of election interference to bring concerns 

towards the legitimacy of democratic institutions within the U.S. and questioned the validity of 

Trump’s win. Democrats defined Russia’s actions to be undemocratic and directed voters to not 

vote for Trump, as a vote for Trump was a vote for Russia, an undemocratic government. Amy 

Klobuchar stated the Democrat coalition’s ideology towards this issue best when she said that the 

U.S. needed to go back to negotiating with Russia and trying to promote democracy within 

Russia. Election interference by Russia best demonstrates that the U.S. democracy promotion 

efforts have failed within Russia. Essentially foreign policy efforts of democracy promotion have 

yet to reach their anticipated effect, though the Democratic party still sees value in maintaining 

this policy.  

Republicans, on the other end, spent their effort when regarding election interference 

towards validating Trump’s election win in 2016 and candidacy in 2020. When discussing how 

to deal with this event, the Republican coalition does not suggest efforts to restart democracy 

promotion with Russia. When Donald Trump took office in 2016, he had neglected to present a 

democracy promotion foreign policy and stated that the U.S. was not capable of promoting 

democracy when its own internal democracy has been hindered. Within the 2020 election 

interference conversation, there were no Republicans that suggested measures of democracy 

promotion and the party platform also neglected to include a section on democracy promotion. 

As mentioned in the data analysis, Republican members discussed a greater concern for internal 

threats on democracy. The implication of not having a democracy promotion policy is that in the 

future, if the Republican party decides in favor of re-promoting democracy within foreign policy, 

the party will have to unify towards the value of promoting democracy. What is identifiable is 
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that both of these parties use their different definitions of the problem as a method of directing 

future foreign policy while also mobilizing their supporters.  

The Democratic party seeks to develop on substantive democracy, narrating to their 

audience that the problem of democracy disruption will be fixed if voters vote against the 

Republican party. The Republican party illustrates a decline in democracy which must first be 

dealt with internally. Though, the rhetoric of legitimacy from party appears to be an outcome of 

new media ecology. As mentioned in the literature review, with the surplus of information 

available to the masses, shifting through what is accurate and inaccurate creates a sense of 

heightened tension due to misinformation. Russian interference has played a role in further 

polarizing and dividing voters while creating a sense of distrust in the U.S. democratic system.  

Now, when looking back at the research question; “How do politicians in the 2020 U.S. 

elections narrate Russian election interference and how does that impact their party’s view on 

democracy?”, the lasting effect of questioning democracy legitimacy is the script. This presents 

an implication as both parties have pointed to causes, these causes are then the prescription for 

the next event. Both parties developed a script 6 months leading up to the 2020 U.S. presidential 

elections that could once again bring the election process and election results into question. After 

reports of 2020 election interference in February, the Democratic party sought to blame a third 

party for candidate Trump’s support. This could potentially have been carried over after 

November 2020 if election results were not in their favor. In contrast, the Republican party in 

August of 2020 flipped the narrative from concern of election interference to concern of internal 

validity in the election system with the cause being mail-in ballots. That script did ultimately 

carry over into November once election results were presented. To answer the research question, 

the problem of election interference does not change the parties view on democracy, but presents 
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building concern towards democracy legitimacy that follows into a long-term script. The 

implications of this script established from the data is that the U.S. will undergo a long-term 

narration of uncertainty in the U.S. democratic system. This established script can have long-

term impacts for the United States as elites and their masses may create enduring destruction of 

U.S. democratic legitimacy. Future research should seek to answer the question; is this 

questioning of the U.S. democratic system due to the system being truly illegitimate, or is it new 

media ecology that is perpetuating this phenomenon? 

This research finds that the hypothesis, “the strategic narrative set by the actors is 

dependent on whether the party is in power or in opposition”, was a little too detailed. One of the 

factors that determines a strategic narrative is power positions. This research also finds that both 

parties narrate Russian election interference around the concept of U.S.’s democratic system and 

their legitimacy. These narratives allow for a script to be set in place that can be later applied to 

democracy promotion, election legitimacy, and democratic systems. As new media ecology 

continues to shape a polarized U.S, the outcome of election reform policy is most likely to be 

formed from the early narrative of 2020 election interference. What should be taken away from 

this research is that questioning the legitimacy of a democracy is a healthy process of democracy. 

By recognizing and announcing other party’s scandals the government is being transparent and 

informing their voters as a measure to prevent donkey voting. Though, the process of questioning 

legitimacy is not a tactic to be abused by elites as it presents serious effects of polarization within 

a society if exploited. 
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