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Abstract 

 Victimhood rhetoric, through which victims of crimes request recompense as a result of 

their suffering, is easily observed in modern media. This observation poses the possibility that 

societal perceptions of victims over time may have changed. This study investigates, in all 58 of 

the United States Presidents’ inaugural speeches, the chronological shift of rhetorical themes 

associated with victim perception. The themes being evaluated were determined by their 

relevance to positive and negative valuations of victimhood status. Themes were then separated 

into several codes: duty to help others and true victimhood codes represented positive victim 

perceptions; Protestant Work Ethic, isolationism, and untrue victimhood codes represent 

negative victim perceptions. These codes were applied on a sentence-by-sentence basis to 

develop initial impressions of trends. Isolationism and untrue victimhood were not correlated 

with the passage of time. However, associations were found between passage of time and three 

themes: Protestant Work Ethic, duty to help others, and true victimhood. 
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Introduction 

 Identification with certain ingroups is a political tactic commonly used in the 

contemporary United States (e.g., Henderson, 2017). This tactic has been associated with 

massive shifts in political rhetoric, formulating a culture that is separate from traditional honor-

based and dignity-based settings. Honor-based cultures considered honor worthy of protection, 

leading even small slights to warrant outrage. In honor-based societies, outrage is typically 

settled privately and appeals are not typically made to third parties. Dignity-based cultures 

assume that humans have dignity that does not have to be earned or defended, relying mostly on 

third-party central authorities to settle disputes. Disputes, in a dignity-based culture, must be 

significant enough to warrant attention and minor slights are typically ignored. In this new 

culture, a different phenomenon is introduced. In contemporary times, a Hispanic student might 

take offense to suggestions of attending other activities besides attending a talk during Latino 

Heritage Month, equating it to showing disregard for their race (Friedersdorf, 2015). The student 

in this instance publicly decried the offending party through the internet. In this situation, the 

degree of sensitivity to minor offenses is consistent with honor-based cultures, and appealing to 

third parties is consistent with dignity-based cultures, but those cultures are historically mutually 

exclusive. Campbell and Manning (2014) have observed that this amalgamation is instead a 

victimhood culture, but how has this victimhood culture formed? 

 Others, such as Haslam (2016), explain this culture as a result of concept creep, wherein 

traditionally normal behavior or conversation is increasingly perceived as negative due to an 

expansion of definitional norms. There is a tendency for groups and individuals to identify with 

social categories to assert a need for social, political and material support. This perception is 

justified by historical faults attributed to social groups, which are often rhetorically tied to topics 
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such as the need for social welfare, affirmative polices, and government redress (Leach, Iyer, & 

Pederson, 2007). Redress is now associated with the definition of victimhood, which has taken 

on great appeal. As such, it becomes more desirable to find a mechanism by which one can claim 

victimhood for one’s group. 

Association with Competitive Victimhood 

 Victim status holds a negative connotation with the potentially stigmatizing implication 

that one has suffered harm. However, public perception of victims contrasts with expectation. It 

is now more common for others to announce victimhood status regardless of its surface-level 

undesirability. Despite being the traditional, advantaged majority, some white males within the 

United States now describe themselves as victimized or discriminated against by minority 

groups. One of the more popular criticisms conveyed against minorities concerns their perceived 

preferential treatment by certain institutions, such as with “affirmative action” (Gallagher, 2003, 

p. 309). This critical perspective is supported by some members of the white ingroup despite 

recent meta-analysis offering contrary evidence: in most economic and social spheres, including 

in modernized countries such as the United States, racial minorities and females continue to be 

more vulnerable to discrimination (Caroleo, Giannelli, & Pastore, 2010). Justification for white 

Americans claiming victimhood carries little scholarly support. 

 Justification or lack thereof does not mitigate competition for victim status, however. 

Related literature suggests that the United States especially has exemplified a historical shift in 

cultural character where all groups are likely to compete for victim status (Cole, 2007). This 

phenomenon can possibly be explained by social identity theory. If individuals are existentially 

threatened by immoral self-evaluation, they are also be motivated to perceive themselves 

positively. Likewise, if individuals identify themselves by their social groups, they would 
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concurrently want their social groups to be positively evaluated (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Thus, 

any unjustifiable harm that one’s ingroup has committed can potentially threaten the person’s 

positive self-evaluation (Branscombe, 1998; Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999). To 

decrease moral dissonance, accused group members often attempt to delegitimize the victimized 

group by enumerating the other group’s perceived wrongdoing. In a similar fashion, they can 

attempt to legitimize their own position with those wrongdoings, using them as justification for 

retribution (Sullivan, Landau, Branscombe, & Rothschild, 2012, p. 778). Again, as a result, 

victimhood has inadvertently become desirable or more positively received in the culture. 

Historical Precedent for Shift in Moral Culture 

 Competitive victimhood and the victim hierarchy are largely observed in modern 

literature. Nevertheless, the chronology or cultural popularity of both phenomena have not been 

empirically studied by social scientists. From a philosophical perspective, Friedrich Nietzsche 

(1887/1967) suggests that morality was traditionally associated with strength, wherein those with 

power engaged in any behavior they so wished, calling their lives “good.” This “master 

morality” indirectly considered the weakness of the massive underclass to be “bad” by virtue of 

being unable to exercise a life of hedonism and the conveyance of wealth. Slaves, by property of 

ressentiment—a tendency to feel hostility toward authority—spin the morality of their masters as 

evil. By the property of ressentiment, morality undergoes a process of moral inversion, whereby 

humility, submissiveness, and martyrdom become the indicators of morality.  

 This value-shift can be observed in changes in the nature of religious ceremonies before 

and after the rise of Judeo-Christian values. Powerful families sacrificed cattle, an ancient 

indicator of wealth, to the gods as a means of conveying piety. These feats are often coupled 

with descriptions of awe rather than apprehension. To the contrary, the martyrdom conveyed by 
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the primary figures within Catholicism are coupled with suggestions of moral superiority, which 

would then seem to spread to any group that can claim illegitimate suffering at the hands of 

persecutors (Nietzsche, 1887/1967).  

 Those who have suffered from unjust harm in the United States’ current cultural climate 

are expected to be compensated (Moscovici & Pérez, 2009). Victimhood competition in this 

sphere has, created anti-victim groups, who do not wish to provide conversation. Their 

arguments have created a victim hierarchy in the public mind, wherein there are true victims who 

deserve compensation and untrue victims who do not (Cole, 2007). The worthiness of 

compensation depends on the degree to which sympathy can be derived. As such, true victims 

are popularly expected to have undergone their suffering by no fault of their own and seek no 

deliberate compensation (Cole, 2007). Critical or skeptical commentators tend to classify untrue 

victims into two groups: deluded victims and deliberate victims. Deluded victims perceive 

themselves as victimized due to a historical precedent for ingroup victimization, despite more 

egalitarian conditions in modern times (Cole, 2007). Deliberate victims intentionally claim 

victimhood for the sake of compensation (Cole, 2007). 

 The goal of the current study is to determine the chronology of competitive victimhood 

and the rise of the cultural victim hierarchy. Its aim is to evaluate cultural norms by identifying 

the themes prevalent in the inaugural speeches of United States presidents. These speeches are 

historical artifacts that can attest to the value-shifts described in the preceding literature. 

Observed correlations can be utilized as evidence for a shift in moral culture over time, as well as 

to illuminate the associations between moral ideology and political policy. 

Method 

Data source 
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 Inaugural speeches of United States presidents were an appropriate source of data for 

several reasons. First, all inaugural speeches since the implementation of the constitution have 

been recorded in full. As such, the data is complete and readily available from the late 1700s to 

the most recent speech (President Donald Trump). For another, all inaugural speeches are meant 

to appeal to a national population and establish the platform for the incoming administration. 

Though features of the speaker exist in the tone and spirit of each speech, speeches are largely 

restrained by social expecations and the intention to appeal to all citizens (Donley & Winter, 

1970). As such, they are calculated to be congruent with the common attitudes of their 

contemporary American culture. 

 For purposes of this research, speeches were collected from an online database made 

available by the Yale Law Library’s Avalon Project 

(http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/inaug.asp). Obama’s second speech and Trump’s 

speech were collected from media transcripts as the aforementioned database had not yet 

uploaded them. The total number of speeches, from 1789 to 2017, is 58, consisting of 

approximately 136,000 words (Mwords = 2,341). 

Procedure 

 The text was analyzed with a coding scheme that arose out of iterative investigations of 

the text. Some codes were developed a priori, building on the literature described in the 

introduction. These codes were modified, discarded, or combined based on the frequency of their 

emergence and their ability to clearly represent relevant themes . Sixteen separate iterations were 

executed, often on subsets of the speeches, in an attempt to find a scheme with greater 

exclusivity and validity. However, these iterations can be categorized into 4 major revisions of 

the coding scheme. Likewise, the method in which themes were marked changed by iteration, as 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/inaug.asp
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later versions shifted to an approach of coding themes with the highest possible degree of mutual 

exclusivity. All coding schemes were applied using content analysis software (Atlas.ti) to 

document the coding process. 

 The first major iteration of the coding scheme was applied to the text on a sentence-by-

sentence basis. Codes 1-4 were Framing Codes, of which only one could be applied to a 

sentence. The Framing Code would assert a major theme behind, or the underlying spirit of the 

material being discussed. A code measuring irrelevant text (Code 4) was introduced for the 

purpose of identifying the an approximate proportion of text that is relevant to the current 

analyses. Afterwards, Content Codes would be applied to reference the specific nature of how 

the major theme is being introduced. Though a complete analysis of the text was not pursued 

with this coding scheme, its implementation among a subset of the data led to the identification 

several key issues: Framing Codes were not exclusionary to themselves; several Content Codes 

did not appear often enough to warrant inclusion; and several Content Codes were too general 

and often fit excerpts that were unrelated to the under investigation. The codes for this first 

iteration are represented in Tables 1 and 2. 

Table 1 

Coding Scheme Version 1 (Framing Codes) 

Codes Descriptions 

Code 1 (Duty) The necessary works of those in positions of social authority or 

responsibility, such as politicians or the military. 

Code 1.1 (God-given) Framing of those necessary works in the context of receiving them 

from religious authority. 

Code 1.2 (To those in 

need) 

Framing of those necessary works in the context of assisting those who 

are in need. 
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Code 2 

(Strength/resilience) References to the strength and resilience of America. 

Code 2.1 (Facing 

adversity) 

References to the strength and resilience of America while facing a 

threat. 

Code 2.2 (Protestant 

work ethic) 

References to the strength and resilience of America with regard to 

their willingness to work for success. 

Code 3 (Equality) Mention of the importance of democratic systems, equal rights, or 

better life outcomes. 

Code 3.1 (Inability to 

prosper) 

Mention of unequal circumstances wherein some groups cannot 

prosper without equitable circumstances. 

Code 3.2 (Groups in 

need) 

Mention of specific groups that are in need or have been previously 

disadvantaged. 

Code 3.3 (Fair chances) Promotion of the idea that everyone deserves a “fair chance” to achieve 

some success. 

Code 3.4 (Human rights) Promotion of the idea that humans have inalienable rights that cannot 

be infringed upon. 

Code 3.5 (Structural 

inequality) 

Mention of current issues in societal structures that lead to unequal 

treatment or disadvantaged groups. 

Code 4 (Irrelevant) Sentences that does not convey any of the above framing themes. 

 

Table 2 

Coding Scheme Version 1 (Content Codes) 

Codes Descriptions 

Code 5 (Social contract) Acknowledgement of a social contract between authority and citizens, 

wherein citizens must surrender freedoms for their own protection. 

Code 6 (American 

dream) 

Mention of the American dream with relation to private ownership of 

property, success in capitalism, and the promotion of family values. 

Code 7 (Victim 

hierarchy) 

Mention of “hard working” disadvantaged people that need assistance 

and “non-hard working” disadvantaged people that do not deserve 

assistance. 
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Code 8 (Moral 

obligations) 

Calls to action that promote contributions to the wellbeing of others as 

a moral obligation. 

Code 9 (Christian 

values) 

A promotion of morality with relation to Christian values as a basis for 

virtue. 

Code 10 (“Objective 

truth”) 

Political rhetoric wherein the speaker distrusts emotional arguments, 

and/or promotes action based on objective truth. 

Code 11 (False 

consciousness) 

Political rhetoric wherein the speaker recognizes or fails to recognize 

the invisible barriers that separate individuals or groups from success. 

Code 12 (Indebtedness to 

the past) 

Recognition that sacrifices and gains have been made by forefathers, 

prior citizens, or veterans that have contributed to the current state of 

affairs in a positive way. 

Code 13 (Evil 

perpetrated on us) 

General recognition of negative events occurring to America, its 

citizens, or any particular group. 

Code 13.1 (From outside 

sources) Mention of other countries perpetrating “evil acts” upon America. 

Code 13.2 (From inside 

sources) 

Mention of certain groups within America perpetrating “evil acts” upon 

other groups within America. 

Code 13.3 (From natural 

sources) 

Mention of natural phenomena that are harming America, such as 

natural disasters or disease. 

 

 The second coding scheme iteration was identical to the first, however, the methodology 

for coding was changed to be more flexible. Instead of the constraints of text being coded as 

representing a single theme, all themes were open to be utilized multiple times on the same 

sentence. This change was intended to increase the frequency of instances of interest. Dispite 

these changes, many issues persisted after this revised approach. Primarily, doubt continued to 

exist regarding the usefulness of certain themes due to co-occurrence with other themes, or too 

few instances of emergence overall. 

 The third coding scheme iteration attempted to remove irrelevant codes, broaden the 

codes that were more likely to be relevant, include specific codes for different elements of the 
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victim hierarchy (i.e., “true” and “untrue” victims, Cole, 2007), and combine codes that 

possessed a degree of granularity that was not aiding the study’s goals. Additionally, analysis 

was conducted with a more flexible method of quantitative enumeration. Instead of coding on a 

sentence-by-sentence basis, blocks of related text, no matter the length, were considered all part 

of the same instance. Some issues lingered from previous instances: primarily the coding scheme 

remaining too specific in some categories, leading to instances of  unclear meaning or co-

occurrence. Additionally, some codes continued to lack representation in the data. By changing 

the method in which instances were measured, however, a new issue was created. The frequency 

of code appearances became less indicative of theme prevalence within each speech: codes 

which occurred with minimal frequency might be counted several times depending on how 

sentences were structured, becoming overrepresented. An opposite problem also occurred 

wherein codes that comprised a majority of a speech would have minimal impact and become 

underrepresented. As such, the results of this iteration were deemed inaccurate due to the 

inability to make claims regarding thematic prevalence. The codes for this third iteration are 

conveyed in Table 3.  

Table 3 

Coding Scheme Version 3 

Codes Descriptions 

Code 1 (Irrelevant) Anything unrelated to the themes below. 

Code 2 (Equality) Text that described the importance or existence of equality, whether it 

be that people have equal rights to opportunities (e.g. education) or 

basic human rights (e.g., food, water, shelter, etc.). 

Code 3 (Inequality) Text that emphasizes an awareness of unequal opportunities. For 

example, describing how some groups cannot get by without some 

assistance from others or the government, or mentions of systemic 

inequality (e.g. economic barriers based on race, minority populations, 
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and beliefs). 

Code 4 (Protestant work 

ethic/the American 

dream) 

Text that indicates a work leads to success mentality. Regardless of 

whether text glosses over the barriers that people may face, this code 

should reflect passages that emphasize self-reliance, hard work, 

showing initiative, “buckling down,” etc. 

Code 5 (Victim 

hierarchy) 

Text that either compares groups that have suffered or describes the 

nations or groups in terms of the typology mentioned in the sub-codes. 

This code should also be used when the text indicates the need to 

provide support to “deserving” victims. 

Code 5.1 (True victims) People who suffer by no fault of their own. In other words, they suffer 

despite their best efforts to support themselves. 

Code 5.2 (Deluded 

victims) 

People who claim to have suffered because they believe they have been 

wronged when in fact they are unconsciously abusing the system or 

playing the “victim card” to attain benefits or sympathy. 

Code 5.3 (Deliberate 

victims) 

People who have not suffered or been victimized but who claim to have 

been victimized in a deliberate effort to attain benefits or sympathy. 

Code 6 (Moral 

duty/obligation) 

Regardless of the source of duty (religion, citizenship, moral, etc.), the 

text should reflect a motivation to take care of those who suffer 

undeservedly (e.g., those who are struggling, in need, in poverty, or 

politically underrepresented/ignored). 

Code 7 (Distrust of 

emotions/reliance on 

“objective truth”) 

Text that argues for the prioritization of facts (e.g. data, statistics, etc.) 

to determine government funding, humanitarian efforts, etc. 

Code 8 (Indebtedness to 

individuals/groups of 

the past) 

Text that reflects a belief that individuals, groups, or the entire US is 

indebted to the work or suffering of people/groups from the past (e.g., 

the forefathers, colonials, civil rights activists, or prior 

citizens/soldiers). This could be used to justify a variety of actions, 

including “we must work hard so that we do not squander what has 

been given to us.” 

Code 9 (USA described 

as harmed, in danger, or 

victimized) 

Text that describes a way that either the USA or a subgroup of US 

citizens has been harmed, placed in danger, or victimized, regardless of 

whether the threat comes from other countries, groups within the 

country, or natural sources. 
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 The final coding scheme iteration removed more codes that did not appear particularly 

often, specifically codes 7 and 8. Codes that co-occurred, such as codes 9, 3, and 2, were 

combined with code 5 and its sub-codes. Additionally, based on hermeneutic cycle of coding 

scheme application and retrospective consideration, descriptions of themes were distilled to 

capture aspects of the speeches that were (a) relevant and (b) present. Further, for this final 

iteration, frequency counts returned to a sentence-by-sentence basis. The frequency of the code 

would then be adjusted based upon speech length. Following previously utilized procedure  

(Winter, 1987), frequency counts were divided by the total number of words within each speech, 

and then multiplied by 1000. These length-adjusted frequencies were used for the remainder of 

the analyses described below. In addition to analyzing these, length-adjusted frequencies, 

however, raw scores were also examined. All the relationships uncovered with the length-

adjusted frequencies were also present, though often weaker. The codes for this final iteration are 

represented in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Coding Scheme Version 4 

Codes Descriptions 

Code 1 (Irrelevant) Anything not related to the themes below. 

Code 2 (Ambiguous/difficult 

to interpret) 

Text possibly related to one of the themes below, but it is unclear. 

Indicates that the text should be checked by a second coder. 

Code 3 (Protestant Work 

Ethic) 

Text that indicates that “hard work leads to attaining 

personal/national goals.” Text should emphasize self-reliance, 

hard work, showing initiative, “buckling down,” etc. 

Code 4 (Noninterference, 

Individual Freedom, 

Isolationism) 

Text that promotes societal structures that encourage an 

individualist agenda and national isolation. Capitalism and small 

government are likewise included.  
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Code 5 (Duty/obligation to 

take care of others) 

Text that indicates a need/motivation for US citizens to take care 

of those who are suffering, disadvantaged, or are in conflict. 

Regardless of the type of appeal (religion, citizenship, individual 

morals, etc.), the text should suggest that individuals or the nation 

as a whole should promote equality in all societal structures and 

national strength through unity. 

Code 6.1 (True victims) Text that mentions people who suffer or are disadvantaged and 

who deserve sympathy or support. This may also include groups 

of victims that are seen as generally worthy of assistance (e.g., 

veterans) or groups that have been historically disadvantages 

(e.g., African Americans).  

Code 6.2 (Untrue victims) Text that mentions people who suffer but do not deserve support. 

This could be “takers” or people who are benefiting unjustly from 

social services (e.g., welfare), people who ascribe to a “victim 

mentality,” or corrupt groups that benefit from privileges. This 

could also include differentiation of groups that are denied rights, 

sympathy, or support at that period of history (e.g., slaves 

[referencing freemen], Native Americans, or women). 

Code 6.3 

(Inequality/victimization) 

Any acknowledgement of victimization, unequal opportunities, 

(dis)advantage, or socioeconomic inequality that does not fit 

either 6.1 or 6.2. 

 

 Codes 1 and 2 accounted for material that would not be considered in further content 

analyses. Code 2 indicated a need to involve a second researcher to discuss the material and 

reach a consensus on the meaning of the sentence. Code 3, “protestant work ethic” was included 

due to observations regarding its frequent relevance and proximity to victim rhetoric. Consistent 

with ideas underlying the just-world hypothesis (Lerner, 1980), the presence of this theme 

suggests that a person’s misfortunes or lack of success are due to a lack of effort. Code 4 

indicates the traditional master morality, wherein “competitive individualism” (Triandis & 

Gelfand, 1998) is promoted. Code 5 is directly related to the responsibility to help others and 

deservingness of aid. Based on earlier coding iterations, it was expected that Code 5 would be 

highly associated with Code 6.1. Codes 6.1 and 6.2 were primarily used to identify groups that 

were mentioned by the text. Though Code 6.2 may have emerged only somewhat recently in 
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American politics (Cole, 2007), it was predicted that it would reveal an association with Code 4 

(i.e., individualism). Code 6.3 was an attempt to catch material that may be relevant, but not 

entirely associated with true or untrue victimhood. However, prevalence of Code 6.3 was low 

and is therefore disregarded in the following analyses. Contemporary examples of each relevant 

theme are found in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Coding Scheme Version 4 Examples 

Codes Examples 

Code 3 (Protestant Work Ethic) “If we look to the answer as to why … we achieved so 

much, it was because … we unleashed the energy and 

individual genius of man…” (Ronald Reagan, 1981) 

Code 4 (Noninterference, 

Individual Freedom, Isolationism) 

“In this present crisis … government is the problem.” 

(Ronald Reagan, 1981) 

Code 5 (Duty/obligation to take 

care of others) 
“It is the kindness to take in a stranger when levees 

break...” (Barack Obama, 2009) 

Code 6.1 (True victims) “…Mothers and children trapped in poverty in our inner 

cities…” (Donald Trump, 2017) 

Code 6.2 (Untrue victims) “…by borrowing, [we] can live beyond our means, but 

only for a limited time.” (Ronald Reagan, 1981) 

 

 Of interest to this study is a direct test of the present theory the relationship between 

theme prevalence and time. Correlation analyses was used to assess the between the themes as 

well as between each theme and time (speech year).  

Results 

 Table 6 conveys the general frequency of codes throughout the course of the analysis as 

well as the standard deviation. The relative frequency of Code 5 is of interest as indicates the 
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high frequency of this theme across speeches. Likewise, Code 5 possesses the largest standard 

deviation, and thus the greatest variability in frequency. 

Table 6 

Means and Standard Deviations of Code Frequencies 

Codes M SD 

Code 3 (PWE) 3.668 4.620 

Code 4 (IND) 3.593 3.398 

Code 5 (Duty) 8.369 6.533 

Code 6.1 (TV) 4.119 4.244 

Code 6.2 (UTV) 2.058 2.218 

 

 Table 7 conveys the correlations between the year of the inaugural speeches and the 

various themes. Analyses revealed seven significant and positive relationships. Three were 

revealed between year and three separate codes: Code 3 (r(56) = 0.66, p < 0.001), Code 5 (r(56) 

= 0.80, p < 0.001), and Code 6.1 (r(56) = 0.56, P < 0.001). These correlations are represented in 

Figures 1-3. Two were revealed relationships between Code 3 and two other codes: Code 5 

(r(56) = 0.60, p < 0.001) and Code 6.1 (r(56) = 0.50, p < 0.001). Further, another relationship 

was observed between Code 4 and Code 6.2 (r(56) = 0.29, p < 0.005. Finally, as significant 

relationship was observed between Code 5 and Code 6.1 (r(56) = 0.64, p < 0.001). This positive 

correlation is identified on Figure 4. All correlations can be found in Table 7. 

Table 7 

Correlations between Themes and Year 

Codes 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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1. Year —      

2. Code 3 (PWE) .66** —     

3. Code 4 (IND) .05 -.12 —    

4. Code 5 (Duty) .80** .60** -.15 —   

5. Code 6.1 (TV) .56** .50** -.20 .64** —  

6. Code 6.2 (UTV) .03 .20 .29* .02 .09 — 

Note. * Indicates p < .05, ** indicates p < .001 (2-tailed). 

 

 

Figure 1. Protestant work ethic frequency over time 
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Figure 2: Duty/Obligation to help others instances and their frequency over time 

 

Figure 3: “True” victimhood instances and their frequency over time 
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Figure 4: Individualism instances and their frequency in relation to “untrue” victimhood 
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totality in subsequent iterations. It must be mentioned, however that significant efforts were 
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made for the sake of increasing the validity of the codes. The collaborative effort in which the 

coding scheme was made implies interrater agreement to a great extent, not negating this 

concern, but mitigating it. 

 A more significant concern does exist, however. Because Codes 3, 5 and 6.1 are all 

positively related to time, significant doubt is cast over the meaning of their mutual association. 

As such, the positive correlations between Code 3, Code 5, and Code 6.1 cannot be interpreted in 

any straightforward way. It is possible that some of these themes have had causal influence on 

each other in the course of the development of U.S. popular culture. On the other hand, they 

might all simply be part of a broader “ethos” of victimhood rhetoric that has risen and solidified 

over time, which would then drive their auto-correlation. Either view of the data would be 

consistent with the current theoretical account, but future research is needed to disentangle the 

exact meaning of these relationships. 

 Positive correlations between time and the code frequencies of Protestant Work Ethic, 

duty/obligation to help others, and “true victims” are theoretically consistent. Additionally, the 

positive correlation between isolationism and “untrue victims” is theoretically consistent. 

Protestant Work Ethic becoming more common suggests an increased division between “true 

victims” and “untrue victims.” This interpretation is consistent with the just-world hypothesis, 

which presumes that misfortunes are the consequences of a person’s behavior (Lerner, 1980). In 

essence, the notion that hard work leads to success suggests that a lack of effort leads to 

misfortune.  

 Duty/obligation to help others becoming more common suggests an increased interest in 

altruistic acts. The co-occurrence of “true victims” being identified suggests greater recognition 

of groups that are deserving of those altruistic actions.  
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 The association between isolationism and recognition of groups undeserving of support 

suggests that rhetoric which promotes the individual agenda is simultaneously more critical of 

victim groups. This association holds greater weight on the grounds that neither bear a 

significant relationship with time, positive or otherwise. 

 Overall, these results would suggest that the increased prevalence of these forms of 

rhetoric are indicative of a broader moral shift. This moral shift has placed greater attention on 

victimized groups by discerning their legitimacy for victimhood status. 

Future Directions 

 Following this study, additional research assistants may be necessary to further analyze 

the relationships found in this study. These research assistants may also need to code the material 

once more to provide interrater reliability to the correlations found, either legitimizing or 

delegitimizing the findings of this study. It may also be worthwhile to conduct further analyses 

on variables that were unexplored in this study. Matters like party identification and the 

proximity of speeches to significant periods of civil rights can be useful to gain further insight 

onto the possible associations to thematic prevalence.  
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