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2020 Voter Fraud: Myth or Fact?

Many journalists, activists and politicians have repeatedly claimed there was fraud in the

2020 national election; however, extensive research has revealed that voter fraud is very rare and

most, if not all, of the fraud claims have been proven false. Among those who claim that voter

fraud existed in the 2020 election is Tucker Carlson. Carlson is a well-known, conservative

reporter with a political talk show called Tucker Carlson Tonight, which airs nightly on Fox

News. His show is limited to an audience that tends to align themselves with his far-right beliefs.

In his piece about the 2020 election results, Carlson relies heavily on ethos and pathos to engage

and unite his conservative base on eliminating voter fraud. Although most of his audience is

likely to accept his argument because of his forceful rhetoric, those who are less conservative

than he is are less likely to agree with him.

In his article, Carlson utilizes facts from trustworthy sources to help his ethos, ensuring

his audience will find him credible. For example, in an effort to emphasize his point that dead

people voted in the 2020 election via mail-in ballots, he cites a 2012 study from Pew Research

that found that there were nearly two million dead people still on voter rolls in the United States.

This evidence contributes to his ethos, because Pew is a trusted source and has a good reputation

among liberals and conservatives. To continue to emphasize his point and demonstrate his

credibility, Carlson writes, “According to a report last December from the Commonwealth’s

Department of the Auditor General, nearly 3,000 potentially deceased voters remained on the

voter rolls” (Carlson). The Auditor General’s responsibility is to improve government
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accountability by reporting on governmental operations. Carlson likely knows his argument is

not widely accepted among Americans, so he uses these nonpartisan sources, to prove that he

and his claim about voter fraud can be trusted. Carlson is strategic in his selection of sources

because in order to gain ethos, his audience must find his sources credible. By extension, Carlson

is attempting to gain the trust of his audience’s by quoting sources they would consider reliable.

Carlson also outsources his ethos by citing sources, rather than positioning himself as the expert

on the topic. Overall, he displays his credibility, leading his audience to agree that dead are

casting mail-in ballots, and therefore, voter fraud existed in the 2020 election.

In addition to the use of nonpartisan sources to help his ethos, Carlson employs

polarizing diction to insight anger in his audience, in effort to encourage them to agree with his

argument. The main technique he uses to gain the attention of his conservative audience is by

directly calling out Democrats for causing voter fraud. He writes, “Why did this happen? How

can we prevent it from happening again? Those are the questions. The first is very simple to

answer: Democrats did it. They understand that when you send mail-in ballots to an entire

unverified voter roll, you can't really know who's voting” (Carlson). By placing blame on

Democrats for the voter fraud issues he discusses, he is appealing to the emotions of his

audience. He is well aware he is speaking to an audience that most likely already disagrees with

Democrats, and hearing Carlson say that Democrats are to blame for voter fraud will lead his

audience to further believe his argument. Carlson understands the values of his audience and

beliefs, and uses that to manipulate them into trusting his argument. Additionally, his decision to

use a question and answer format prompts his audience to have their own response, before

Carlson quickly gives them the answer. He engages the audience by making them feel like they

are thinking for themselves when, in fact they are not. Throughout the piece, Carlson uses
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purposeful word choices to evoke certain emotions in his audience,  making them feel the way he

wants them to feel. For example, when describing the Democrats, he uses words like, “lying”,

“cynical” and “distrustful”, which further arouses his audience. Overall, Carlson’s polarizing

word choice engages and unites his audience under the notion that they all dislike Democrats and

want to place the blame on them for voter fraud.

Furthermore, Carlson continues to appeal to pathos when he includes specific anecdotes

about dead voters, provoking emotion from his audience. For instance, he writes,

Mr. Blalock was a mailman for 33 years until he passed away in 2006. Fourteen
years later, according to state records, he was still mailing things. James Blalock
cast a ballot in last week's election. How did he do that? Maybe he was just one of
those extraordinary mail carriers; neither rain nor snow nor gloom of night nor
even death itself could keep him from the mail. In his case, maybe voting from
the grave wasn't really fraud, it was just commitment.

By providing this story of Mr. Blalock, Carlson is helping his audience put a name to the invalid

vote that he claims was cast. Not only is he giving them specific evidence, he is attempting to

connect with the audience emotionally. Carlson’s inclusion of Mr. Blalock’s story is one of

multiple anecdotes he utilizes in his article to gain an emotional response from his audience,

leading them to believe his voter fraud argument. Additionally, this story adds humor and

sarcasm to his argument which further engages his audience. The dramatic account of voter fraud

helps Carlson ensure that his audience feels angry about mail-in-ballots and is therefore likely to

agree with his argument. Carlson’s strategic use of pathos by including anecdotes of deceased

people who casted votes by mail appeals to the audience’s emotions, leading them to feel angry

over the situation.

For the most part, Carlson is effective in gaining the support of his conservative-leaning

audience through the use of ethos and pathos; however, his appeals are less successful in helping

him gain the support of those who are not as conservative as him. His polarizing language is
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positive for his loyal audience, but it alienates those who are not as far to the right, which limits

him from reaching a broader audience. Carlson has decided that the benefit of engaging his loyal

base to agree with his argument outweighs the risk of alienating the few moderates in the

audience. While his decision effectively unites and engages his audience, most of his audience

was already engaged and likely to trust his argument, before reading this article. Carlson’s

decision is also financially driven, because if his article was less partisan, he would likely lose

some of his loyal audience.

Carlson is strategic in his use of rhetorical devices to achieve his goal of engaging and

uniting his base on eliminating voter fraud. He demonstrates his own ethos by including

trustworthy, nonpartisan sources. Additionally, he uses polarizing diction and humorous

anecdotes to elicit emotion from his base. Although these techniques were successful in reaching

his target audience, since the original article was published, Fox News has taken measures to

address Carlson’s misinformation. However, the actions of Fox News, such as retitling the article

as an opinion piece rather than a news story, and issuing a watered-down retraction, are not very

effective in combating the misinformation Carlson presents in his article.
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