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approach demonstrates how Carney’s rhetoric not only critiques 
U.S. hegemonic decline but also attempts to mobilize international 
actors toward a more collaborative and multipolar global order. 

 

Introduction 

This essay analyzes a speech delivered by Canadian Prime Minister 
Mark Carney at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland. 
To examine the rhetorical force of this address, the analysis 
integrates three distinct but complementary critical frameworks. 
First, a Neo-Aristotelian approach evaluates how Carney mobilizes 
ethos, pathos, and logos to persuade a global audience of political 
and economic elites. Second, Burkean dramatism—specifically 
pentadic analysis—interrogates how Carney’s language constructs 
motive and frames geopolitical transformation as both necessary 
and urgent. Third, Hall’s encoding/decoding model is employed to 
consider how different audiences may interpret and respond to 
the speech, ranging from dominant to oppositional readings. 
Together, these methodologies provide a layered understanding of 
how Carney’s rhetoric functions not only as critique but also as a 
call to reimagine the structure of the contemporary world order. 

Part I: Neo-Aristotelian Analysis 

Context 

The speech was held in Davos, Switzerland and was being 
televised as well as posted extensively on social media, in 
particular on YouTube. Carney addresses the political situation 
brought on by American President Donald Trump and critiques 
the U.S.’ hegemonic power. 

Given the amount of changes this President has made in his 2nd 
term when it came to the world’s economy, Carney stood at this 
podium speech and offered a view on it through the lens of a 
neighboring country, this being Canada. 
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For the longest time, Canada was considered an ally of 
the United States, but now with the U.S. prioritizing themselves 
and severing past alliances for a short term economic gain, this 
agreement is no longer a thing. It is a significant moment in time 
for Carney as a representative of Canada to denounce this 
hegemonic power given the history Canada had with the U.S.. 

Audience 

Carney uses this speech to address global leaders at the 
WEF. Not only is it just for government officials, those high in 
power in businesses, academia, and the media are also present. 
Given this is a televised event that is also spread through social 
media, Carney’s audience also extends to the regular people of 
different countries who tune in. Carney goes on to explicitly call 
the attention of “middle powers” saying, “The question for 
middle powers like Canada is not whether to adapt to the new 
reality — we must” (Carney, para. 24, 2026). In trying to get this 
audience’s attention from the get-go, Carney opens up with a 
story of a storekeeper keeping the communist system alive by 
merely participating quietly. Besides this method, he also 
employs reasonable logic based on who the audience is and their 
capabilities in business as well as emotional values and ties a 
person has to their country. 

Source 

Carney uses his credibility as a way to be able to speak to 
the audience at the WEF. He’s the Prime Minister of Canada and 
prior to this was Governor of the Bank of Canada as well as the 
Governor of the Bank of England. He also has an extensive 
education, gaining a doctorate in economics, boosting his 
credibility to speak on the ongoing hegemonic issues the U.S. 
brings to the international table regarding the Global Economy. 
With this in mind, Carney heads into his speech being the face of 
Canada denouncing the broken U.S. capitalistic system that no 
longer works. 
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Logos 

Carney uses Logos extensively throughout the speech as a 
way to persuade the audience. He compares the situation of 
different countries beginning to fend for themselves by bringing it 
back to economic terms of risk management. He states, “Risk 
management comes at a price, but that cost of strategic 
autonomy, of sovereignty, can be shared. Collective investments 
in resilience are cheaper than everyone building their own 
fortresses” (Carney, para. 23, 2026). In this way of bringing the 
global situation to a smaller scale of economic understanding, 
Carney allows for the audience to shift their thinking and be open 
to the rest of his speech. These individuals understand 
economics, and with this comparison, understand that the way to 
minimize risk is to stay connected through what Carney calls “a 
rupture”. 

Pathos 

Carney also builds up courage throughout his speech and 
in this way is employing the use of Pathos. His deliberate call out 
of the U.S. is powerful especially as he directly states, “We 
understand that this rupture calls for more than adaptation. It 
calls for honesty about the world as it is” (Para. 54, 2026). Honesty 
is the keyword that Carney uses to build up hope and courage in 
the audience. If Carney is absolutely honest in his words about the 
world, his suggestions throughout the speech become especially 
important to listen to. Near the end of his speech, Carney also 
goes on to say, “The powerful have their power. But we have 
something too: the capacity to stop pretending, to name realities, 
to build our strength at home and to act together” (Para. 57, 
2026). 

Promoting honesty and strength, Carney allows the 
audience to feel prideful, if they’re Canadian, and have hope in a 
newer world order. As Carney shares, “…the old world order is 
not coming back” (Para. 56, 2026). Admitting to this sincerely, 
Carney’s speech of pragmatically laying out the steps Canada will 
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take during this “rupture” allows for courage to be built among 
listeners. While facing such a huge shift in global affairs, Carney 
heads into this chaos by acknowledging the changes that need to 
be made and not sticking to Ad Hominem attacks or using 
hyperboles to alienate his audience. 

Ethos 

When it comes to credibility, Carney goes on to prop up 
Canada’s capabilities as a Middle Power country. He directly 
shares, “Canada has what the world wants” (Para. 52, 2026). In 
sharing what Canada does right, Carney builds up rapport with 
other global leaders and leads them to want to truly listen and 
remember what he said. Throughout his speech, Carney 
continuously pointed out how the values and reliability of the 
world order was a thing of the past. He says, “Stop invoking 
rules-based international order as though it still functions as 
advertised. Call it what it is: a system of intensifying great power 
rivalry where the most powerful pursue their interests using 
economic integration as coercion” (Para. 47, 2026). There is a 
notion of moral credibility in this statement by being honest of 
what the old order really was. Having morals and being honest 
about what the old system was works in Carney’s favor for his new 
message of wanting to build a newer global power that is 
beneficial to more than to a select few. 

Organization 

The artifact moves from first introducing a story from 
Havel about a storekeeper keeping the communist system alive. 
Through this story, Carney creates an extended metaphor which 
he uses to form his appeals throughout his speech. The main 
impact of the speech is placed deliberately in both the beginning 
and the end of the speech, with the beginning showing Carney’s 
clear callout of this failing system and the ending being his call to 
action for other powers to step up to take the mantle for a new 
order. In placing the story at the beginning as well as outright 
saying the system no longer works, Carney builds his rapport with 
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the audience to truly listen to what he has to say throughout his 
speech. The call to action being put at the end makes the last 
remarks memorable and stand out. 

Language 

In terms of language, Carney uses higher vocabulary that 
is fitting for his direct audience members. It’s important to 
remember that a lot of the economic terms stated in this speech 
might fly over secondary audience members who were not in 
physical attendance. Nevertheless, Carney speaks with frank 
clarity about the social and economic changes happening with the 
world. He also uses the reoccurring theme introduced at the 
beginning with his short story of a storekeeper putting up a sign 
to participate in the communist regime. The phrase of putting up 
the sign is constantly brought back up time and time again 
throughout the speech to tie it back to the story of how 
communism sustained itself for so long. This repetition drives 
home how quiet participation in the old system allowed for it to 
stay alive even if it didn’t work and wasn’t beneficial for many. 

Evaluation 

Carney demonstrates realism in his approach of addressing 
the issue at hand. He does so by showcasing the accomplishments 
that Canada has achieved on their own merit and by not relying 
on the U.S.’ power. In this way, Carney shows that a new world 
system that isn’t over reliant on stronger powers isn’t necessary in 
order to participate in global affairs. More so Carney’s strongest 
point in his speech is the poignant honesty. As a representative of 
Canada, a once close ally of the U.S., Carney demonstrates how 
honesty can be powerful in persuading the audience by directly 
addressing the current situation. The historical context makes 
Carney’s arguments, his usage of repeated metaphors, and being 
logical that much stronger. When it comes to the limitations 
however, using such higher language can alienate audiences. 
Moreover, there is more reliance on the pathos of his argument by 
constantly bringing up the shopkeeper metaphor. 
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Part II: Dramatism: Pentadic Analysis 

Quoted passage: 

“Our view is the middle powers must act together because if 
we’re not at the table, we’re on the menu. But I’d also say that 
great powers can afford, for now, to go it alone. They have the 
market size, the military capacity, and the leverage to dictate 
terms. Middle powers do not. But when we only negotiate 
bilaterally with a hegemon, we negotiate from weakness. We 
accept what’s offered. We compete with each other to be the 
most accommodating. This is not sovereignty. It's the performance 
of sovereignty while accepting subordination” (Carney, para. 
42-44, 2026). 

Pentadic Terms: 

The quote displays the scene being that the U.S. hegemonic 
power has failed and is leaving a void in the global system. Carney 
explains that at the moment these greater powers can afford to 
continue in isolation without participating in globalization as there 
is no need for reliance but that the middle powers need to take 
action soon. Calling on the middle powers to act is clearly shown 
to be Burke’s Act. He brings up the point that in that old system, 
middle and lower powers were at odds with one another to be the 
most accommodating ally to these greater powers. Now Carney is 
calling for these middle powers to work together instead, lest they 
be in the same situation that held their countries to a 
disadvantage in comparison to the greater powers.  

Ratio 

The ratio showcased in this quotation is Scene-Act, in which the 
setting determines the action. The scene, being the failed old 
system having a void that needs to be filled, brings in the Act, 
Canada and other middle powers to step up to the plate. The 
rupture is what is leading the middle powers to act now. This ratio 
explains that this new chaotic setting of a global structural failure 
is what is leading these powers to form a newer system that is 
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more sustainable. The main course of action is for middle powers 
to work together and also better shape their own countries like 
Canada did with its investments in defense and forming political 
alliances that are more equal in ground. 

Consequence 

In following the Scene-Act ratio, the blame does not fall onto a 
specific number of powers but solely continues the idea that the 
bystander effect is what led to this old system staying for as long 
as it did. More so the politics now shift towards promoting the 
resilience of countries who stood quietly by instead of actually 
taking accountability in acting in such a manner. Carney argues 
that it is subordination, while not entirely true. This then begs the 
question of how these middle powers continued to sustain such a 
system for so long when the same system was a facade for how 
much power a country truly held. It shifts the blame onto the 
system instead of all the countries who participated, and will 
continue to participate, in quiet subordination even in the newer 
world order that might be proposed. 

Part III: Encoding/Decoding 

Encoding 

Carney’s speech hammers in the fact that the old world order has 
shifted into something new and that taking the time to make a 
new path is imperative for the future of the different countries of 
the world. He states, “Nostalgia is not a strategy” (Para. 56, 2026). 
The intended message is that middle powers, or just any country 
in general, needs to be aware of the changes and cannot just stay 
living in the past when the world needs to move forward. 

Decoding: From the encoded message of middle powers needing 
to step into the new age of World Order, there can be 3 different 
interpretations made by the audience. 

I. Dominant Reading 

Should the audience accept the message that Carney is 
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proposing, they will in turn be willing to also do as Carney 
proposes in his speech. He brings up that middle powers should 
be “building what we claim to believe in, rather than waiting for 
the old order to be restored. It means creating institutions and 
agreements that function as described, and it means reducing 
leverage that enables coercion” (Para. 49, 2026). In this snippet 
not only does Carney suggest what the dominant reading should 
be, he also describes what those in the Negotiated Reading might 
do. The main focus of those who agree with Carney will interpret 
his message as a call to action. They do agree that the U.S. 
hegemonic powers are no longer what they used to be, and 
understand Carney’s extended metaphor about participating in 
this system with “the sign on the window”. 

II. Negotiated Reading 

There will be other audience members who might feel in conflict 
with this message that Carney brings up. For instance, these are 
global leaders who already benefitted from the old order and 
while they are somewhat open to this new idea, there is not 
enough ground to truly believe in these ideals, no matter how 
realistic. There is also the fact that other countries who may not 
be considered middle powers feel as though they cannot 
participate to the extent that Carney is suggesting. The 
interpretation is considered to be that only middle powers can be 
the ones to step up to the plate to bring about a new global 
system even if Carney is suggesting globalization that benefits 
more people instead of the interests of a great few. 

III. Oppositional Reading 

This portion of the audience would be against what Carney is 
suggesting. If the system that had stood the test of time for so 
long had worked in favor of these individuals, why shouldn’t they 
try to bring it back? Carney is suggesting hypotheticals that 
currently offer no benefits for these individuals that are 
substantial or tangible at the moment. These members might be 
those from the greater powers that Carney is rebuking and they’ll 
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be entirely against his message of a global system in which more 
countries are working together on equal ground. 

Reproduction 

After forming an interpretation of Carney’s message, these 
audience members might go ahead and try to silence what has 
been said if they are in opposition. There might be an influx in 
propaganda against trying to build a new world order. Those in 
favor might have others interested in actually engaging in policy 
making to make Carney’s pragmatic dream a true reality. Whether 
a true mobilization towards this new goal will come to fruition is 
yet to be seen, as Carney had mentioned prior, the bystander 
effect has led to such systems having a strong staying power. 

Conclusion 

Through the combined application of Neo-Aristotelian criticism, 
Burkean dramatism, and Hall’s encoding/decoding model, this 
analysis demonstrates how Mark Carney’s Davos address operates 
as both a critique of an eroding hegemonic order and a strategic 
call for collective reorientation among global actors. Carney’s 
appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos establish credibility and 
urgency, while his dramatistic framing positions geopolitical 
“rupture” as the condition that compels action, particularly 
among middle powers. At the same time, the encoding/decoding 
framework reveals that the speech’s meaning is not fixed but 
contingent upon audience positioning, producing a range of 
potential interpretations from alignment to resistance. Taken 
together, these approaches underscore the complexity of Carney’s 
rhetoric as an effort to not only name a shifting global reality but 
also to shape how that reality is understood, negotiated, and 
acted upon by diverse audiences. 
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c. Speaker Credibility: Now, I am an avid user  

of social media, and I see my mutuals and  
others posting their babies all the time! I also  
have listened to several true crime podcasts  
describing the ways photos of children are  
used without anyone suspecting a thing so…  

 
d. Thesis: I’d like to share with you all why  

parents should not be posting their young  
children on social media  

 
e. Preview of Main Points: First I will talk about  

‘sharenting’ and how this can affect the child  
growing up, then I will talk about the accidental  
leaking of private information and lastly, I will  
discuss the link between child predators and AI. 
 
Transition to 1st Main Point: Now lets learn  
about “sharenting” and digital footprint… 
 
Main Point 1: Sharenting is a mixture of the  
words “share” and parenting. 
 
Sub-point A: It may seem innocent and even  
sweet to keep the world updated on the little  
munchkins saying their first words or taking  
their first steps. The problem is that the  
unsuspecting parents just don’t know how far  
these images may go. The concept of  
“sharenting” can result in a lasting digital footprint  
from a young age.  
 According to Carolyn Martin and Nick Feldstern  
in an article published on Lutzker & Lutzker on  
August 24, 2020 in a study conducted in 2010,  
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92% of 2 year olds in the US already had an  
online presence. This is a scary statistic since  
most 2 year olds are barely enrolled in mommy  
and me classes and are fully reliant on adults to  
maintain their wellbeing.   
Sub-point B: Now, the more overlooked aspect  
of this sharenting concept is the risk of bullying  
and embarrassment that a child may be  
exposed to years after some seemingly  
innocent posts. 
 
According to Haley Keltie, published in a paper  
in the Indiana law journal in 2020, she explains  
that in the C.S. Mott study, 52% of parents  
expressed concern that their child might be  
upset or embarrassed by what was posted on  
social media by the time they reach adolescence.  
So this isn’t something that is just a foreign  
concept! Most parents can admit that what they  
post could be embarrassing and if it’s  
embarrassing to the parent, what is stopping  
any bully from using it against their child at  
some point. 

 
Transition to 2nd Main Point: Now that we know  
about sharenting and its connection to bullying,  
let’s talk about privacy and accidental sharing of  
information. 
 
Main Point 2: Lots of parents use their children  
and their information completely uncensored. 
 
Sub-point A: According to Arooj Ahmed in an  
article published on Digital information world.org on  
May 25, 2021 , A survey conducted on 1,000 parents  
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by SECURITY ORG found that 75% of them posted  
pictures, stories, and videos of their children and  
80% of them use their children’s real names. A  
good cyber criminal can use that bit of information  
to do what they call “phishing” on the dark web for  
the missing pieces they’d need to open something  
like a credit card in a child’s name especially since  
most minors do not have credit attached to their  
social security numbers. 

 
f. Sub-point B: Thieves will often open credit  

cards with the found information fraudulently  
and then fail to pay off the credit card and the  
victims of this fraud would be ignorantly blissful  
and therefore harm your creditworthiness. There  
are even reports of parents doing this to their  
own children without their knowledge! Of course,  
this is able to be reported, but after all that  
damage is done, it would be extremely  
inconvenient to resolve. 
 

Transition to 3rd Main Point: Now that you know  
about data leaking in social media posts, we’re  
going to discuss the use of AI with children’s  
photos and information. 
 

II. Main Point 3: As a society, we would be naïve to  
believe that there aren’t sick people in this world we  
live in. Technology is becoming more advanced and  
more available to people to use in nefarious ways. 

 
a. Sub-point A: According to researcher Hye  

Jung Han in her article published on Human  
Rights Watch.org on June 27,2024, In the  
absence of strong child data privacy laws,  
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can be used to exploit the youth. 
 

b. Restate Thesis:  SO, Parents should NOT be  
posting distinctive photos of their children on  
social media. 

 
c. Memorable Closer: Children deserve privacy  

just as much as adults, as the adults in our  
society, why are we purposefully exposing these  
innocent kids to an environment in which they  
know nothing. It is our duty to protect the  
children who cannot protect themselves,  
thank you. 
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Daniel’s Detriment: Causes and Effects of Poor Quality Children’s 

Media 

 

Lyla Medina 

 

Bio: 

Lyla Medina is a first-year undergraduate student in the 

School of Natural and Social Sciences at Cal State LA with an 

interest in popular children’s media. 

*Transcript from a given speech* 

 

Renowned children’s author Ursula K. Le Guinn once asserted 

that it is a universal threat that "forces us to stop fighting among 

ourselves and combine our weapons against a common foe.” 

Comrade, I am here today to unite you against the greatest threat 

of our time: Cocomelon. Now if you are unaware, Cocomelon is a 

Youtube and Netflix series oriented toward young children 2-5 

years old. Quick, tantalizing, and easy to consume, Cocomelon 

has been described as an “animation juggernaut” by the New 

Yorker due to the sheer chokehold it has on our youth. But I am 

not here solely to pummel animated toddlers. You see, 

Cocomelon is merely a representation of the direction that 

children’s media is taking as a whole. As someone who lives and 

works with kids, I have seen firsthand the rapid negative effects 
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that content made to nurture views instead of minds has on 

young children. We are watching in real time as attention spans 

shrink and developmental delays become the norm. It is pertinent 

that we acknowledge that the “good old days” of cartoons are 

fleeting. There is an epidemic of unregulated access to poor 

quality media, online and through streaming platforms, designed 

to market to our children and enrich conglomerates, all while 

having severe negative cognitive impacts on the modern day 

youth. So what becomes of a generation bombarded with ads 

before they can put together a sentence? If we continue to accept 

the exchange of quality children’s media for keeping kids quiet 

and distracted, what are we really selling?  

Children are consuming more media than ever, with documented 

impacts that are immediate and severe. For example, children 

with heavy, unregulated access to media have been found to lag 

behind their supervised peers by entire minutes. In a study done 

with the International Journal of Contemporary Pediatrics in May 

2022, author Fijo Skariah found that “in an evaluation of the 

attention spans of children 4-6 years old grouped based on 

Minimal, Moderate, and Severe cartoon viewing habits, children 

classified as Severe took nearly a minute longer to complete their 

assessment than even subjects classified as Moderate.” Although 

this may seem like a minor difference, even small delays during 

these key formative years can have long lasting impacts on a 

child’s development. So much so that according to Shamsa Kanwal 

in 2023 with the Journal of Health and Rehabilitation, only 20.1% 

of five-year-olds with excessive screentime met their language 

milestones. But it’s not just about the time spent watching. The 

quality of kid’s content is rapidly deteriorating as media 

companies forgo thoughtful, educational programming and 

instead prioritize fast, flashing colors and continuous scene 
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changes. For example, a classic study done by Angeline Lillard and 

Jennifer Peterson in 2011 with the Official Journal with the 

American Academy of Pediatrics found that many of the negative 

impacts cartoons have on children depend on the type of media 

they were exposed to. In the study, two groups of children, Group 

A & Group B, were exposed to 9 minutes of different shows: a fast 

paced, non-educational cartoon that changed scenes every 11 

seconds and an education oriented cartoon that changed scenes 

every 34 seconds. This 23 second difference in time gave children 

different amounts of time to process the information they were 

receiving. As a result, when given an age appropriate task directly 

after media exposure, Group A did “significantly worse” than 

Group B. As we enter a landscape where media exposure is 

unavoidable, and sometimes necessary to preoccupy a child, it is 

essential that we not only moderate their time spent on devices, 

but also the type of content that they are consuming.  

But what creates the environment where content that we know is 

bad for children thrives? Well, let’s look at another form of kid’s 

content: Children’s YouTube. Unregulated, limitless, and eternally 

profitable, children’s content on the internet is the epitome of 

quantity over quality, and has revealed just how exploitable our 

children are. The aforementioned media empires of Cocomelon, 

Come Play With Me, and those morally forsaken AI cat videos 

plague platforms meant to make wholesome children’s content 

accessible. One notorious culprit is Ryan’s Toy World. This channel 

that centers one boy opening and playing with his toys has 

singlehandedly produced a 13 year old millionaire, revealing how 

profitable media that prioritizes revenue over the enrichment of 

young minds can be. In 2017, the Washington Post reported CEO, 

Jim Silver, admitting that “if a product [that Ryan reviews] gets 10 

million, 20 millions views, and [the children see that he] loves it, it 
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has a huge impact at retail.” The attention of children is profitable, 

and corporations know it.  

But we can do better. There are solutions to this issue, after all. 

For example, in 2020 author Rebecca A. Dore with Frontiers 

Psychology Journal found that the aforementioned delays in 

literacy and vocabulary can be offset as long as media 

consumption does not replace book reading or other 

print-focused activities. The key is moderation and supervision. 

Children have been documented to benefit from media that is 

specialized for their age group and made with the help of child 

development experts and educators. Kid’s content that comes 

from a place of sincerity and care, like Sesame Street and Ms. 

Rachel, enrich toddler minds while encouraging parent-child 

interaction, while cartoons such as Bluey and Hilda provide 

engaging stories with life skill guidance for older children. And the 

list goes on. The children’s media we are all nostalgic for is not 

lost, just a little harder to find. But we can find it. As beloved TV 

personality Mr. Rogers once said, “Our society is much more 

interested in information than wonder, in noise rather than 

silence…And I feel that we need a lot more wonder and a lot 

more silence in our lives”. Let’s not sell childhoods that don’t 

belong to us. Let’s work to preserve the wonder in our children 

for just a little longer. Thank you. 
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The Disappearance of Queer Spaces: A Study of Closed Bars and 

Their Replacements in Southern California 

 

Stacey Flores and Travon Green  

 

Bio: 

Stacey Flores is currently pursuing a master’s degree in the 

Communication Department and serves as a teaching assistant for 

COMM 1100.  

Travon Green is pursuing a master's degree in communication 
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The Crown Jewel 
754 S Olive St, Los Angeles 

90014 

The Crown Jewel was a 

prominent, subterranean gay 

bar in Downtown Los Angeles, 

operating roughly from the 

1940s into the late 1970s. 

Located near Eighth and Olive 

Streets, it was known for being 

"discreet and elegant," often 
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Exterior view of a Dunkin' Donuts store at night.A photograph of the exterior of a Dunkin' Donuts store at night. The store has a dark facade with a prominent illuminated sign that reads "DUNKIN' DONUTS" in orange and pink letters. The windows are decorated with string lights and a small Christmas tree. The sidewalk in front of the store is made of light-colored tiles and shows some signs of wear.
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imposing a strict dress code on its mostly gay male clientele during 

a time when homosexuality was illegal (Queer Maps, 2023). 

The establishment is infamous due to its owner, lawyer Harry 

Weiss, who was dubbed "the faggot lawyer" by some judges. 

Weiss's relationship with the Los Angeles Police Department 

(LAPD) was corrupt: he allegedly provided tips to the vice squad 

regarding the identities of his gay patrons. When police arrested 

men for "lewd conduct," they would pass Weiss's business card to 

the arrestees, and Weiss would subsequently pay the police half 

of any legal fees earned from these cases (Queer Maps, 2023). 

The bar, sometimes referred to as the Jewel Room, was also 

mentioned in historical records related to the 1947 Black Dahlia 

case, as it was one of the downtown locations rumored to cater to 

a homosexual crowd (Black Dahlia & Blue Dahlia, 2024). 

The Crown Jewel represented a profound moment in the queer 

resistance. Its designation as hidden in the corner of the street 

was as expected. The structure itself was a constant reminder of 

external hostility, a material enforcement of rules like the 

prohibition of same-sex establishments necessary for the 

community's sheer survival. Walking up to 754 S Olive St., Dunkin' 

Donuts, and the first thing that hits you is the light. While there is 

no trace of that darkness because of the bright fluorescent lights 

from the neon sign. It's not warm light; it's a blinding and dimming 

glare. It spills out onto the sidewalk at night, sharp and 

inescapable. It feels like the building is actively pushing the 

darkness– and the history that lived in the dark– away. This glare 

is the rhetorical cleansing of gentrification. The corporate brand, 

the polished snowy windows for the holidays, the screamingly 

bright lights– it's all designed to replace a dangerous, complex 

queer history with something generic, safe, and highly 

commodified.  
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Now that I'm in the establishment 

an unwelcoming question 

surfaces: Should I even 

participate? The purchase itself 

feels less like a simple transaction 

and more like a collaboration with 

the very force that performed this 

cultural demolition. The 

immediate, instinctual resistance 

is to turn away, to starve this new 

establishment of my dollar, but 

the historical gravity of the 

location, the smell of sugar over 

the feeling of being inside the 

Dunkin' Donuts is a total 

disconnect. This was once a 

sanctuary; now, it's a quick-stop 

for profit. The vibe is impersonal, efficient, and standardized. 

Sobriety and the Weight of the Transaction walking inside, the 

smell of sugar and coffee is overwhelming, 

immediately replacing the memory of 

clandestine conversation and illicit alcohol. 

There were no cashiers to greet me when 

ordering a coffee, which is a stark symbol of 

sobriety replacing the bar's hidden 

indulgence. Even though it was tempting 

and cold outside, I didn't purchase a coffee 

with extra whipcream. That clean, bright 

space and the generic transaction feels 

safe– and that safety is the most tragic part. 

The generic normalcy feels "refreshing" only because the history 
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A photograph of a Dunkin' Donuts store at night. The store has a large, illuminated 'DONUTS' sign in pink and white. The windows are decorated with colorful lights and a small Christmas tree. In the foreground, there are green and yellow kick scooters parked on the sidewalk. The street is visible in the background with some cars and buildings. Now that I'm in the establishment an unwelcoming question surfaces: Should I even participate? The purchase itself feels less like a simple transaction and more like a collaboration with the very force that performed this cultural demolition. The immediate, instinctual resistance is to turn away, to starve this new establishment of my dollar, but the historical gravity of the location, the smell of sugar over the feeling of being inside the Dunkin' Donuts is a total disconnect. This was once a sanctuary; now, it's a quick-stop
for profit. The vibe is impersonal, efficient, and standardized. Sobriety and the Weight of the Transaction walking inside, the smell of sugar and coffee is overwhelming, immediately replacing the memory of clandestine conversation and illicit alcohol. There were no cashiers to greet me when ordering a coffee, which is a stark symbol of sobriety replacing the bar's hidden indulgence. Even though it was tempting and cold outside, I didn't purchase a coffee with extra whipcream. That clean, bright space and the generic transaction feels safe— and that safety is the most tragic part.
The generic normalcy feels "refreshing" only because the history

A photograph of a Dunkin' Donuts store at night, identical to the one in the first image. It shows the illuminated 'DONUTS' sign, the decorated windows, and the kick scooters parked in front.
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     ABSTRACT  

This study examines the impact of traditionalist Catholic 

rhetoric in Harrison Butker’s 2024 commencement speech; and 

how such religious eloquence can be detrimental to Latina college 

students. Delivered at a conservative Catholic institution, the 

speech promoted rigid gender roles, denounced diversity, equity, 

and inclusion (DEI) initiatives, and framed contemporary cultural 

values as threats to authentic Catholic identity. Using Norman 

Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis and Antonio Gramsci’s 

theory of ideological Hegemony, this research identifies three 

central discursive strategies in Butker’s speech: the construction of 

in-groups and out-groups, the delegitimization of DEI, and the 

imposition of patriarchal gender norms. These rhetorical patterns 
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work in tandem to marginalize Latina students by defining them as 

culturally or ideologically deviant from the speaker’s vision of 

“true” Catholicism. The findings show that such rhetoric, 

especially when delivered during a ceremonial event, can 

undermine students’ sense of belonging, invalidate multicultural 

expressions of faith, and reproduce systems of inequality under 

the guise of spiritual authority. This analysis contributes to the 

broader field of communication by demonstrating how public 

religious discourse wields symbolic power to shape inclusion and 

exclusion within academic and faith-based communities. 

Ultimately, the research underscores the necessity for institutions, 

especially religious colleges, to recognize the rhetorical 

implications of their chosen representatives and to affirm diverse 

identities through more inclusive and socially aware forms of 

communication. 

Keywords:  Catholic rhetoric, Latina students, exclusion, 

critical discourse analysis, DEI, ideological hegemony, gender roles, 

higher education, commencement speech, identity. 

 

Introduction 

In May 2024, Kansas City Chiefs kicker Harrison Butker 

delivered a commencement speech at Benedictine College, a 

Catholic liberal arts school in Kansas. In his remarks, Butker 

invoked a range of culture-war themes: he denounced abortion 

rights, Pride Month, and “the tyranny of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion,” while urging men to resist “cultural emasculation.” 

Most controversially, he told the graduating women that 

“homemaker” was among their most important potential titles 

and warned that career ambition represented “diabolical lies.” 

Although the university may share Butker’s conservative views, 

the rest of the world may not agree entirely. His speech sparked 

national controversy amongst college students, many of whom 
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deviate from traditional Catholic values. But the real question 

arises; who suffers the most from the Harrison Butkers of the 

world? 

This paper uses close reading analysis to examine how 

Butker’s speech constructs an exclusionary model of Catholic 

belonging. Specifically, it asks: How does Butker’s rhetoric define 

in-groups and out-groups, and in what ways might this discourse 

marginalize Latina students at a Catholic college? I argue that the 

speech employs traditionalist Catholic language to naturalize 

patriarchal, anti-diversity ideals, effectively positioning Latinas 

who embrace multiculturalism, social equity, or alternative life 

paths as outsiders to “authentic” Catholicism. Glorifying a singular 

religious ideal and stigmatizing dissent, the speech operates as a 

hegemonic tool that undermines pluralism and belonging within 

Catholic education. 

For Latina students, who sit at the intersection of race, 

gender, culture, and often class, the convergence of institutional 

approval and regional conservatism compounds the harm. 

Intersectionality, as defined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), is 

crucial here. Latinas experience exclusion not simply as women or 

as ethnic minorities, but as individuals shaped by multiple, 

overlapping systems of marginalization. Many bring progressive, 

multicultural, and intersectional perspectives to their Catholic 

identity, which Butker’s rhetoric positions as deviant. The message 

is clear: only certain forms of Catholicism, and by extension 

certain student identities, are welcome and affirmed.  

Butker’s remarks are a prime example of how public 

religious rhetoric can marginalize minority identities such as the 

modern-day Latina. Beliefs diverge from a traditionalist worldview. 

Within Catholic higher education, an increasingly diverse 

landscape, the consequences are especially acute. Students from 

underrepresented communities, particularly Latinas, may find 
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themselves alienated when speakers suggest that 

multiculturalism, gender equity, and inclusion are incompatible 

with Catholic identity. Given that Latinas now represent a 

significant and growing share of U.S. Catholics, such messages risk 

framing their identities as deviant or unwelcome within Catholic 

spaces. Failing to embrace this demographic shift may lead 

Catholic institutions to marginalize the populations that are 

shaping the future of the church (Faggella-Luby & Engel, 2020).  

 

Literature Review 

2.1 In-Groups and Out-Groups 

Hedges (2021), reveals how the formation of in-groups and 

out-groups is central to how individuals construct meaning and 

belonging. In-group members are those who share perceived 

common values, identities, or beliefs, while out-groups are 

defined in opposition to those norms often marked as inferior, 

deviant, or threatening. Harrison Butker’s speech deploys this 

dynamic strategically, constructing a morally superior Catholic 

in-group aligned with traditionalist values and delineating a 

secular, progressive out-group characterized as degenerate or 

dangerous. This rhetorical boundary-setting not only polarizes but 

also wields exclusionary power, particularly against Latina 

students whose intersectional identities often align with 

multicultural, inclusive, or justice-driven forms of Catholicism. As 

Hedges argues, identity is not fixed but fluid and socially 

constructed, yet Butker’s discourse enforces a rigid boundary that 

defines authenticity through exclusion. The speech’s use of 

in-group/out-group logic thus functions as a tool of hegemonic 

control, signaling who “belongs” in Catholic spaces and who does 

not, reinforcing the marginalization the study seeks to expose 

(Hedges, 2021). 
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2.2 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

To understand how Butker’s speech marginalizes, this 

study employs Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which views 

language as a social practice embedded with power and ideology. 

As Fairclough (1995),Blommaert & Bulcaen (2000), and Van Dijk 

(1998) argue, discourse doesn’t just reflect social reality, it actively 

constructs and legitimizes power relations. Speakers strategically 

use language to advance perspectives and obscure or invalidate 

alternatives. CDA is particularly useful in analyzing how phrases 

like “tyranny of DEI” or “diabolical lies” function ideologically. 

These are not neutral descriptors; they are rhetorical moves that 

present conservative Catholic values as morally superior while 

depicting alternative views, such as multiculturalism, feminist 

ideals, or inclusion, as threats to faith or social order. Van Dijk’s 

contributions are especially relevant here; his work on discourse, 

racism, ideology, and the cognitive dimensions of language 

highlights how narratives shape shared mental models and 

reinforce dominant social representations. 

2.3 Hegemony and Consent 

Antonio Gramsci’s theory of ideological hegemony 

complements this framework. Hegemony describes how dominant 

groups maintain control not through coercion alone but by 

securing consent, by promoting their worldview as common sense 

or morally “natural” (Gramsci, 1971). Through discourse, elite 

voices construct a cultural narrative that normalizes one way of 

being while casting others as deviant. In Butker’s case, the speech 

does not argue its ideology explicitly; it presents its values, 

patriarchal family structures, anti-DEI sentiment, and rigid gender 

roles, as self-evident truths. This is a hallmark of hegemonic 

rhetoric: it doesn’t appear political, but moral and universal. By 

drawing on religious authority and sanctifying traditional norms, 
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the speech attempts to assert control over how Catholic identity is 

defined and who gets to belong. 

2.4 Religious Rhetoric and Othering 

Religious discourse often functions to create symbolic 

boundaries between insiders and outsiders. Small et al. (2022) 

notes that when faith-based language is used in cultural or 

political debates, it can enforce a moral hierarchy, defining “the 

faithful” against the morally suspect “other.” In this process, 

disagreement is not just framed as difference, but as a “sin”. It 

explicitly states in the Catholic Bible, “A house divided against 

itself is like salt in the hands of Salar and the city of the Devil” 

(Mark 3:25, New American Bible Revised Edition [NABRE], 2011). 

By comparing disagreement to the Devil, this invokes fear into the 

followers of Catholicism to not break away from tradition. Even if 

this “tradition” condemns women to being homemakers and not 

career driven.  

 In higher education, this can have serious consequences. 

When a speaker denounces inclusion efforts, career-oriented 

women, or LGBTQ+ identities as incompatible with Catholicism, it 

positions those who embody or support such values as outsiders 

to the faith. Butker’s speech, in this sense, becomes a form of 

policing, delineating who counts as a “true” Catholic. 

2.5 Latina Students and Catholic Higher Education 

This dynamic is especially relevant for Latina students, who 

now make up a large portion of the U.S. Catholic population. As of 

2022, 43% of Latinas in the U.S. identify as Catholic, and many are 

pursuing higher education in Catholic institutions. However, these 

colleges often maintain Eurocentric norms and leadership 

structures, leaving Latina students navigating institutional cultures 

that may not reflect their lived experiences or values (Hurtado & 

Alvarado, 2015). Latinas bring with them rich cultural traditions, 

language, music, spirituality, community values, but also face 
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systemic challenges, including underrepresentation, 

microaggressions, and pressure to assimilate. Research has shown 

that microaggressions can significantly undermine Latina students’ 

career development and sense of agency, especially when their 

ethnic identity is a central part of their self-concept (Bonifacio, 

Gushue, & Mejia-Smith, 2018).  When public rhetoric like Butker’s 

dismisses DEI efforts or feminist aspirations, it threatens the 

structures meant to support their inclusion. McVickar (2023) 

reveals that such exclusionary discourse can harm a minority 

students’ sense of belonging, if their ideology does not submit to 

the university’s values. In this context, DEI initiatives are not 

abstract liberal projects; they are survival strategies for 

marginalized students. By framing them as “tyrannical,” Butker 

casts suspicion not just on policies, but on the people who benefit 

from or advocate for them. Latina students, many of whom may 

be first-generation, career-driven, or supportive of 

multiculturalism, are thus rhetorically pushed to the periphery of 

Catholic belonging. As Pineda Soto (2023) illustrates, these 

students pursue their careers not in contradiction to their faith or 

cultural identity, but as acts of intergenerational love, resilience, 

and justice. Her research shows that economically marginalized, 

first-generation Latinas view their career goals as deeply rooted in 

familial sacrifice and a desire to uplift their communities, 

challenging the notion that ambition and Catholic identity are 

mutually exclusive. 

2.6 Defining Traditionalist Catholic Values 

Traditionalist Catholicism, often referred to as conservative 

Catholicism, emphasizes strict adherence to pre-Vatican II 

teachings, hierarchical authority, and gender complementarity, 

resisting modern developments in theology, liturgy, and social 

justice. According to theologian Massimo Faggioli (2021), 

traditionalists prioritize doctrinal orthodoxy, oppose secular 
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liberalism, and aim to preserve roles prescribed by natural law, 

particularly concerning family and gender. Sociologist Steve Bruce 

(2011) notes that traditionalist movements in religion often 

emerge in response to perceived cultural decline, positioning 

themselves as bulwarks against moral relativism and pluralism. 

Critics, such as theologian Natalia Imperatori-Lee (2020) argue  

that traditionalist Catholicism selectively invokes historical 

practices to justify exclusionary or patriarchal norms, often 

marginalizing those who advocate for social justice, LGBTQ+ 

inclusion, or intercultural Catholic expressions. Within U.S. 

Catholic institutions, this traditionalist strain functions both as a 

theological orientation and a cultural identity, asserting itself 

through symbolic rituals, moral proclamations, and public 

discourse as exemplified in Butker’s speech. Understanding these 

values is critical to analyzing how conservative Catholic rhetoric 

constructs belonging and exclusion in both ecclesial and 

educational contexts. 

 

Methods 

This study employs a qualitative Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) of Harrison Butker’s 2024 commencement speech, using 

Norman Fairclough’s (1995) three-tiered framework to analyze 

how language constructs ideology and power. The analysis draws 

from both the official transcript and video recording of the 

speech, allowing for attention to verbal and nonverbal cues, tone, 

and audience reaction. The CDA approach proceeds across three 

levels: (1) textual analysis, examining word choice, framing, and 

rhetorical devices; (2) discursive practice, considering how the 

speech was produced and interpreted within institutional and 

cultural contexts; and (3) sociocultural practice, situating the 

discourse within broader ideological tensions in Catholic higher 

education. This framework enables a layered examination of how 

88 

liberalism, and aim to preserve roles prescribed by natural law, particularly concerning family and gender. Sociologist Steve Bruce (2011) notes that traditionalist movements in religion often emerge in response to perceived cultural decline, positioning themselves as bulwarks against moral relativism and pluralism. Critics, such as theologian Natalia Imperatori-Lee (2020) argue that traditionalist Catholicism selectively invokes historical practices to justify exclusionary or patriarchal norms, often marginalizing those who advocate for social justice, LGBTQ+ inclusion, or intercultural Catholic expressions. Within U.S. Catholic institutions, this traditionalist strain functions both as a theological orientation and a cultural identity, asserting itself through symbolic rituals, moral proclamations, and public discourse as exemplified in Butker's speech. Understanding these values is critical to analyzing how conservative Catholic rhetoric constructs belonging and exclusion in both ecclesial and educational contexts.
Methods

This study employs a qualitative Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of Harrison Butker's 2024 commencement speech, using Norman Fairclough's (1995) three-tiered framework to analyze how language constructs ideology and power. The analysis draws from both the official transcript and video recording of the speech, allowing for attention to verbal and nonverbal cues, tone, and audience reaction. The CDA approach proceeds across three levels: (1) textual analysis, examining word choice, framing, and rhetorical devices; (2) discursive practice, considering how the speech was produced and interpreted within institutional and cultural contexts; and (3) sociocultural practice, situating the discourse within broader ideological tensions in Catholic higher education. This framework enables a layered examination of how
88



Butker’s language naturalizes traditionalist Catholic values, 

delegitimizes diversity-oriented perspectives, and constructs 

exclusionary norms. The analysis is further guided by Gramsci’s 

theory of hegemony to understand how the speech invites 

audiences to consent to a narrow vision of Catholic identity. While 

this study focuses on textual analysis, future work may 

incorporate interviews or ethnographic data to assess lived 

impacts more fully. 

 

Analysis and Findings 

4.1 Theme 1: Constructing In-Groups and Out-Groups through 

Traditionalist Rhetoric 

One of the clearest patterns in Butker’s speech is the 

rhetorical construction of a morally superior in-group aligned with 

traditionalist Catholic values, contrasted against a corrupt, secular 

out-group. His use of “us vs. them” language is evident in phrases 

like, “the world around us says that we should keep our beliefs to 

ourselves whenever they go against the tyranny of diversity, 

equity, and inclusion” (Butker, 2024). The pronouns and framing 

draw sharp boundaries: “we” are faithful Catholics under siege; 

“they” are hostile societal forces. This rhetorical division reflects 

what Fairclough (1995) identifies as discourse enacting social 

identity and power: moral labeling like “tyranny,” “diabolical lies,” 

and “degenerate cultural values” delegitimizes the out-group’s 

beliefs and behaviors while elevating Butker’s vision as righteous 

truth. It is a subtle but powerful hegemonic move, one that 

frames ultra-traditional Catholicism not as one perspective, but as 

the only authentic one (Gramsci, 1971). This logic implicitly 

marginalizes students whose identities don’t fit Butker’s mold. 

Latina students, many of whom come from multicultural or 

socially engaged backgrounds, may support DEI initiatives, LGBTQ+ 

inclusion, or alternative expressions of Catholicism. By casting 
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those positions as “dangerous” or “degenerate,” the speech 

portrays these students not just as different, but as morally 

suspect.  

The criticism of abortion, Pride Month, and modern 

gender roles are just some examples Butker invokes to condemn 

the “damned”; not realizing that this dismissal can be detrimental 

to the core beliefs that many Latinas may have. For example, using 

harmful language to describe Pride Month as a “deadly sin” is 

damaging to the mental health of the 2.3 million Latinas who 

identify as LGBTQ+, especially since 30% of this population is 

reported to experience depression (Wilson, 2021).  

Similarly, his critique of Catholics who support abortion 

positions them outside the circle of “true faith”. This long list of 

condemned practices and people, ranging from President Biden to 

women with careers, draws the in-group boundary by exclusion. 

The effect is a rhetorical purification of the Catholic identity 

Butker promotes. For Latina students, this creates a painful 

tension. Many have intersecting identities that include feminist, 

progressive, or multicultural values now cast as incompatible with 

“real” Catholicism. Harrison Butker’s directive to graduating 

women that their "most important title" is “homemaker” 

reinforces rigid gender norms that conflict with the aspirations of 

many Latina students, especially those who are first-generation 

and career oriented. One Benedictine graduate summarized,“It 

definitely made graduation feel a little less special, knowing I had 

to sit through that and get told I’m nothing but a homemaker.” 

(Leisegang 2024). That sense of exclusion is precisely how 

hegemonic discourse enforces belonging: by naming what does 

not belong. This tension is further compounded by familismo, the 

strong cultural value placed on familial obligation and unity in 

many Latinx communities. For first-generation Latina students, 

embracing academic or professional goals can be perceived as a 
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betrayal of family roles or expectations, heightening their 

emotional conflict and sense of isolation (Smith-Morris et al., 

2012; Moreno, 2019). 

4.2 Theme 2: Delegitimizing Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) 

Efforts 

Another central rhetorical strategy in Butker’s speech is 

the framing of DEI values as not only misguided but actively 

harmful. By labeling diversity, equity, and inclusion as a “tyranny,” 

Butker transforms what is typically understood as a 

justice-oriented framework into an ideological enemy of faith 

(Butker, 2024). From a CDA perspective, such word choices are not 

accidental. Fairclough (1995) and Van Dijk (1998) note that 

ideological discourse often works by casting dominant group 

values as “truth” and competing perspectives as threats. By 

describing DEI in this way, Butker seeks to reassert traditionalist 

Catholic identity as the only legitimate worldview, reframing 

pluralism and multicultural engagement as distortions of faith 

rather than expressions of it. 

This discourse has tangible consequences for marginalized 

students, particularly those whose educational journeys rely on 

the very structures being denigrated. Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion (DEI) initiatives in higher education are not abstract 

bureaucratic programs; they are critical frameworks designed to 

support first-generation, low-income, and racially diverse 

students, many of whom are Latinas navigating historically 

exclusionary institutions. When a prominent speaker at a Catholic 

college labels DEI as “tyranny,” he does more than critique policy, 

he invalidates the identities, aspirations, and lived experiences of 

those students. The implication is clear: inclusion efforts are not 

just unnecessary but spiritually subversive. This framing is not 

merely rhetorical; it is political, as it functions to uphold systems 

of dominance under the guise of religious orthodoxy. By 
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delegitimizing DEI, the speech undermines the institutional 

scaffolding meant to foster belonging and equity in Catholic higher 

education. This study contributes to both communication 

scholarship and public discourse by revealing how language, 

especially when cloaked in religious authority, can covertly sustain 

exclusion. In doing so, it makes a broader claim about the role of 

rhetoric in shaping institutional values and signals the urgent need 

for critical engagement with the narratives that define who 

belongs in faith-based academic communities. 

Butker’s dismissal of Pride Month exemplifies a broader 

discursive strategy in which secular social movements are 

reinterpreted through a doctrinal lens. Rather than engaging with 

the civic and human rights goals of Pride Month, affirming the 

dignity and visibility of LGBTQ+ individuals, he reframes the event 

as a celebration of “deadly sin”, invoking Catholic theological 

categories to discredit its meaning.  

This act of redefinition aligns with what Fairclough (1995) 

describes as recontextualization, wherein language from one 

sociocultural domain is absorbed into another and imbued with 

new ideological significance. By filtering Pride Month through a 

doctrinal lens, Butker effectively repositions it as a moral threat 

rather than a justice-oriented celebration. This rhetorical shift 

serves to delegitimize not only LGBTQ+ identities but also the 

broader principle of inclusion, presenting religious doctrine as a 

corrective to cultural deviance. In doing so, the speaker masks 

exclusionary politics as moral clarity, reinforcing traditionalist 

authority while undermining pluralistic expressions of identity 

within Catholic discourse. 

The delegitimization of DEI is not presented as a debate, 

but as moral correction,leaving little room for alternative Catholic 

perspectives that embrace multiculturalism, intersectional justice, 

or reform. For Latina students, who may rely on inclusive language 
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and policies to navigate predominantly white institutions, this 

rhetoric signals rejection. Their cultural and ideological 

experiences are rendered incompatible with the dominant vision 

of Catholic identity that Butker upholds. In this context, DEI is not 

just dismissed, it is vilified. The speech calls for ideological 

conformity by painting inclusion itself as morally dangerous. For 

Catholic institutions claiming a mission of universal love and 

community, this message introduces a meaningful contradiction, 

one that alienates the very students DEI efforts aim to uplift 

(Benedictine College, n.d.). 

4.3 Theme 3: Gender Roles and the Erasure of Latina 

Intersectionality 

Perhaps the most polarizing section of Butker’s speech was 

his commentary on gender. Directly addressing female graduates, 

he claimed they had been fed “diabolical lies” about career 

ambition and suggested that their true fulfillment would come 

through marriage and motherhood. His celebration of the 

“homemaker” as one of the most important titles a woman can 

hold reasserts a traditional gender role idealized within 

conservative Catholic rhetoric (Butker, 2024). Framed as a return 

to truth, this language functions hegemonically, it presents a 

singular model of womanhood as both natural and divinely 

ordained. Fairclough (1995) argues that such discourse constructs 

“ideological common sense,” shaping expectations without 

appearing coercive.  

This rhetoric is especially alienating for Latina students, 

whose identities are shaped by the intersection of gender, 

ethnicity, culture, and often class. Many pursue higher education 

as a means of economic mobility, community leadership, or 

cultural advancement. Butker’s message not only overlooks these 

motivations, but it also actively undermines them. By implying 

that professional goals are distractions from women’s true 
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Perhaps the most polarizing section of Butker's speech was his commentary on gender. Directly addressing female graduates, he claimed they had been fed "diabolical lies" about career ambition and suggested that their true fulfillment would come through marriage and motherhood. His celebration of the "homemaker" as one of the most important titles a woman can hold reasserts a traditional gender role idealized within conservative Catholic rhetoric (Butker, 2024). Framed as a return to truth, this language functions hegemonically, it presents a singular model of womanhood as both natural and divinely ordained. Fairclough (1995) argues that such discourse constructs "ideological common sense," shaping expectations without appearing coercive.
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purpose, he invalidates the very achievements being celebrated at 

the commencement ceremony. The concept of intersectionality, 

coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), reminds us that women of 

color face layered systems of oppression that can’t be understood 

through a single lens.  

Butker’s speech flattens these complexities by presenting 

an essentialist vision of womanhood rooted in domesticity, 

ignoring the lived realities of Latina students, many of whom 

balance cultural obligations, financial responsibilities, and 

academic ambitions. For those who are the first in their families to 

attend college, hearing that their hard work is less meaningful 

than future homemaking sends a disheartening message. This 

essentialist framing of womanhood as fulfilled only through 

homemaking is especially contradictory when viewed alongside 

Butker’s own family background. Harrison’s mother is Elizabeth 

Keller Butker, an accomplished academic who holds a degree in 

Chemistry from Smith College as well as a master’s degree in 

medical physics.  Her academic and professional achievements 

stand in stark contrast to the narrow domestic vision Butker 

advocates (Butker, n.d.). This contradiction reveals how 

traditionalist rhetoric can be selectively applied, elevating or 

ignoring women's accomplishments depending on ideological fit. 

For Latina students, who often see education as a pathway to 

empowerment and stability, this selective valorization only 

deepens the erasure of their lived experiences. Moreover, 

traditionalist gender roles may reinforce existing inequalities in 

Latina communities. Scholars like Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) and 

Delgado Bernal (2001) have critiqued how Latina women are often 

expected to shoulder both economic labor and domestic 

caregiving, with little institutional recognition. Butker’s praise of 

the homemaker role erases this double burden and imposes a 
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moral frame on what is, for many, a matter of survival and 

empowerment. 

This gendered discourse aligns with Michel Foucault’s 

(1975) concept of disciplinary power, particularly his idea of “the 

means of correct training.” According to Foucault, institutions 

enforce social norms not only through overt rules but through 

subtle systems of surveillance, normalization, and examination. 

Butker’s speech operates as a disciplinary text within a religious 

educational setting establishing what is “normal” and expected for 

women while subtly punishing deviation by framing it as spiritually 

dangerous. The speech doesn’t just offer an opinion; it teaches 

and enforces a behavioral ideal. Latina students, who may 

embody diverse life paths that deviate from the homemaker 

model, are implicitly instructed to see their aspirations as 

misguided or morally inferior. This is how disciplinary power 

functions not by force, but by making individuals internalize and 

self-regulate according to institutional norms. 

In this context, the speech does more than express 

opinion, it enforces a cultural hierarchy that positions Latina 

students as outsiders if they do not conform to its narrow ideals. 

Their pursuit of education and leadership becomes invisible, while 

their value is reduced to future roles as wives and mothers. By 

ignoring intersectionality, the speech reasserts patriarchal 

dominance under the guise of religious truth, leaving many 

women, especially those from marginalized backgrounds, feeling 

erased rather than celebrated. 

 

Discussion 

The analysis of Harrison Butker’s 2024 commencement 

speech reveals a consistent discursive project: the construction of 

a rigid, exclusionary vision of Catholic identity that privileges 

traditionalist values while marginalizing dissenting voices, 
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particularly those of Latina students. The three themes identified: 

boundary-making through in-group/out-group rhetoric, 

delegitimization of DEI efforts, and reinforcement of patriarchal 

gender roles, are not isolated strategies, but interdependent 

elements of a broader hegemonic discourse. 

At the core of this discourse is a reassertion of cultural 

authority. By framing diversity, feminism, and inclusion as morally 

suspect or spiritually misguided, Butker attempts to position 

traditional Catholicism as the only legitimate framework. Antonio 

Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony offers a compelling lens 

through which to interpret the rhetorical strategies in Butker’s 

speech. According to Gramsci, dominant ideologies maintain 

power not simply through coercion, but through the construction 

of “common sense” socially embedded beliefs that appear natural 

or morally self-evident (Forlenza, 2019). In this view, religion 

functions not only as a spiritual or institutional force, but also as 

an active field of cultural struggle, where meanings are contested 

and rearticulated. Rosario Forlenza expands on this by 

emphasizing that Gramsci saw religion, particularly Catholicism, as 

both a source of cohesion and a vehicle for ideological control. 

The “religion of the intellectuals,” represented by institutional 

Catholicism, seeks to impose coherence and order, while the 

“religion of the people” reflects fragmented yet deeply felt 

expressions of faith rooted in lived experience and local culture. 

Butker’s rhetoric aligns clearly with the former: it presents 

a rigid, hierarchically sanctioned Catholic identity that excludes 

multicultural, feminist, and inclusive interpretations of the faith. In 

contrast, many Latina students at Catholic institutions embody a 

“religion of the people”, an experiential Catholicism shaped by 

intersecting identities and grassroots values. Gramsci’s insights 

suggest that these students are not simply passive recipients of 

elite ideology, but active interpreters and potential re-articulators 
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of religious meaning. As Forlenza notes, “Religion… possesses a 

counter-hegemonic, revolutionary, and transformative potential… 

to bring a social revolution” (Forlenza, 2019). In this sense, Latina 

students’ pluralistic approaches to Catholicism may function as 

quiet but powerful forms of resistance to hegemonic discourse 

reclaiming Catholic identity from exclusionary frameworks. 

By framing traditionalist values as moral “truth” while 

dismissing multicultural and inclusive expressions of faith, Butker’s 

speech exemplifies the hegemonic strategy of masking ideology as 

common sense. Yet, as Gramsci reminds us, common sense is not 

fixed; it is fluid, malleable, and open to contestation. The backlash 

from students, alumni, and even religious sisters illustrates the 

ongoing struggle to redefine Catholic identity in ways that are 

more just, inclusive, and representative. In this struggle, Latina 

students are not outsiders to Catholicism, but participants in its 

continual rearticulation asserting that their identities and 

experiences are not deviations from faith, but integral to it. 

What makes this discourse particularly potent is its 

delivery through a ceremonial platform. Commencement 

speeches are symbolic moments of institutional endorsement; 

they celebrate achievement, affirm identity, and set the tone for 

graduates’ futures. When such a platform is used to promote 

narrow gender roles and condemn DEI as tyranny, the message 

extends beyond personal belief, it becomes a public articulation of 

what the institution endorses. For Latina students, whose 

educational journeys often involve overcoming structural and 

cultural barriers, hearing their aspirations reduced or dismissed at 

such a moment is especially harmful. This rhetorical exclusion has 

both symbolic and material consequences. It erodes students’ 

sense of belonging and signals that only certain identities and life 

paths are recognized as faithful or valid within Catholic 

educational spaces. As Fairclough (1995) argues, discourse does 
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not merely describe reality, it shapes it. When religious rhetoric 

frames Latina identities as peripheral or problematic, it reinforces 

institutional cultures that devalue difference. 

Yet, the backlash to Butker’s speech also suggests the 

presence of counter-hegemonic resistance. Alumni, students, and 

even members of the religious order who founded the college 

publicly rejected the message, illustrating that Catholic identity is 

not monolithic. This tension reflects a broader struggle within 

Catholic institutions between tradition and inclusivity, a struggle 

that is far from resolved. For scholars of communication and 

religion, this case highlights how hegemonic discourse can operate 

subtly, cloaked in the language of faith and virtue. It calls for 

deeper institutional reflection about who is given authority to 

represent shared values, and how those values are 

communicated. For educators and administrators, the implications 

are practical: the rhetoric presented at high-profile events can 

either affirm the diverse realities of the student body or erase 

them. Ultimately, this discussion underscores the need to critically 

examine religious rhetoric not only for what it says, but for what it 

does, whose experiences it validates, whose it denies, and what 

kind of community it helps construct. 

Limitations  

Limitations of this study include its dependence on a single 

speech and institution, which constrains generalizability. However, 

the cultural dynamics at play, religious traditionalism versus 

inclusive multiculturalism, are mirrored across many Catholic 

colleges and other religious educational settings. Thus, while 

grounded in a specific case, the findings have broader applicability 

for scholars interested in discourse, identity, and institutional 

rhetoric. 
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not merely describe reality, it shapes it. When religious rhetoric frames Latina identities as peripheral or problematic, it reinforces institutional cultures that devalue difference.

Yet, the backlash to Butker's speech also suggests the presence of counter-hegemonic resistance. Alumni, students, and even members of the religious order who founded the college publicly rejected the message, illustrating that Catholic identity is not monolithic. This tension reflects a broader struggle within Catholic institutions between tradition and inclusivity, a struggle that is far from resolved. For scholars of communication and religion, this case highlights how hegemonic discourse can operate subtly, cloaked in the language of faith and virtue. It calls for deeper institutional reflection about who is given authority to represent shared values, and how those values are communicated. For educators and administrators, the implications are practical: the rhetoric presented at high-profile events can either affirm the diverse realities of the student body or erase them. Ultimately, this discussion underscores the need to critically examine religious rhetoric not only for what it says, but for what it does, whose experiences it validates, whose it denies, and what kind of community it helps construct.
Limitations

Limitations of this study include its dependence on a single speech and institution, which constrains generalizability. However, the cultural dynamics at play, religious traditionalism versus inclusive multiculturalism, are mirrored across many Catholic colleges and other religious educational settings. Thus, while grounded in a specific case, the findings have broader applicability for scholars interested in discourse, identity, and institutional rhetoric.
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Future Studies 

Future directions may also involve comparative studies 

that explore how multicultural identities are addressed across a 

range of educational settings. For example, how do 

commencement speeches or institutional messages at other 

religiously affiliated colleges frame issues of diversity or inclusion? 

How do these rhetorical strategies compare with those found at 

secular institutions? Moreover, what differences emerge in the 

emotional and intellectual responses of marginalized students 

across these contexts? Future research might incorporate 

interviews, surveys, or ethnographic methods to explore how 

students from various racial, gender, or religious backgrounds 

experience and interpret institutional rhetoric. Do students 

internalize exclusionary messages, resist them, or reinterpret 

them in ways that affirm their own identities? These questions 

point toward the importance of studying institutional discourse 

not as isolated speech acts, but a part of broader cultural 

narratives that shape students’ belonging, agency, and academic 

engagement. Such comparative research can illuminate both the 

dangers and messages that genuinely reflect the diversity and 

complexity of contemporary student populations. 

This study reveals how language particularly when infused 

with faith and ideology can subtly enforce cultural hierarchies and 

marginalize those who fall outside the speaker’s constructed ideal. 

The interaction of in-group rhetoric, anti-DEI framing, and rigid 

gender norms not only undermines the belonging of Latina 

students but also signals the deeper ideological battles occurring 

within Catholic higher education. As communication scholars, we 

are called not only to analyze these messages but to highlight the 

ways in which discourse shapes lived realities, often in ways that 

demand justice, equity, and inclusion. 
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Conclusion 

This study critically examined Harrison Butker’s 2024 

commencement speech through the lens of Critical Discourse 

Analysis and Gramsci’s theory of ideological hegemony, revealing 

how religious rhetoric can function as a subtle tool of exclusion. By 

constructing a rigid Catholic in-group, delegitimizing diversity and 

inclusion efforts, and reinforcing patriarchal gender roles, the 

speech advances a narrow moral vision that marginalizes Latina 

students and others whose identities diverge from traditionalist 

norms. 

While framed as a defense of faith, the speech employs 

language that stigmatizes multiculturalism, career ambition for 

women, and support for LGBTQ+ rights, all of which are integral to 

many students’ lived experiences. This ideological framing sends a 

powerful message about who belongs in Catholic institutions and 

who does not. The platform and timing of the address, a 

commencement ceremony, amplify this exclusion by turning a 

moment of celebration into a site of symbolic gatekeeping. Yet 

symbolic exclusion does not remain symbolic, it produces material 

effects. When institutional rhetoric privileges a narrow vision of 

Catholic identity, it influences policy decisions, hiring practices, 

curriculum design, and student support services. It discourages 

students from seeking institutional help, reduces retention among 

those who feel unwelcome, and reinforces environments where 

microaggressions and bias go unchecked. For Latina students, 

LGBTQ+ students, and others who do not align with traditionalist 

ideals, such rhetoric can diminish mental well-being, sense of 

academic agency, and long-term vocational confidence. In this 

way, language becomes not only a tool of moral persuasion but 

also a mechanism of institutional power shaping who thrives, who 

withdraws, and whose contributions are rendered invisible. 
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Conclusion

This study critically examined Harrison Butker’s 2024 commencement speech through the lens of Critical Discourse Analysis and Gramsci’s theory of ideological hegemony, revealing how religious rhetoric can function as a subtle tool of exclusion. By constructing a rigid Catholic in-group, delegitimizing diversity and inclusion efforts, and reinforcing patriarchal gender roles, the speech advances a narrow moral vision that marginalizes Latina students and others whose identities diverge from traditionalist norms.

While framed as a defense of faith, the speech employs language that stigmatizes multiculturalism, career ambition for women, and support for LGBTQ+ rights, all of which are integral to many students’ lived experiences. This ideological framing sends a powerful message about who belongs in Catholic institutions and who does not. The platform and timing of the address, a commencement ceremony, amplify this exclusion by turning a moment of celebration into a site of symbolic gatekeeping. Yet symbolic exclusion does not remain symbolic, it produces material effects. When institutional rhetoric privileges a narrow vision of Catholic identity, it influences policy decisions, hiring practices, curriculum design, and student support services. It discourages students from seeking institutional help, reduces retention among those who feel unwelcome, and reinforces environments where microaggressions and bias go unchecked. For Latina students, LGBTQ+ students, and others who do not align with traditionalist ideals, such rhetoric can diminish mental well-being, sense of academic agency, and long-term vocational confidence. In this way, language becomes not only a tool of moral persuasion but also a mechanism of institutional power shaping who thrives, who withdraws, and whose contributions are rendered invisible.
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The findings underscore the importance of critically 

analyzing institutional discourse, especially in educational and 

religious settings where identity, recognition, and belonging are at 

stake. Language does not merely express belief; it shapes 

communities and can reinforce power hierarchies under the guise 

of tradition or moral clarity. Moving forward, Catholic colleges and 

other religious institutions must consider how public rhetoric 

reflects or undermines their commitments to inclusion. Giving 

voice to a broader spectrum of Catholic experiences, particularly 

those of women, students of color, and LGBTQ+ individuals, is not 

just a matter of representation, but of justice. Through critical 

engagement with institutional language, we can help ensure that 

faith and belonging are not mutually exclusive. In a moment 

meant to celebrate possibility, Harrison Butker’s speech 

reinscribed exclusion, but by exposing the ideological scaffolding 

behind such rhetoric, this study insists that Catholic identity need 

not be monolithic, and that in its truest form, faith is not a 

boundary, but a bridge.  

101 

The findings underscore the importance of critically analyzing institutional discourse, especially in educational and religious settings where identity, recognition, and belonging are at stake. Language does not merely express belief; it shapes communities and can reinforce power hierarchies under the guise of tradition or moral clarity. Moving forward, Catholic colleges and other religious institutions must consider how public rhetoric reflects or undermines their commitments to inclusion. Giving voice to a broader spectrum of Catholic experiences, particularly those of women, students of color, and LGBTQ+ individuals, is not just a matter of representation, but of justice. Through critical engagement with institutional language, we can help ensure that faith and belonging are not mutually exclusive. In a moment meant to celebrate possibility, Harrison Butker’s speech reinscribed exclusion, but by exposing the ideological scaffolding behind such rhetoric, this study insists that Catholic identity need not be monolithic, and that in its truest form, faith is not a boundary, but a bridge.
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