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Is the Tea Party in America a social movement?  

According to Chapter One in the 2012 Persuasion and Social Movements by C. Stewart, C. Smith, and R. 

Denton, Jr., social movements have the following characteristics: 

 

 They are at least minimally organized with identifiable leaders or spokespersons. This 

differentiates a social movement from a fad, trend or protest  (p.2) 

 They contain factions representing differences in philosophy, ideology and strategies -- a social 

movement organization would have a clear leadership hierarchy, charter or constitution, 

membership requirements, official website (p. 4) 

 

That being the case, I would argue that the Tea Party is indeed a social movement. According to 

Wikipedia, the Tea Party is "composed of a loose affiliation of national and local groups that determine 

their own platforms and agendas without central leadership . . . [although the movement itself] . . . has 

been supported nationally by prominent individuals and organizations." The article goes on to cite a 

number of prominent political figures, wealthy business owners, and multiple organized offshoots of the 

movement that took on more prominent leadership roles at different points in time. 

 

Could the Tea Party be described as a social movement campaign? It certainly plays in the political 

realm, described as being "split between several groups who each claim the name "such as the Tea Party 

Patriots, Tea Party Express and Tea Party Nation." And indeed, the Tea Party social movement 

demonstrates some of the key points of a social movement campaign. From the first chapter of 

Persuasion and Social Movements (2012, p.6), a social movement campaign: 

 

 Is a coalition of social movement organizations with top down leadership, a staffing structure 

and an agenda.  This is different from a purely social movement in which leadership emerges in 

the moment to meet a specific need.  

 Has clear goals and strategies, as well as a clear end point to the social movement campaign, 

when the goal is achieved. However, social movements linger, changing leadership, changing 

goals and with limited control over members. The various factions and splinter groups undo 

strategic planning efforts. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tea_Party_movement
http://www.politics1.com/parties.htm
http://www.politics1.com/parties.htm
http://www.nationaljournal.com/njmagazine/nj_20100911_8295.php
http://www.thewire.com/politics/2014/02/2014-wont-be-year-still-lucrative-tea-party-evaporates/358488/
http://www.bostonglobe.com/news/nation/2013/10/17/tea-party-shutdown-tactics-pose-new-challenges-for-republicans-all-stripes/fCj3y5MXaeuV0i6IkoNdjJ/story.html
http://www.democracyjournal.org/31/why-the-tea-partys-hold-persists.php
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 Social movement campaigns are carefully planned by social movement organizations and 

proceed through stages of implementation. Social movements can take years to develop, take 

steps forward and backwards, and hold events that promise much and deliver little. 

 

Given that the Tea Party, while losing popularity is clearly here to stay, it does not fit the definition of a 

social movement campaign. Various Tea Party chapters in each state continue to sets their own agendas 

and goals, that impact the political scene for better or worse.  

 

If it is a social movement, is it persuasive? 

The Tea Party clearly influences political edifices in our nation. It also gives voice to a segment of the 

society who feel disenfranchised. The Tea Party's rhetoric paints a picture of a well-educated, older and 

white people who believe they have been "done by" the politicians and government of our nation. This 

people rely on Fox News to learn about political and current events. Nearly half of them claim to have 

learned about Tea Party ideology and activities only through TV.  Just under one-quarter use the 

internet to gather information. As a movement, they believe their views reflect that of most Americans, 

while polling shows otherwise. [Montopoli, B. (2012, December 14). Tea Party Supporters: Who they Are 

and What they Believe. CBS News. Retrieved from: http://www.cbsnews.com]  

 

Chapter Three of the 2012 Persuasion and Social Movements by C. Stewart, C. Smith, and R. Denton, Jr., 

specifies six interrelated, persuasive functions that are "indispensable to the success and maintenance 

of social movements" (p. 49): 

 

 Transforming perceptions of social reality. This includes rewriting the past, redefining the 

present, and forecasting the future in ways that further the social movement ideologies. This is 

seen in some of the platforms and rallying cries of the Tea Party. 

 Altering self-perceptions. Social movements are "created, led, and populated primarily by those 

who perceive themselves to be dispossessed . . . struggling . . . for personal freedom" (p. 58). 

The Tea Party social movement feel that they have not been treated well by the federal 

government and must take action to right those wrongs.  

http://www.gallup.com/poll/166217/tea-party-favorability-falls-lowest-yet.aspx?utm_source=position9&utm_medium=related&utm_campaign=tiles
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/plum-line/wp/2014/05/14/the-tea-party-is-dead-long-live-the-tea-party/
http://teapartyorg.ning.com/page/tea-party-groups
http://www.gallup.com/poll/144242/americans-positive-negative-effects-tea-party-movement.aspx
http://www.e-ir.info/2013/11/28/assessing-the-impact-of-the-tea-party-on-the-republican-party/
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/tea-party-supporters-who-they-are-and-what-they-believe/
http://www.teaparty911.com/issues.htm
http://www.teaparty.org/about-us/
http://academeblog.org/2013/10/26/want-to-understand-the-tea-party-look-to-how-they-see-themselves/
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 Prescribing courses of action. This addresses the need for the movement to define the who, 

what and how needed to sell its ideology by specifying what needs to happen to "alleviate grave 

conditions, prevent catastrophic changes, and bring on the utopia or millennium" (p. 71). The 

Tea Party Express has a laundry list of proposed actions in support of the social movement goals. 

 Mobilizing for action. A bit tricky to pull off, given "traditions of rugged individualism [and] belief 

in the capacity and determination of U.S. institutions to deal with problems . . . once identified" 

(p.76). However, mobilization requires buy-in to increase levels of commitment. Depending on 

who you believe, the Tea Party is either dying a slow death or still very much in play. 

 Sustaining the social movement. Generally lasting for years, social movements experience many 

changes in environment and shifts in approach to the platform, agenda and goals. Remaining 

visible is critical to the success of sustaining the social movement. The Tea Party continues to 

claim a large share of interest in mainstream and alternative media.  

 Legitimizing the social movement. Described as being the "principal goal of social movements" 

and "the primal challenge of movements to institutions" and "the most central obstacle to 

overcome" (p. 62), it could be argued that the Tea Party finds legitimacy only within its 

membership.  

 

Despite the Tea Party's impact on the political system, they have yet to gain the "right to exercise 

authoritative influence . . . or issue binding directives" (p. 63). This is perhaps due in large part to the Tea 

Party's inability to "attain positive relational patterns with the larger society" (p. 63). This divide is 

pointed out early on in a Rolling Stones article and an Atlantic Monthly article (piggybacking on a what 

was referred to as investigative journalism by Playboy!) to discredit the Tea Party movement as a 

collection of poorly educated, inconsistent, but well bank-rolled local chapters that could energize 

people who reported their involvement with tea Party activism being their first time ever being involved 

in social movements or activism. Perception of the Tea Party's legitimacy by external  people is little to 

non-existent, platform depending. Persuasion seems to be in the eye of the beholder -- relative to the 

level of involvement in actual Tea Party events. It will be interesting to see where 2015 and 2016 take 

this social movement. 

http://www.teapartyexpress.org/
http://www.nbcnews.com/politics/first-read/tea-party-stands-alone-key-issues-n135426
http://www.politico.com/story/2015/01/tea-party-reeling-114375.html
http://www.nationalreview.com/corner/378458/tea-parties-dead-mostly-dead-or-what-jonah-goldberg
http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/matt-taibbi-on-the-tea-party-20100928
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2009/03/playboy-dips-a-toe-into-investigative-journalism/4770/
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/29/opinion/29rich.html?_r=1
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Foreign-Policy/2013/0907/The-anti-war-tea-party-rises-but-is-it-legitimate
http://jonathanturley.org/2013/02/16/tea-party-a-phony-movement-mantled-as-legitimate/

