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Abstract: That Fox News is slanted conservative has passed from criticism into tru-
ism and branding strategy. However, there is danger in simply accepting this view 
and neglecting critical analysis of what continues to be the most highly rated cable 
news network. Jeffrey P. Jones shows how the long-running Fox & Friends turns the 
morning talk format on its head, performing an “ideological, often hysterical view 
of the world” that, he argues, impacts and transforms our world in the process. 

It just feels like high school all over again. There’s the intellectually challenged 
and dim-witted jock wannabe, the guy who still refers to women as “babes” and 
“skirts,” yet who is clearly outclassed by all the women around him.1 Then there’s 
the popular and attractive mean-girl who thinks she needs to show her legs first 
and her smarts second, whose viciousness and bitchiness are exceeded only by 
her ambition.2 And then there’s the gay guy, always exhibiting a smirk wrapped in 
smarm, the go-to guy for the group’s requisite mean-spirited put-down or latest 
innuendo and salacious rumour. Brian Kilmeade, Gretchen Carlson, and Steve 
Doocy form the trio of hosts for the Fox News Channel’s morning talk show, 
Fox & Friends (1996–present).3 And whereas the broadcast networks’ morning 
talk shows—The Today Show, Good Morning America, The Early Show—have his-
torically offered an ensemble of hosts designed to invoke the feeling of a happy 
family (the trustworthy brother, the cute sister, the wacky uncle, etc.), Fox & 
Friends is more akin to a trip back to the high school homeroom. Fox has staged 
the show in this way not just to stand out from the competition through a differ-
ent look and feel, but also to create the necessary discursive setting for furthering 
the channel’s ideological goals and agenda.

While this formulation is overly reductive and dismissive—much like the dis-
course on the show itself—these pejorative descriptions only begin to capture 
what Fox is crafting in its popular morning talk vehicle.  Fox has assembled a 
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group of distinct personality types whose job is to ruminate collectively over the 
previous day’s events, including political ones. Yet unlike Fox News’s primetime 
hosts, who assemble a group of yes-people to confirm and reify what the stars 
such as Bill O’Reilly and Sean Hannity proclaim, the morning crew has no stand-
out star talent around which to build a show. But then that isn’t the objective. In-
stead, the show is designed to thrust the viewer into the world of common-sense 
groupthink, complete with all the rumours, smears, innuendo, fear-mongering, 
thinly veiled ad hominem attacks, and lack of rational discourse they can mus-
ter—you know, just like high school. Indeed, the function of the program is to 
begin the broadcast day with cavalier discussions of political matters—to trot out 
all manner of conspiracy theories, catchphrases, and buzz words that can prime 
the audience, both cognitively and semiotically, for similar narratives derived 
from contemporary right-wing conservative ideology which they will encounter 
throughout Fox’s schedule.4

In general, narratives play an important role in shaping public opinion about 
national politics. Most citizens may not understand the intricacies of or com-
peting ideas and debates about issues of governance such as economic policy, 
regulatory structures, or international diplomacy, but they certainly understand 
stories. And stories are what media are in the business of providing—tales that 
continuously contribute to and often shape what politics mean. Trade imbalances, 
national security policies, Supreme Court rulings, Medicare solvency—none of 
these things make any sense unless they are explained, contextualized, and judged 
as good, bad, or indifferent to the daily lives of citizens. Competing political nar-
ratives thus abound and, indeed, are part of the battleground in currying favor 
with voters and viewers. But competing news narratives are especially powerful 
in the cable era, and nowhere more starkly asserted than on Fox News. Fox has 
proven itself a strong rhetorical force in crafting political narratives that oppose 
whatever political “reality” liberals or Democratic politicians might construct on 
a given day. This is true as well on Fox & Friends, where such narratives are per-
formed through a genre and program perfectly cast to achieve such political and 
ideological ends.

That Fox News is conservative in its programming is an undeniable point, de-
spite the channel’s own denials. Scholars and media watchdog groups have pro-
vided detailed and copious evidence of Fox’s overtly ideological narratives in 
both its news and opinion programs.5 Audiences also recognize Fox as conser-
vative, as demonstrated in both their opinions of the channel and their viewing 
behaviors: notably, self-defined conservative viewers overwhelmingly flock to Fox 
News over any other television news source.6 Arguments over whether Fox is or 
isn’t conservative, or that its ideology is noticeable only because all other media 
are liberal, are diversionary, at best—a rhetorical move that allows Fox and its 
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supporters to shift the focus from its questionable rhetorical practices that hide 
behind the veil of “news” to the chimera of supposed bias in traditional journal-
ism outlets and established reporting practices.

Political intentionality aside, conservative ideology is how the channel has 
branded itself, making it distinctive from its competition as a commercial prod-
uct that consumers can depend on to deliver predictable or reliable results. With 
three competing cable news channels needing to fill twenty-four programming 
hours each day (as opposed to the thirty minutes of national news in the broad-
cast network era), markers of distinction are significant in attracting and retaining 
niche audiences. But as with all brands, that distinct image has to be constructed 
through a consistent set of practices or offerings that reiterate the brand’s identity. 
That is to say, it must be performed regularly.

It is here, in the realm of performance, that we should look to understand 
how and why Fox & Friends not only differs so much from its morning talk 
show competition, but also serves a particular role in branding Fox News as 
conservative. There are two distinct aspects of “performance” at play here: per-
formance as aesthetic expression, or the stylistics or poetics that dramatize, in 
this instance, ideological thinking; and what theorists of language describe as 
performativity, or how speech acts or utterances don’t just report or describe 
something, but actually bring that thing into being through the act of speaking.7

A classic example of a performative speech act is a wedding official pronounc-
ing a man and woman “husband and wife,” changing material reality through 
speech. Accordingly, this analysis will examine both how Fox & Friends rou-
tinely brings ideology to life through its dramatic performances and how it 
crafts reality—literally making things performatively “real”—through its re-
peated rhetorical assertions.

Let’s first look at the broadcast networks’ morning talk shows, though, for a 
rough sketch of how the genre has traditionally operated, using NBC’s Today
show (1952–present), the historical standard bearer and ratings leader, as the 
genre definer. The Today show’s cast is designed to mesh with the waking fam-
ily having breakfast or preparing for work and school, offering friendly faces 
that can easily blend with the family unit. Thus, its content steers clear of the 
politically controversial, offering instead light fare comprised of a smattering of 
news headlines, weather updates, and interviews with newsmakers, typically fore-
grounding the human-interest side of news. Primarily, though, the show is geared 
toward women viewers who are fashioned as mothers/homemakers and treated 
as the primary household consumer, with a majority of content focused largely 
on entertainment, cooking and food, parenting, fashion and beauty, relationships, 
travel, money, and health. These aspects of the show are performed when experts 
discuss child rearing, for instance, or the latest fashion trends are highlighted, 
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chefs offer cooking demonstrations, or guest musical performances are put on. 
In the digital era, the show has also attempted to foster a feeling of community 
among fellow female viewers and the show, its hosts, its online content, and other 
offerings in the NBC television family.8

Fox & Friends also attempts to craft a feeling of community, but not in terms 
of gender or consumption interests. Rather, conservative ideology serves as 
the crucial mechanism linking Fox viewers to each other and to the channel. 
As with much of Fox’s programming, the narratives on the morning show are 
comprised of a discourse that embraces what has become standard ideological 
tenets of contemporary conservatism—militaristic patriotism, patriarchal gen-
der norms, conservative cultural “values,” Christian religiosity, Second Amend-
ment rights, and free-market capitalism, while also castigating and villainizing 
government, immigrants, liberals, labor unions, and non-Christian religions 
(especially Islam). Importantly, this discourse is repeatedly wrapped in expres-
sions of celebration and triumph or, more typically, fear and anxiety as mani-
fested through a tone of anger and disgust, a rhetoric of victimization, and a 
posture of defiance.9

Take, for example, Fox & Friends’ soft-news program segments. The show 
welcomes the winter holiday season not just with features on food or shopping 
trends, but also with a barrage of stories they have manufactured called the “War 
on Christmas.” This made-up war arises from the belief that secular society is 
removing the Christ from Christmas, and then becomes the occasion to demon-
strate this “fundamental attack on American values” through repeated anecdotal 
evidence.10 In 2011, for instance, F&F repeatedly ran stories under the “War on 
Christmas” segment graphic with such topics as “Are Christians the Only Ones 
Being Forced to be Tolerant?” and “FL City Bans Christmas Trees and Meno-
rahs,” as well as several stories attacking Rhode Island Governor Lincoln Chafee 
for calling the Christmas tree in the capitol a “holiday tree” (even posting the 
governor’s phone number on screen while encouraging viewers to call him to 
express their outrage). That F&F manufactures this supposed “war” is seen in 
this last instance, in which the hosts castigate the governor for his invitation to a 
“holiday tree lighting” ceremony, even though the previous Republican governor 
had produced exactly the same invitation two years earlier.

Yet nothing riles up the hosts’ hatred and full-throated high school smears 
quite like President Barack Obama. F&F has become a favored location on Fox 
to entertain an array of right-wing conspiracy theories, from claims that Obama 
was “educated in a madrassa” and “raised as a Muslim,” to his not being a natural 
born citizen of the United States to the accusation that Obama’s first book was 
written by former 1960s radical Bill Ayers.11 But the high school-ishness of it all 
is perhaps best seen in two petty attacks, the first being a segment that debated 
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whether it was appropriate for President Obama to wear flip-flops while he was 
on vacation.12 The other occurred when, during a period of persistent U.S. un-
employment hovering above 9 percent, Obama introduced a jobs bill in a White 
House ceremony. Steve Doocy felt it proper to attack the choice of paper clip that 
Obama used in holding up the proposed legislation to the public! Graphically 
highlighting the supposedly unseemly nature of the offending clip, Doocy ex-
claimed, “President Obama’s jobs bill, hot off the presses—at Kinko’s? Hundreds 
of billions in tax hikes and new spending bound together with a chintzy clip. 
Look at that thing.”13

Another technique for attacking its villains while supporting its ideological 
performances involves attributing a critique or counterclaim to unnamed sources 
by simply saying, “some would say.” For instance, in attempting to blame a poor 
economy on labor unions, Gretchen Carlson offered, “Some would say that it’s the 
unions that have crippled the U.S. economy and led to the United States’ debt.” As 
Media Matters notes, the “some” referred to in the formulation are often simply 
other Fox News hosts, as opposed to experts such as, in this instance, economists.14
In other instances, the show’s anchors use the saying as a rhetorical set-up to in-
troduce guests, yet in the process establish the key attack as an unproblematic real-
ity. “So is this a continuation of the president’s plan to promote class warfare, [as] 
some are suggesting? Joining us now is Fox News legal analyst Peter Johnson,” went 
one analysis of an Obama speech. A similar rhetorical move occurs in guest intro-
ductions where the host makes an extreme assertion, yet poses it as an “innocent” 
question. For instance, Steve Doocy introduced one guest by asking, “Could Presi-
dent Obama be running the most destructive administration in our history?” Such 
loaded phrases are simply not found in the language of other morning shows or 
newscasts. The fact that these instances happen repeatedly and with such venom 
and vigour marks the program as both ideologically and generically distinctive.

figure 20.1.
Hosts Doocy and Carl-
son express their daily 
dose of outrage and 
emotional intensity 
over the latest news.
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What is also noteworthy in these two examples is how F&F features guests to 
perform the argument the hosts want to make, while arranging for the guests to 
be directly responsible for making the claim, in such a way that the hosts’ com-
ments are effectively insulated from charges of bias. As we will see below, guests 
are also used to demonstrate villainy in their “us versus them” formulation, 
thereby establishing “the Other” while supposedly demonstrating that Fox is “fair 
and balanced” by giving the other side an opportunity to be heard.

We must look not just at the ways ideology is encoded in their performances, 
but also at the ways in which the language employed may bring certain “re-
alities” into being. As noted above, understanding language as performative 
involves a recognition that language often produces, not just reflects upon, 
that which it names.15 Performativity theory highlights how words can be “ac-
tions in themselves”—they bring into being that which is spoken.16 The “War 
on Christmas” is one example, for no “war” exists outside that which Fox has 
constructed and brought into being. Similarly, Fox News’s speech acts may 
name something—for instance, labelling a proposed Islamic community center 
in the lower Manhattan neighborhood near the former World Trade Center a 
“Ground Zero Mosque”—but the utterance also warns citizens of a supposed 
threat to American values and honor, perhaps even mobilizing people to vote in 
the midterm congressional elections for candidates voicing opposition to such 
a “mosque.” Thus the repeated iteration of such utterances not only creates re-
alities—“mosque,” not community center, becomes the standard usage on other 
news channels—but now has the potential to mobilize concrete political actions 
through their performative power.

Fox & Friends was at the forefront of the “Ground Zero Mosque” event, re-
peatedly running segments on the Park 51 project (as it was officially called) that 
stoked the flames of fear, paranoia, revenge, hatred, racism, and whatever else 
could be mustered three months before the midterm congressional elections.17

Not only did the hosts pick sides, but through repeated invocation, they literally 
brought a proposed “mosque” into being—as a religious center, as a “command 
center” for terrorists, as a slap in the face of Americans, as a threat, as evil, as a 
controversy that did not exist in the early stages of the project.18 Despite the facts 
that an actual mosque existed in the former World Trade Center prior to 9/11, 
and that one still exists today in the Pentagon, Fox saw an opportunity to link the 
9/11 terrorist attacks to the project, transforming a place of community gathering 
and worship into an imagined terrorist threat with alleged ties to radical Islamic 
terrorist groups worldwide.

Here again, guests on F&F played a crucial role. In one segment, the pro-
gram hosted Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf, the project’s organizer. But instead of 
interviewing him directly, the hosts literally pitted him against a 9/11 firefighter 
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who was opposed to the project, featuring the firefighter as the lead guest. De-
spite the fact that the Imam and firefighter sat together on the same couch, F&F
chose to frame the two men in picture boxes—allowing viewers to see them 
not just as rhetorically opposed, but visually as well, thus crafting a cognitive 
tool to posit key dichotomies to further its rhetorical ends: good versus bad, 
white person versus person of color, Christian versus Muslim, 9/11 victim ver-
sus 9/11 perpetrator.19 Given the way this visual framing routinely occurs on the 
show, we might refer to the technique as “Boxes of Discord and Empathy.” In a 
different episode, the show featured another 9/11 firefighter who was suing the 
“mosque’s” developers for $350 million. As the firefighter and his lawyer dis-
cussed their reasons for entering the suit, the firefighter was framed in a picture 
box, but this time counterpoised with images of the attack on the World Trade 
Center and its smoky aftermath.20 In both instances, the guests help perform 
the ideological function—visually and representationally, as much as anything 
they have to say—of constructing clear heroes and villains, threats and sacred 
objects.

In sum, Fox & Friends has played a central role in constructing a specific 
“reality,” a threat made tangible and real through its ability to mobilize emo-
tion. That reality is brought into existence through its repeated performance, 
as well as being brought to life through the dramatic presentations that the 
format of the talk show encourages and allows. What repeated viewing of the 
program also demonstrates is how emotion and drama feed off each other, as 
the program’s repeated installments of a “War on Christmas” or “Ground Zero 
Mosque” become, in essence, hysterical. And as with all hysterical performances 
in American history—Puritan witch hunts, early twentieth-century temperance 
movements, hearings seeking post-war Communists in the military, claims of 
secret Muslims in the White House—those who participate in them generally 
come to believe they have “found” what they have created through their perfor-
mances. In short, Fox & Friends performs an ideological, often hysterical view 
of the world, and in the process, transforms that world through its dramatic 
rendering.

By branding itself conservative, and performing that ideology twenty-four 
hours daily within an array of programming types, Fox has now become a cen-
tral rhetorical force in articulating and asserting a conservative ideological world-
view. But Fox & Friends is more than just another programming venue for the 
channel’s ideological appeals. The program has radically altered the morning talk 
genre in significant ways, in particular the important role the genre has tradi-
tionally played in offering viewers some degree of what Roger Silverstone calls 
“ontological security,” or the feeling of trust—often achieved through habits and 
rituals such as watching television—that the chaotic world is not a direct threat 
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to one’s self-identity or to one’s family.21 Morning talk shows typically offer a relief 
of anxieties by integrating the family unit into the broader world of politics and 
consumption through its soft-news features, and vice versa, by taking the threats 
of the world and domesticating them through nonthreatening and noncontrover-
sial performances of normality.

Fox & Friends offers ontological security, but not through normalizing the 
chaotic world. Quite the opposite, F&F destabilizes the world by presenting most 
of it as a threat to the viewers’ values and ways of life. The show then provides the 
security found in an ideological worldview that aggressively and defiantly chal-
lenges those threats—all of which is normalized through the banter and group-
think of the trio of hosts. Trust is achieved and equilibrium restored by speaking 
a language that everyone understands—not the elitist language of the learned, but 
the base level of smears, innuendo, and aggressive attacks on that which seems 
threatening. You know, just like in high school.
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