
      

Review Art ic le: Pol i t ical Communicat ion in
Transit ion 
Conceptualizing Change and Understanding its Consequences

John Bartle and Dylan Griffiths (eds), Political Communication Transformed: From
Morrison to Mandelson. Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001. £69.95, 210 pp.
Stephen Ponder, Managing the Press: Origins of the Media Presidency,
1897–1933. Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000 (pbk edn). £13.99, 233 pp.
Anthony Mughan, Media and the Presidentialization of Parliamentary Elections.
Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000. £65.00, 179 pp.
W. Lance Bennett and Robert M. Entman (eds), Mediated Politics:
Communication in the Future of Democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001. £18.95, 489 pp.

Among academics engaged in the study of political communication, there is
agreement that the communication of politics in advanced industrial democracies
has undergone profound change. One recent, well-documented example is the
evolving face of campaign communication. Here over the course of the 20th century
there has been a displacement of traditional forms of interpersonal communication
with new mediated ways. A growing body of work has documented the
accompanying rise of new techniques of message management and new breeds of
message managers. Phenomena such as the professionalization of political advocates’
media-oriented activity have received widespread attention (see, for instance,
Mancini, 1999). Further, research has unearthed evidence of substantial changes in
media coverage of campaigns and the growth of disdainful coverage (Blumler and
Gurevitch, 1995) and metacoverage (Patterson, 1993).

While there is agreement that mediated political communication is in
transition, there is less agreement on the consequences of change. Many express a
concern about the current state of market-driven political communication. For
some, mediated political communication has reached a state of crisis in advanced
industrial democracies and is failing citizens (see, for instance, Blumler and
Gurevitch, 1995). Others profess greater optimism about the democratic potential
of new formats and outlets for political messages and the resilience of citizens (see,
for instance, McNair, 2000).

This review article examines four books which deal in various ways with the
transformation of political communication in representative democracies in the 20th
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century and the consequences for democratic politics. The review focuses on how
these four books in particular attempt to frame such transformation and what the
various authors consider to be the consequences and whether or not they are
detrimental to the quality of democratic political life. The review concludes by
assessing the utility of broad overarching historical frameworks when assessing the
transformation of political communication, vis-a-vis studies of transformation
rooted in micro-historical investigation of certain phenomena and whether there
should be greater integration of both approaches.

Political Communication Transformed is a well-structured and timely examination
of the changing face of British campaign communication post-1945. The book’s
editors combine chapters that provide a variety of historical frameworks, which
contextualize the changes that have taken place in campaign communication, with
chapters that provide examinations of specific transformations in media coverage
and campaigning. In the introduction to the book, Bartle and Griffiths place the
changes in postwar campaign communication within a British tripartite periodic
framework. They divide the transition of British election campaign communication
into three eras – the Morrisonian (1945–59), Wilsonian (1959–97) and
Mandelsonian (1997 onwards) – arguing that this is the best way of demonstrating
the changes that have occurred in campaign communication since the war. Further
key stages in the transformation of campaign communication are identified by some
of the contributors. Dominic Wring, in an insightful chapter, identifies three key
stages in campaign communication: ‘mass propaganda, media campaigning and
political marketing’ (p. 37). Martin Harrop when investigating the rise of campaign
professionalism uses a slightly different set of dates. He subdivides the last 30 years
into the decades of the pollster (1960s), the advertising agency (1970s–1980s) and
the political party professional (1990s). These are what he terms the ‘three principal
periods of evolution’. Pippa Norris, in the book’s conclusion, returns to her
framework first laid out in A Virtuous Circle (Norris, 2000), which distinguishes
between the premodern, modern and postmodern campaign. While these different
periodic frameworks may cause some confusion to the reader, they serve as a
reminder of the difficulty in coming to any conclusions as to when one period of
development finishes and another starts.

In contrast, the other chapters in the collection provide a more focused analysis
of the particular changes that have taken place. These chapters reveal a lot about
changes to local campaigning and to press and television coverage of election
campaigns. In their chapter, Denver and Hands map out the evolution of local
campaigning. They argue that the constituency campaign is still an important part
of election communication, despite a consensus that general election campaigns are
nationally focused. However, contemporary local campaigns are not the ‘preserve of
amateur local activists’ (p. 86). The key change is that they are centrally controlled,
‘integrated into the overall campaign strategy monitored and managed by
professionals at party headquarters’ (p. 86).

Both Seymour-Ure and Goddard endeavour to capture some of the dramatic
changes that the British media has undergone since 1945. Seymour-Ure provides a
highly readable precis of the evolution the press’s coverage of politics and the
waxing and waning of press partisanship. The change in coverage has been gradual,
in his words ‘repeated hiccups, not one big belch’ (p. 109). The press has had to
adapt to an increasingly competitive marketplace and changing consumer purchas-
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ing habits; these factors among others have led papers to become more like
magazines, with more personal and informal attitudes towards politics.

For Goddard, political broadcasting has changed slowly too, but, he argues, it
falls into two distinct periods before and after 1959, the broadcasting system before
this period being in its infancy and after this period moving to the main stage of
political communication. He argues that the increasingly competitive struggle
between communicators in a market-driven media system has led to charges that
political communication is in a state of crisis.

With the press less interested in politics and broadcasting in a state of crisis,
Bartle in two chapters examines the rise of partisan de-alignment and the impact of
the media in postwar Britain. He argues quite persuasively that the evidence does
not show that the electorate has been ‘transformed’ from habitual voters to
deliberative rational voters as is commonly assumed, and that it is still difficult to
draw any firm conclusions about the changing impact of the media on voting
behaviour.

The book overall provides a highly readable selection of chapters on the
evolution of campaign communication. However, the attempts to compartmentalize
the process of change and the examinations of specific transformations in campaign
communication could be better integrated. What these latter chapters reveal is that
it is problematic to compartmentalize the change that has taken place into a series
of periods, which begin and end on set dates, a point reinforced by Stephen Ponder’s
study of the rise of the media presidency in the US.

Managing the Press is a delightfully written and detailed exploration of the
emergence of what the author terms the ‘media presidency’, namely a presidency
where ‘authority is derived from a president’s ability to appeal to public opinion
through the mass media’ (p. xvi). The book argues that with the rise of popular,
advertising-funded newspapers and magazines at the end of the 19th century,
presidents lost the leverage they once had over the news media in terms of
sponsorship, and this marks the start of the media presidency. The book highlights
how a series of presidents adapted to the new and changing media environment. For
instance, in 1897 President McKinley was the first to establish ‘routine procedures’
to deal with growing press enquiries, and demands for interviews, and the first to
issue regular presidential statements to the press. McKinley’s innovations were built
upon by the Roosevelt presidency in 1901, which witnessed the widespread hiring
of press aides by different administrative agencies, such as the Forest Service, and
the formation of a press bureau. When Theodore Roosevelt left office, Ponder notes
that agencies found ‘appealing to the public through the press was a promising way
to develop popular support for an agency and its policies’ (p. 47) – and such a
strategy was to continue. There were further innovations by President Wilson, who
by 1913 had established the first regular press conferences, and after America’s entry
into the First World War in 1917, the first ministry of information. These
institutions and practices were routinized in the 1920s under successive presidents.
By the end of the 1920s, Ponder notes, ‘presidential guidance of public opinion
through the mass media was no longer a set of experiments by innovative presidents
. . . practices once considered novel, such as press conferences, were now presumed
to be permanent . . . once occasional novelties, were now institutionalised’ (p. 125).
One role which became institutionalized was the president’s press secretary. In the
1920s, Presidents Coolidge and Harding employed a full-time assistant to handle
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the press, and by 1929 under President Hoover, this assistant became the official
press secretary of today.

Ponder shows how the White House, over a period of 36 years, increasingly
began to put more effort into gaining publicity through adapting to the
requirements of the burgeoning news media and the developing Washington press
corps. The book shows that through the early part of the 20th century, managing
the news media became an increasingly important part of the president’s ability to
command public opinion. Where the book is insightful is in examining many of the
failures and mistakes that occurred; Ponder shows that presidents were not always
in control of their media relations. Other Washington officials and administrators
also sought to harness the media for publicity purposes, often distracting media
attention from the White House message. Under President Harding, confusion was
generated when he encouraged members of his cabinet to speak to the media on
their own, in the belief that they would ‘speak with one voice on the
administration’s behalf’ (p. 159). It was a disaster that affected public perceptions of
Harding’s competence to govern. The book also shows that heavy-handed attempts
to manipulate the news media often provoked a backlash from journalists. President
Hoover’s requirement that journalists submit their questions in writing before an
interview gained the ire of the Washington press corps, who complained publicly
about this and the activities of his press secretary.

What Ponder conveys through this book is a sense that this presidential
publicity process is a permanent and irreversible part of the US presidency and
attempts to reverse the process tend to end in failure. For instance, Ponder
highlights the damaging consequences for Taft’s presidency in the early part of the
20th century, of his attempts to downplay the importance of the media. The
emergence of the media presidency was not simply the response of political
advocates to the presence of the expanded news media, but one in which political
elites play a crucial part, either successfully adapting and innovating, or in the case
of Presidents Taft and Harding, spectacularly failing.

The theme of the evolving relationship between the media and political
leadership continues in Media and the Presidentialization of Parliamentary Elections,
Anthony Mughan’s excellent examination of the presidentialization of election
campaigns in the UK. One of the key features of television-dominated political
campaigning in parliamentary democracies has been the growing prominence of the
party leaders. It is Mughan’s assertion that the mediated nature of modern election
campaigns means that campaigns in parliamentary democracies increasingly look
more like presidential democracies – dominated by candidates rather than
organizations – in other words, electoral politics in Britain has undergone a process
of presidentialization.

While the debate about the presidentialization of British politics is not new,
Mughan’s book – adopting a quantitative approach to the subject matter –
investigates the issue of presidentialization to determine the extent to which it has
taken place in postwar British general election campaigns and its electoral impact.
The leaders of the main political parties today are not only more prominent than
their parties in terms of the attention they receive in the press and on television, but
also importantly they have an impact on electoral outcomes beyond that of their
party. Press and television coverage of election campaigns has increased the
attention the electorate pay to the main party leaders, and in turn the leaders, as
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they have become more prominent, enjoy greater influence over their choices. His
examination of the leaders’ rising visibility in press coverage finds the press have
paid more attention to the Conservative and Labour Party leaders over the course of
the coverage of recent election campaigns. According to the search of Times
editorials, the 1964 election is the turning point, where presidentialization ‘makes
its first appearance’ (p. 50). Whether Times editorials would be a satisfactory
measure for the sceptics remains doubtful, but Mughan does use the available
evidence to good effect.

If the press has lifted the prominence of party leaders, it is television, and
television news in particular, that has elevated the public profile of party leaders. In
effect, Mughan argues that elections over time have increasingly come to resemble
a televised personality contest between prime ministerial candidates. He notes that
party leaders now matter more to the outcome of an election campaign than in the
1960s and 1970s. In terms of impact, he argues that this greater media visibility
has ‘paved the way for their personalities to become a more salient stimuli for voters’
(p. 74). However, the presidentialization process is not a smooth progression over
time, rather the impact of the leaders on election results has ‘inched up in fits and
starts’ (p. 52), with the public increasingly voting for the leader. This said, he notes
their impact still varies from campaign to campaign.

The book finally offers up some explanations for why this change has taken
place. These include a combination of the packaging of the party leaders and the
leader-centred media coverage, which have all increased the attention the electorate
pay to the leaders during a campaign. This is combined with voter de-alignment
and the popularity and character traits of the leader, which means that ‘the way
voters respond to prime ministerial candidates is dictated less by some unchanging
mind-set . . . and more by a contemporaneous assessment of party leaders’ suitability
for the position of chief executive’ (p. 71).

Mediated Politics is also interested in the recent changes affecting political
communication in advanced industrial democracies and their consequences for
democracy. In 22 chapters, the book grapples with the often contradictory
consequences of what the editors identify as ‘epochal changes’ (p. xxv) affecting
political communication systems, namely that such changes pose ‘alarming threats’,
but are also potentially ‘liberating’ (p. 1). While exploring the contradictory
tensions which emerge, the editors are also interested in achieving a theoretical
synthesis of kinds, in their own words seeking to ‘erase the arbitrary . . . divide
between theories of communication that are centred around how individuals process
information and theories centred around the production and the qualities of the
information’ (p. 6). Their aim is to find ‘new theoretical directions for the field’
(p. xxiii) which can better address the changing media environment in contempor-
ary democracies.

One of the main tensions emerging from the rapidly changing communication
environment concerns diversity and commonality of mediated political experience.
The editors note that with the explosion of media outlets ‘people enjoy increasingly
inexpensive and powerful means for obtaining information and sharing ideas across
group and geographical boundaries’ (p. 473), but at the same time the
fragmentation of audiences and the decline of public communication ‘may work
against inclusiveness, one of the key criteria of democratic performance’ (p. 473).
Section 1, the first of five sections, explores this tension in greater detail. Chapters
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by Dahlgren and Sparks examine the extent to which the Internet has the ability to
both transform and improve the public sphere, but at the same time may result in
the greater fragmentation of ‘interests, social realities and political impulses’ (p. 18).
For instance, Dahlgren’s chapter questions the taken-for-granted assumption that
the Internet will enhance democracy. His conclusion suggests that it does have the
capacity to promote the public sphere, but not dramatically transform political life.
Sparks, in his chapter, comes to more gloomy conclusions, suggesting that, ‘there is
little likelihood, either within nations or in a global context of attaining anything
approaching an ideal public sphere’ (p. 18) as citizens’ mediated experiences are
increasingly individualized. Gamson also adopts a similar equivocal outlook,
arguing that media discourse has the power to encourage and discourage public
engagement in political activity. Through looking at a series of case studies Gamson
suggests that there is a discernible pattern when the media encourage or discourage
the idea that citizens can change their daily lives. There tends to be discouragement
of any class-based activity in the workplace and the encouragement of protest
activity concerning moral or ethical issues.

Another contradictory tension concerns free information choice vs the
necessary information to promote and sustain citizen participation (p. xxiv). Media
systems have undergone an unprecedented period of change. The 1980s and 1990s
saw a process of marketization, aided by government deregulation, and the
emergence of an aggressive business climate, where media corporations have to
compete for audience share and consequently need to pay close attention to audience
demands. This has led to increased adaptation of media content to the demands of
the market. While this in one respect enriches the flow of information that
audiences receive, it is not a given that such a system will always provide the
necessary information citizens require to fully participate; if anything, the media
organizations will come under pressure to cater for audience tastes, whatever they
may be. Section 2 explores the extent to which communication systems increasingly
driven by commercial imperatives may ‘facilitate or frustrate’ (p. 19) citizen
engagement. Doug Underwood, and in separate chapters, Delli Carpini and
Williams, Slater, and Cook pursue this theme in an effective fashion. While Cook
argues that the intermediary role that the news media play is unlikely to change,
Underwood raises concerns about market-driven journalism and simultaneous
decline in public service journalism. He argues that in such an environment, the
amount of space devoted to serious policy issues will inevitably fall. While for Slater
the discourse of everyday life has become a discourse on consumption, Delli Carpini
and Williams’s concern is the collapse of the distinction between news and
entertainment in the new hyperreal world of political communication and what this
means for the information citizens receive. In this environment, news and
entertainment resemble each other, old distinctions are gone, as has the deference
paid to political elites. They argue, using the Clinton–Lewinsky scandal, that this
new hyperreal environment provides opportunities for new groups and non-
traditional media outlets to play a greater role in setting the public agenda than
previously. Oscar Gandy Jr reminds the reader that new technologies and techniques
are readily used by political elites to gather information on the public. The whole
discourse of marketing has seeped into politics, the electorate are increasingly
segmented with particular groups of voters targeted, while those unlikely to vote are
often excluded. 
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The impact of this increasingly fragmented and market-driven public sphere is
explored in Section 3. The section provides a lively debate on the importance of the
media and political elites in the formation of public opinion. Is it media imagery
that shapes opinion or are the public suitably independent of mind? Allied to this
question, is it possible to create an engaged and informed public and what factors
militate against the creation of such a public? Entman and Herbst in their chapter
argue that the relationship between public opinion and the government policy is
more complex than simply causal, with the media playing a crucial role in shaping
and reflecting opinion on key issues. They argue that the media are key in
understanding the formation of public opinion, and they ‘valorize’ some definitions
of public opinion over others. On most public policy issues they argue there is no
determinate public opinion just ‘mass opinion’. It is mass opinion that is measured
by pollsters and the media – susceptible to the framing effects of the media and not
an independent variable; the politicians respond to media constructions of public
opinion rather than necessarily surveys of citizens’ views.

Wolfsfeld is more equivocal about the impact of the news media on public
opinion. He argues that public opinion is shaped by exposure to what he terms
media ‘waves’, periods when ‘leaders, publics and the press focus attention on a
narrow number of public issues and events for a limited period of time’ (p. 226).
Through examining media coverage of an act of terrorism during the Oslo peace
process, he argues that ‘waves’ inhibit public debate, taking the public for a ride on
‘an emotional roller coaster where external events often rush by in a blur of drama
and action’ (pp. 247–8). Bennett and Mannheim’s chapter examines a growth in the
use of a whole host of techniques for manipulating public opinion. Political elites
increasingly use what they call ‘strategic communication’ to achieve their objectives,
often obscuring in the process their identity and intent. They argue that this is a
major concern in contemporary political communication in democracies and needs
to be more fully examined, as they are likely to play a greater role in political life
in the future.

Neuman’s and Zaller’s chapters argue that despite the rise of strategic
communication, and the commercially driven news media’s episodic preoccupation,
the public can still make up its own mind. Neuman argues that political culture
in pluralist democracies is more robust than academics give it credit for. Looking
at the Internet, he challenges what he sees as anecdotal evidence of the impact of
the Net, arguing that there needs to be more systematic research. Drawing on the
Clinton–Lewinsky scandal and public opinion data, Zaller argues that even in the
modern media-saturated world, political scandals have little direct impact on
public opinion. His chapter shows that support for Clinton and the Democrats
throughout the period of the scandal was remarkably resilient and even increased.
He argues that the most important aspect shaping public opinion is the so-called
bottom line – peace, prosperity and moderation. Clinton sustained little damage
because ‘more people cared about peace, prosperity and moderation under Clinton
than about Clinton’s personal shortcomings and the lies he told’ (p. 276).

Section 4 examines campaigns in the media, the extent to which special
interest groups use marketing techniques to manipulate the public and the
problems of trying to regulate communication practices, even though there is a
growing consensus that they undermine ‘the quality of election campaigns’ (p. 26).
Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s chapter examines a particular feature of political
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communication in the US, namely issue advocacy adverts on television. Using
examples she shows that such adverts, not capped by party campaign spending
limits, can set the public agenda. Echoing Bennett and Manheim’s evidence, she
notes that a particular concern is that the identity of the groups waging a campaign
is often concealed, making it difficult if not impossible for the public to assess the
credibility of their message. She concludes by calling for the imposition of stronger
disclosure requirements by government.

C. Edwin Baker and Bruce Buchanan take up the theme of campaign
regulation in the US. Baker argues that there should be a redefinition of the purpose
of election campaigns, campaigns are not the only arena where politics is discussed
and need to be seen in terms of their narrower role of selecting office holders. What
is needed is a redesign of campaigns, one that distinguishes politics as opinion
formation and politics as will formation, the former occurring continuously and the
latter specifically during campaigns. If such structural changes were made to
election campaigns, then fewer demands need be placed on media coverage of
elections by media critics. For Buchanan the solution is not a redefinition of purpose
but an encouragement of political engagement and participation, in order to
generate a moderately well-informed electorate, which requires elections to have a
special status. Finally, Blumler and Gurevitch, drawing on previous research, argue
that there has been a certain amount of adaptation of manipulative US campaign
techniques in the UK, but that campaign communication in both countries remains
resolutely different on many levels.

Section 5 examines citizens’ engagement with political communication in the
age of media marketization and strategic communication, and seeks to understand
the differential rates of engagement in the US. For Graber and also Rahn and
Rudolph, declining political engagement is a generational phenomenon. Graber
argues that there is a growing generation gap between the 18- to 29-year-old
‘generation-Xers’ and previous generations in terms of their engagement with
political output. The ‘generation-Xers’ spend less time watching news compared to
previous generations. Rahn and Rudolph argue that media fragmentation and
globalization have had a negative impact on the attachment of young people to
national political communities in the US and Europe. Their evidence reinforces
Graber’s evidence that the young are less engaged than previous generations. For
Roderick Hart, the explanation lies in the ‘political energy’ of the individual not
generational differences. His chapter is based on a survey of letter writers to local
papers and non-writers in two periods – 1993 and 1997. The survey showed that
there is little to distinguish these groups along the usual socioeconomic lines; what
distinguishes writers from non-writers is their motivation and reservoir of political
concern.

This is an excellent collection of essays that is bound to become a key text in
the study of political communication. It clearly elucidates the often contradictory
tensions in mediated democracies, but where it is less convincing is in providing
‘new theoretical directions for the field’ (p. xxiii). Having read the various
contributions to the book, one is left with the feeling that the divide between
individual and environmental-centred perspectives will remain firmly entrenched as
ever in the field, and while an attempt to close such a disjuncture needs more
concerted attention than is provided, this book is at least the beginnings of a
dialogue.
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Altogether, the four books provide a great insight into the transition of
political communication and the consequences for democratic politics. Together
they highlight issues that scholars in the field need to consider further. For instance,
Mediated Politics alerts political communication scholars to the need for careful
attention to the often contradictory tensions generated by the process of
modernization. The books also, especially when read together, raise questions about
how best to account for the evolution of mediated political communication. Political
Communication Transformed is not alone in attempting to compartmentalize the
development of campaign communication. Blumler and Kavanagh (1999), Farrell
and Webb (2000), Maarek (1985) and Norris (2000) all divide the transition of
political campaigning/communication into three categories. Norris (2000) for
instance chooses the terms – premodern, modern and postmodern, but they could
equally be Blumler and Kavanagh’s first age, second age, third age. While they
provide an interesting way of conceptualizing the transformation that has occurred,
they are not unproblematic. Their tripartite structure seems arbitrary and their
heuristic potential at best questionable, given that each period varies in length
between authors. Another obvious criticism concerns what Tomlinson (1999: 31)
calls the ‘banality of dating’, the fact that the dates chosen for when one epoch ends
and another begins are always difficult to justify and almost pointless. Mughan’s
study of the presidentialization of election campaigns reinforces the notion of
change not being able to be easily categorized into periods. Such frameworks also
often emphasize process over agency, with the input of political elites subsumed
under a framework of ongoing progress. If one applies a periodic structure to
Ponder’s study of the rise of the media presidency, then the role of political elites in
adapting to, taking advantage of the spread of the news media or failing to, would
disappear in a narrative about ongoing professionalization. Ponder clearly shows
how the use of news management depended very much on the decision of the
president for the first 30 years of the 20th century and that adaptation was often
slow, with innovations by one president being reversed by his successor. Any
account of change needs to address the often complex dynamic unfolding and the
fact that it may not fit neatly into a particular period. Accounting for the
transformation in political communication and understanding its consequences is
perhaps the main challenge the field of political communication faces.
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