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The Unholy Alliance: Politics, Advertising and the News 
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Dirty Politics
 
Cantuultd front page I 

news I recently heard that the candidates were uoff 
and running,1t "neck and neck," that the campaIgn was 
a "dogfigbt,n and they'd "fight It out on that battle­
ground. j 

The horserace frame, Jamieson notes, gives rise to 
the two questions that drive most campaign coverage: 
Who is winning, and how? The first is answered by 
incessant polling. But polls are like gossip: They di· 
vert people's :attention from their own JUdgment and 
encourage them to be ruled by what others presum­
ably are thinking. 

As Jamieson shows, the second question leads to an 
obsession with campaign strategy: What is each side 
doing to account for its lead or its lag? Thus when the 
Democrats aired a speech by President Jimmy Carter 
on the economy in 1980, CBS reported, u'fhe paid 
political broadcast was part of an effort to breathe 
fresh life into the Carter campaign" but didn't mention 
what Carter said. And when Democratic candidate 
Michael Dukakis rode in an M-l tank to dramatize his 
support for the buildup of conventional weapons, the 
media portrayed him as vainly trying to appear strong 
when he was weak in the polls. 

T HE WORST ASPECT of focusing on strat­
egy and polling is, as Jamieson shows. not 
what is reponed, which is after all of some 
interest~ but what is crowded out: candi­

dates' proposals and actions. In 1988, when the S&L 
debacle and the end of the Cold Wat were clearly 
emerging, reporters were busilY covering Dukakis 
playing catch with Red Sox outfielder Ellis Burke to 
capture the moment when Dukakis dropped the ball as 
an illustration of his losing in the polls. 

Framing campaigns as horseraces also leads to a 
development that is at the heart of Jamieson's thesis: 
In the context of tracking who·s winning and why, 
networks incorporate political ads in news reports, 
giving free air time to the candidate who is ahead and 
draping the often scurrilous ads in a mantle of cred­
ibility by framing them as news. Admakers encourage 
this confusion by designing ads to look like news pro­
grams, and newscasters compound it by intercutting 
ad footage with excerpts of candidates' speeches. 
News programs. moreover, have adopted the tech­
niques and vocabulary of ads: their "disjunctive, abo­
breviated, telegraphic, narrative form." As a result, 
many viewers recall as news the misinfonnation con­
tained in the ads. 

Even televised debates are drawn into the vortex. 
Since the goal of campaign rhetoric is to maximize the 
chances of appearing on the evening news, candidates 
have learned to produce answers, like their speeches, 
that are strings of oversimplified, catchy sound bites. 
Following debates, experts enlighten voten not about 
whose statements were true but about who, in their 
opinion, "won." Then poll results show who everyone 
else thought had WOR. Some stations invite viewers to 
call in their winner, making the only real winner the 
telephone company. 

As Jamieson points out, framing candidates as ac­
tors who try to make impressions, rather than as lead­
ers with opinions and beliefs. engenders a pervasive 
cynicism. It struck me as The Emperor's New Clothes 
In reverse: if a candidate came forward fully dressed. 
media pundits would show us the strategies by which 
he managed to appear clothed. 

Dirl1 PoliJia begins with the Willie Horton example 
and revisits it frequently because it was emblematic 
and spectacularly successiul Although the broad out­
lines of the deception are DOW well lmown, it is both 
illuminating and shocking to read Jamieson's detailed 
analysis. Her focus groups showed that in 1991 what 
most voters remembered about the 1988 campaign 
was that Dukakis had established a "revolving door" 
program so convicted murderers like Horton could 
murder again on "weekend passea." I 

In fact the furlough program had been created by 
Dukakis's Republican predecessor, and Horton was an 
aberration, the only man convicted of murder (he had 
actually driven the getaway vehicle) who went on to 

volving door." Even the name "Willie" was a Repub­
lican reframing of the man who had previously been 
"William." Most crucially, Horton·s mug shot played 
on and incited whites' fear of black male criminals. 
andeed, Jesse Helms exploited this association by 
presenting the face of his 1990 opponent for senator, 
Harvey Gantt, who is black, in close--up stills.) 

The Horton ad helped win the election for Bush and 
Quayle because it was blasted into prime time by 
newscasters intent on explaining Bush's lead. Duka· 
kis's attempts to refute the lies were doomed ))e. 
cause, as Jamieson shows, every mention of the story 
occasioned its retelling. and the refutations were ab­
stract whereas the fabricated story was dramatic and 
memorable. The visual power of television is an en­
emy of truth: If a commentator did expose the claims 
as lies, the verbal track was overwhelmed by the gut 
power of the visual one. Democratic attempts to 
counter with a comparable federal case m which a 
convicted felon did go on to commit murder failed be­
cause they featured a photo of the smiling victim, an 
image that had none of the visceral impact of the mug 
shot. Finally, anything Dukakis said to defend himself 
made him seem, well, defensive. 

The unholy alliance between political ads and news 
is a step ahead of the law. While regulations require 
truth in product advertising, none protect voters as 
consumers. Rather than money wasted on useless 
products, the result is the election of leaden whose 
character, abilities and actions bear no relation to the 
images we have been sold during the campaign. 

Dirty Politics l~ves one with awe and something 
like nausea at how the news media have allowed them­
selves to be manipulated by admakers. mostly Repub­
lican. Perhaps political advertising should be banned, 
or ads required to pass bipartisan committees eval­
uating their truthfulness. Certainly journalists should 

"1Tacking who ~ winning and 
why, networks it •• drape the 
often scumlous ads in a 
mantle ofcredibility by 
framing them as news." 

limit polls to a small percentage of their reporting and 
focus on substance rather than strategy, thus elimi­
nating the temptation to display political ads as news. 
Although this is not likely to happen, there IS some 
hope. Jamieson notes that a few newspapers and radlo 
stations have begun Adwatch and Truth Test pro­
grams, examining ada for their validity and logic rath­
er than their effectiveness. And she quotes journalists, 
like Thomas Oliphant, pleading with their colleagues 
to serve the country better: 1f there's a lesson in· 
1988. it takes the form of an appeal to editors ... 
·Stop me before I kill again.' We do like to do the tac.. 
tical pieces, the horse-race coverage ••. Don't let us. 
Ruthlessly cut it out." 

Dirty Politits is not flawless. It~s often repetltious, 
and occasionally omits needed background mfonna­
tiOIL I understand (but dislike) publishers' insistence 
on lumping notes at the end. but what can explain fail... 
log to put chapter titles Wlth chapter numbers at the 
head of notes sections? As it is, anyone who wants to 
look up a note has to hunt in two directio~ first flip­
ping back to find the number of the chapter one is 
reading, and then flipping forward to fmd that number 
in the Notes section. But these are surely qwbbles in a 
book that is impressively researched, clearly written 
and organized, and enlightening throughout. 

This year's campaign has not (yet?) reached the 
lows of 1988 but the patterns Jamieson descnbes are 
all there. Using, her book as a field guide, you can 
watch them go by. Jamieson believes the best defense 
against the distortions ot attack ads is inoculation: If 
voters can see the tactics intended to persuade them, 
they are less likely to be swayed. So the best hope lor 

kIdnap and. rape (not murder) while on furlough... ~ ". 1992 Ja fQJ'.ePCN&h pe,ople to read this book to inoc­
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