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MEDIA, POWER, 
AND POLITICAL 
COMMUNICATION

What’s at Stake . . . in Living in  
an Information Bubble?
FROM THE MOMENT AMERICANS WOKE UP ON JUNE 12, 2016, to the horrific 
news that forty-nine people had been shot at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, 
Florida, two competing stories about the tragedy took root in the American psyche. 
Spawned by the ideological assumptions we began with, fed by the media sources 
we turned to for information, and nurtured by the social media connections through 
which we shared what we learned, the stories grew. They were symbolized by two 
very different speeches by the 2016 presidential candidates and perfectly illustrated 
by the ongoing chatter on two competing morning talk shows throughout the week: 
Morning Joe on MSNBC and Fox & Friends on Fox.

One story said that the shooter was a mentally disturbed American of Afghan 
heritage, born in New York, conflicted about his own sexuality, violent at 
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In Your Own Words
After you’ve read this chapter, you will be 
able to

•• Discuss changes over the past 
several decades in the ways in 
which Americans get their news and 
information.

•• Describe the ways in which media 
ownership and government regulation 
influence the news we get.

•• Explain the roles and responsibilities 
of journalists.

•• Identify the tools the media use 
to shape and perpetuate political 
narratives.

•• Identify the strategies politicians use 
to counter the influence of the media 
and shape and perpetuate their own 
political narratives.

•• Summarize the relationship between 
citizens and the media.
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Media, Power, and Political Communication 503

home, and unpopular at work for his 
homophobic and racist language. 
The big question for the people for 
whom this narrative made sense was 
how this unbalanced man, three times 
interviewed by the FBI for possible 
terrorist sympathies and on the terror 
watch list for a period of time, was 
able to be licensed as a security guard 
and managed to buy the AR-15 assault 
weapon that allowed him to mow down 
partiers at Pulse.

In her speech, presumptive Democratic 
nominee Hillary Clinton embraced 
the LGBT community, emphasized 
the importance of reaching out to 
the American Muslim population to 
enlist their cooperation in detecting 
radicalized “lone-wolf” terrorists, and 
talked about the importance of putting 
an assault weapon ban in place so 
that the same weapon that had been 
used in multiple mass shootings could 
not be easily purchased by people with 
suspicious backgrounds or histories of 
mental illness.

The themes Clinton set out were talked about, repeated, and 
woven into a common story about the Orlando shooting that 
was endlessly discussed on MSNBC’s Morning Joe, as well as 
on innumerable other shows and through newspaper stories 
and social media communications that were shared like 
wildfire, for days after the massacre.

But that was not the only narrative. A competing story 
said that the shooting was conducted by a member of ISIS, 
committed to exterminating gays and other Americans 
in an act of radical Islamic terrorism. In this view the 
president of the United States was complicit in the attack 
by not using the phrase “radical Islamic terrorism” and 
perhaps for suspected Muslim sympathies. The big 
question for people persuaded by this narrative was how 
the shooter had gotten into the country in the first place 
and how he and people like him could be kept out. In 
his speech, given shortly after Clinton’s, presumptive 
Republican nominee Donald Trump also expressed 
sympathy for the LGBT community, but he reiterated his 
call for a ban on immigration from countries where there 
was a perceived threat to Americans. He referred to the 
shooter as an Afghan born to immigrant parents, not as an 
American, and said the major problem we faced was that 
Hillary Clinton wanted to let huge numbers of Muslim 
immigrants into the country without proper vetting. He 
deplored a lack of leadership that he said was destroying 
the country.

Trump was not lauded by his party leadership for his 
accusations about President Obama or his call for a ban on 

Muslim immigration, but his views clearly resonated with 
his base. The morning show Fox & Friends reinforced the 
narrative, as did other Fox shows and talk radio, and it too took 
off on wings of social media.

A Gallup poll captured the difference: 60 percent of Democrats 
saw the issue as gun violence; 70 percent of Republicans said 
it was terrorism.1

Two narratives, focused on one objective event, explaining 
the world in diametrically opposed ways. If you lived in one 
world, you would not even recognize the other. Your media 
viewing habits, your connections with family and friends, 
and the news you would forward to each other would create 
the impression that all right-thinking people saw the world 
the way you did. You would be in an information bubble, the 
kind we discussed back in Chapter 1, a closed loop of self-
reinforcing evidence supporting a particular interpretation 
of events.

Does it make a difference to your life or to the republic we 
all try to keep if citizens are living in virtually separate 
worlds of so-called facts and information? Do democracies 
require that we share some fundamental understanding 
of the world? Are information bubbles merely a version of 
the ideologies we have discussed throughout this book, 
or do they threaten the integrity of the common political 
culture itself? Can we communicate without the common 
foundation provided by referencing the same understanding 
of facts? Just what is at stake in a world of citizens locked in 
information bubbles? 

Choose Your Own Narrative
In the rush to cover emerging events in Orlando, news media outlets tended to focus on one  
of three basic narratives, framing the issue around gun control, immigration and terrorism,  
or gay rights.
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504 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

FROM the start of human existence, an essential 
function of communication has been 

recording events, giving meaning to them and creating a story, 
or narrative, about how they fit into the past and stretch into the 
future. It is human nature to tell stories, to capture our experi-
ential knowledge and beliefs and weave them together in ways 
that give larger meaning to our lives. Native peoples of many 
lands do it with their legends; the Greeks and Romans did it 
with their myths; the Jews, Christians, Muslims, and other major 
religious groups do it with their holy texts; and the Grimms did 
it with their fairytales. Human beings tell stories. It’s what we do, 
and it gives us our history and a way of passing that history down 
to new generations.

A major part of politics, as we have said throughout this 
book, is about competing to have your narrative accepted as 
the authoritative account. Through much of our common his-
tory, the storytellers of those narratives were given special  
status. They were wise men or women, shamans, prophets, ora-
cles, priests, and rabbis. And they were frequently in the service 
of chiefs, kings, emperors, and other people of enormous 
power. It’s no accident that the storytellers frequently told nar-
ratives that bolstered the status quo and kept the power struc-
ture in place. The storytellers and the power holders had a 
monopoly on control for so much of human history because 
books were in scarce supply and few people could read in any 
case or had the leisure to amass facts to challenge the prevail-
ing narratives. The gatekeepers of information—those who 
determined what news got reported and how—were very few. 
Even in the 1800s, with the rise of mass circulation newspa-
pers, and in the last century, which saw the emergence of 
broadcast radio and television, gatekeeping was hardly demo-
cratic: the power to dispense information—and with it, the 
prevailing narrative—was firmly held by a small number of key 
decision makers.

Not so any more. We live in a constant explosion of narra-
tives, spewing from every television and radio show, web site, 
blog, Twitter feed, Facebook page, or Snapchat message. In 
this chapter we look at the modern media world, the impact it 
has on shaping our political beliefs, and the ways in which we 
can take hold of the narrative ourselves to be more critical 
consumers of the information we receive.

WHERE DO WE GET  
OUR INFORMATION?
A hybrid of traditional  
and interactive sources

Narratives are built from information, and increasingly we 
get that information from a wide array of media sources. 

Media is the plural of medium, meaning in this case an 
agency through which communication between two differ-
ent entities can take place. Just as a medium can be a per-
son who claims to transmit messages from the spiritual 
world to earthbound souls, today’s mass media, whether 
through printed word or electronic signal, convey infor-
mation cheaply and efficiently from the upper reaches of 
the political world to everyday citizens. Today we do far 
more than just watch and listen to the media, which are 
increasingly multimedia, digital, available on demand, and 
often interactive in nature. Communication scholars refer 
to this merging of traditional and digital media as media 
convergence, and it has implications for our political as 
well as social lives.2 Politicians scramble to stay on top of 
electronic innovations that continually shape and alter the 
political world. And what is just as important in a demo-
cratic society, the media help carry information back from 
citizens to the politicians who lead, or seek to lead, them. 
The news media in the twenty-first century increasingly 
rely on new technology. The printing press may have been 
invented in China over a thousand years ago, but almost all 
of the truly amazing innovations in information technology— 
telegraphs, telephones, photography, radio, television, 
computers, faxes, cell phones, and the Internet—have been 
developed in the past two hundred years, and just over half 
of them have come into common use only in the past fifty. 
What that means is that our technological capabilities 
sometimes outrun our sophistication about how that tech-
nology ought to be used or how it may affect the news it 
transfers.

Understanding who gets information, where it comes 
from, and how that information is affected by the technology 
that brings it to us is crucial to being a knowledgeable student 
of politics, not to mention an effective democratic citizen. In 
this section we examine the sources that we in America turn 
to for the news and the consequences that follow from our 
choices.

THE MASS MEDIA TODAY

Once upon a time, news entered the average American’s life at 
only a couple of neatly defined and very predictable points 
during the day. The local morning paper arrived before dawn, 

gatekeepers journalists and media elite who determine which news 
stories are covered and which are not

mass media the means of conveying information to large public 
audiences cheaply and efficiently

media convergence  the merging of traditional media with  
digital communication technologies such as telecommunications  
and the Internet
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Where Do We Get Our Information? 505

there to be read over coffee and breakfast. The afternoon 
paper (yes, most cities had two papers back then) was waiting 
for you when you came home from work. Big-city papers like 
the New York Times and the Washington Post were available only 
to those who lived in New York or Washington, D.C., unless 
you ordered a copy of the paper to be mailed to you, at great 
expense, arriving several days late (no FedEx, no overnight 
delivery). In 1960 the evening news came on all three TV sta-
tions at 7:30 p.m., and TV-owning America (87 percent of 
households in 1960) got their last news of the day from Chet 
Huntley and David Brinkley on NBC, John Daly on ABC, or 
Douglas Edwards on CBS (Edwards was to be followed two 
years later by Walter Cronkite, also known as “Uncle Walter,” 
dubbed by his employer, CBS, as the most trusted face in 
news). That was pretty much it for news in 1960s America, 
unless a special event (a space shot, for instance) or a tragedy 
(like John F. Kennedy’s assassination) occurred that required 
a special bulletin.

Today media convergence defines how we get our news—
we get at least a little news from a lot of sources. Only 20 per-
cent of Americans report often getting news from newspapers,  
25 percent from radio, 28 percent from news web sites and 
apps, 30 percent from network news, 31 percent from cable 
TV, and 46 percent from local TV.3 But overall, 62 percent of 
adults get news on social media, 44 percent sometimes or 
often. They are likeliest to get news from, in descending order, 
Reddit, Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, YouTube, 
LinkedIn, Snapchat, and Vine, although Facebook is by far the 

most popular social media site in general, followed by YouTube, 
LinkedIn, Instagram, and Twitter.4

There are sharp generational divides in these habits. 
Millennials (those born between the early 1980s and 2000) are 
far more likely to rely on Facebook for news than are their 
elders (although they are less likely to be interested in political 
news); Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) rely 
more on local television; and Gen Xers (born in between) split 
the difference.5 Consider what this means. Younger genera-
tions are more likely to get their news from sources they 
curate themselves—that is, they choose the source of the news 
directly, or they choose the people with whom they associate, 
who in turn share the news with them. By contrast, older 
Americans watch whatever is served up to them by the media 
elite. That means that younger people are participating in the 
choice of narratives they wish to engage in, but they also have 
the option of eliminating all the ones they don’t like. The 
Snapshot of America shows the demographics behind this 
changing media landscape.

Although most of the American public is exposed to some 
news, and some people are exposed to quite a lot of it, levels 
of political information in this country are not high. In one 
study, only about half of the public could correctly answer 
basic questions about domestic politics and public figures.6 
These politically informed people are not evenly distributed 
throughout the population, either. Older Americans, those 
with more education, and men were more likely to answer the 
questions correctly.7

From Nightly News on Three Networks to 24/7 News on  
Multiple Social Networks
In 1968, television news was limited to evening broadcasts on the three networks—
only a few relatively powerful people, like President Lyndon Johnson, had the 
luxury of tuning in to all three of them simultaneously. By the 1990s, cable news 
networks like CNN and Fox News had ushered in the era of twenty-four-hour 
news. Today it’s possible to create your own custom media diet from a variety of 
sources—and carry them all around in your pocket.
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506 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

Snapshot of America: Where Do We Get Our News?

Behind the Numbers
The Pew Research Center derived these categories of news consumers from their surveys.  
Given the descriptions of each, where do you fit?  In what ways does where one gets one's 
news a�ect one's knowledge of political leaders?

Source: Pew Research Center, “The Modern News Consumer,” July 7, 2016, http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/07/the-modern-news-consumer/ 
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Where Do We Get Our Information? 507

THE DEMISE OF THE PRINT MEDIA

No less a grand thinker than Thomas Jefferson said, “The 
basis of our governments being the opinion of the people, 
the very first object should be to keep that right; and were it 
left to me to decide whether we should have a government 
without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I 
should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”8 A look at 
some survey results, however, shows that print media are in 
deep trouble. Whereas a third of Americans bought a daily 
paper in 1941, only 13 percent did so in 2009.9 From 1991 
to 2012, the number of Americans who said they bought a 
newspaper the previous day plummeted by 50 percent, from 
56 percent to 23 percent.10 Readership continued to fall 
through 2011, although the pace of decline has moderated 
somewhat as the economy picked up, mostly due to new, 
unearned revenue, such as venture capital investments and 
philanthropy.11 Although this influx of cash, much of it from 
the tech industry (such as the sale of the Washington Post to 
Amazon.com founder and CEO Jeff Bezos in 201312) signals 
the potential for a shift in the news model, print editions 
continue to struggle, and 2015 was the worst year for news-
papers since the Great Recession.13 Many venerable newspa-
pers have ceased publication or moved to a print-online 
hybrid or simply an online existence, most notably the 
Christian Science Monitor.14 Today most towns have only one 
paper, if they have any at all.

Midway through the second decade of the century, it is not 
unusual to hear people say that the day of the print media is 
over.15 If you are feeling inclined to irony, you can Google 
“newspapers are dead” and you will get 40,000,000 hits, all 
with people insisting (1) that it is true, (2) that it isn’t, (3) that 
it matters, and (4) that it doesn’t. In further irony, many of the 
most thriving news web sites—from “viral news sites” like 
BuzzFeed to online journals like the Drudge Report and the 
Huffington Post that traffic in “breaking news”—are often 
merely to linking to reporting done by those same dinosaur 
newspapers whose deaths they are quick to proclaim.

The demise of those newspapers carries a cost that has lit-
tle to do with whether their reporting is accessed at a news-
stand or on a phone. As Internet expert and writer Clay Shirky 
says, “Society doesn’t need newspapers. What we need is jour-
nalism.”16 By this he means information, well researched and 
objective, about the world we live in, about the things our 
elected officials are doing in our name, and about the conse-
quences of the public choices we make.

That kind of journalism has traditionally been paid for 
by newspapers that have either had their own news bureaus 
around the world or subscribed to and supported a news 
service like the Associated Press (AP). The money they paid 
for news-gathering came from advertisers who had no other 

way to reach their markets—not only from big advertisers, 
but from local classified ads, job listings, and real estate list-
ings. Today all those advertisers have multiple, cheap, or 
even free outlets through which to reach customers. The 
loss of those crucial revenue streams hit newspapers—and 
thus journalism—hard (see Don’t Be Fooled by . . . Clickbait 
later in this chapter).

What aspects of journalism are 

fundamental to keeping the republic?

Shirky argues that we are in the midst of a revolution 
“where the old stuff gets broken faster than the new stuff is 
put in its place,”17 so we don’t know what journalism will look 
like in a new, post-newspaper age. But Shirky thinks it’s a mis-
take to assume that we aren’t transitioning to such an age, that 
those who proclaim loudly that the old newspaper model can 
be saved are whistling past the graveyard, refusing to acknowl-
edge that printing presses are costly to run and that the model 
of newspaper-centered news is obsolete in a world where the 
Internet makes it impossible for them to charge for or to 
retain control over the work they do.

RADIO AND TELEVISION

Radios, once state-of-the-art communication, have become 
commonplace. Most American households have at least one, 
and 90 percent of Americans say they listen to radio weekly.18 
More than 15,000 radio stations broadcast over the airwaves 
in the United States, offering entertainment and news shows 
through commercial networks and their local affiliates and 
satellite stations.19 Since the 1980s, “talk radio” has provided 
an interactive political platform, allowing the radio hosts and 
their guests, as well as the audience, to air their opinions on 
politics and creating a sense of political community among 
their primarily conservative listeners. There are also two non-
commercial networks, National Public Radio and Public 
Radio International, funded in small part by the U.S. govern-
ment but primarily by private donations from corporations 
and individuals.20

But the impact of radio on the American public, initially 
dramatic, cannot compare with the effects of television. 
American ownership of television sets skyrocketed from 9 
percent of households in 1950 to 97 percent in 1975, a statistic 
that continues to hold firm. In fact, 82 percent of American 
homes have more than one television set and 54 percent  
own three or more; over 80 percent receive cable or satellite 
transmission.21 Live television viewership has declined over 
the past decade, but Americans remain voracious viewers of  
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508 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

videos, whether live on television, delayed on a digital  
recording device, or streamed from the Internet. Nielsen, a 
marketing firm that tracks audience share, reports that the 
average American watches five hours of live television each 
day and another half hour of “time shifted” television.22 That 
doesn’t count the hours they spend watching videos, many of 
which originated for television, that they stream on another 
device. Considering that Americans spend six to eight hours a 
day at school or at work, this is an astounding figure, account-
ing for much of America’s leisure time.

Television is primarily an entertainment medium; news 
has always been a secondary function. Whereas the earliest 
news offerings consisted simply of “talking heads” (reporters 
reading their news reports), many newscasts now fall into the 
category of “infotainment,” news shows dressed up with 
drama and emotion to entice viewers to tune in. Once given 
a choice of only three networks, the typical American home 
today receives nearly 189 television channels, although each 
might watch only about 17 of them.23 Rather than pursuing 
broad markets, stations are now often focusing on specific 
audiences such as people interested in health and fitness, 
sports, or travel. This practice of targeting a small, special-
ized broadcast market is called narrowcasting.24 The com-
petition for viewers is fierce, and as we will see, the quality 
of the news available can suffer as a consequence.

Politicians were quick to realize that, even more than 
radio, television allowed them to reach a broad audience 
without having to deal with print reporters and their adver-
sarial questions. The Kennedy administration was the first 
to make real use of television, a medium that might have 
been made for the young, telegenic president. And it was 
television that brought the nation together in a community 
of grief when Kennedy was assassinated. Television carried 
the Vietnam War (along with its protesters) and the civil 
rights movement into Americans’ homes, and the images 
that it created helped build popular support to end the war 
abroad and segregation at home. Television can create global 
as well as national communities, an increasingly familiar 
experience to many Americans as they watch their TVs in 
the wake of jubilant international celebrations, natural disas-
ters, or human-made mayhem.

A number of television shows today focus on politics. Many 
cable stations and C-SPAN, sometimes called “America’s 
Town Hall,” offer news around the clock, although not all the 
news concerns politics. Weekend shows like Meet the Press 
highlight the week’s coverage of politics, and the cable news 
stations frequently showcase debates between liberals and 
conservatives on current issues.

Political shows target particular age groups or ideolo-
gies. And politics is often the subject of the jokes on such 
shows as Full Frontal, Saturday Night Live, The Daily Show, 

Inside Amy Schumer, The Late Show, The Nightly Show, and 
Last Week Tonight. Since at least 2000, the major presidential 
candidates and their wives have appeared on these comedy/
entertainment shows to try to show that they are regular, 
likable people and to reach audiences that might not other-
wise tune in to politics. President Obama was particularly 
adept at using unorthodox outlets, for instance, appearing 
on the online show Between Two Ferns to encourage young 
people to sign up for health care. In 2016, Donald Trump 
let Jimmy Fallon tousle his hair, revealing an extensive 
comb-over, and Hillary Clinton showed up on Between Two 
Ferns while suffering from pneumonia. These appearances 
have the effect of humanizing the candidates and making 
them seem approachable, often by getting them to laugh at 
themselves. 

THE INTERNET

The reach of print media, radio, and television is dwarfed by 
the scope and possibilities of the Internet, which connects 
home or business computers to a global network of digital 
sites and an ever-expanding array of media content. In 2015 
some 85 percent of American adults used the Internet (up 
from 46 percent in 2000).25 A full 70 percent of households 
have a broadband connection at home, and more than half of 
Americans are able to access the Internet from smartphones 
and other devices.26 We have already seen the numbers of 
Americans who get news online and particularly from social 
media. Twenty-eight percent of Americans have a customiz-
able web page that feeds them news, and 37 percent of 
Internet users have socially interacted with others concern-
ing the news—creating it, commenting on it, or disseminat-
ing it through social networking sites like Facebook or 
Twitter.27 The Internet has revolutionized the way we get 
information.

The digital age in which we live today has made politics 
immediate and personal. For much of our history, we haven’t 
known our fellow citizens outside of our own communities, 
we have been unable to directly investigate the issues our-
selves, and we’ve had no idea what actions our government 
has taken to deal with issues unless the media told us. We are 
still dependent on the mass media to connect us to our gov-
ernment and to create the only real space we have for public 
deliberation of issues. But technological developments make 
possible ever-newer forms of political community and more 
immediate access to information. Government officials can 
communicate with us directly, bypassing the traditional press. 
Networking sites like Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter allow 

narrowcasting the targeting of specialized audiences by the media
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Where Do We Get Our Information? 509

news organizations  businesses (and occasionally nonprofits) 
devoted to reporting and disseminating news via print, broadcast, or 
digital media—or a multimedia combination.

PROFILES IN CITIZENSHIP

Andrew Sullivan

Andrew Sullivan was a blogging 
pioneer, a man who described 
his job as “having a conversation 
with 1.2 million people a month.” 
He made blogging serious—
taking it from an amateur 

operation or one dependent on an established media host 
and making it pay for itself. Though he had permitted no 
comments on his blog, by the time he retired his blog in 
2015, he had transformed the way a writer could crowd-
source information and interact with an audience. Blogging, 
he says, “harnesses the web’s real genius—its ability to 
empower anyone to do what only a few in the past could 
genuinely pull off.”1

On patriotism

It’s not the same thing as nationalism. It is not that your 
country is always right. . . . I think at some level it is simply 
loving—and I mean that in a deep sense—the culture, 
tradition, constitution, and people of the place you call 
home. In a way I must say I have two patriotisms—of the 
country I came from [England] and the country I’m still 
trying to become a citizen of [the United States]. And 
patriotism, yes, does mean sometimes dissenting from 
one’s country’s leadership, but I think it’s too facile to say 
it’s the highest form. I think another equally valid form is 
supporting your country when the chips are down, even 
when it isn’t perfect, even when it does make mistakes, 
because it’s yours.

On keeping the republic

America is actually in I think a quite extraordinary crisis 
right now—spiritually, politically, and economically. I don’t 
think it’s been this acute since maybe the late 70s or 60s. . . . I 
do think people have to understand, if they are not there, 
the discourse will be captured by someone else. And you 
have a responsibility—I’ve lived long enough to understand 
that. And it’s easy to insulate oneself and delude oneself 
into thinking it doesn’t really matter or I don’t have to do 
something—but in fact you do.

One of the ways this really struck home for me was, 
personally, in the late 80s, early 90s, the AIDS crisis. I 
realized if I didn’t help these people who were dying, no 
one would. . . . And then when I contracted it, and thought 
I was given a few years, I sat down and wrote [my book] 
Virtually Normal, because I wanted to leave behind a 
contribution to an argument [about gay rights]. . . . I had 
nothing to lose because I thought I was going to die. But 
why should I have had to get to that point? So imagine that 
you have a couple of years left on this Earth. What are you 
waiting for?

1. Andrew Sullivan, “A Blogger’s Manifesto,” Sunday Times of 
London, February 24, 2002.

Source: Andrew Sullivan talked with Christine Barbour and Gerald C. 
Wright in August 2010.

people to reach out and interact socially, and politicians have 
not been shy about using such strategies to create networks of 
supporters. Chat rooms and blogs allow people with common 
interests to find each other from the far reaches of the world, 
allowing debate and discussion on a scale never before 
imagined.

Some visionaries talk of the day when we will all vote 
electronically on individual issues from our home computers  
(or maybe even our phones). If we have not yet arrived at 
that day of direct democratic decision making, changes in 
the media are nonetheless revolutionizing the possibilities of 
democracy, much as the printing press and television did 

earlier, bringing us closer to the Athenian ideal of political 
community in cyberspace, if not in real space.

Today, most major news organizations—including all the 
major newspapers and broadcast news organizations—are 
multimedia ventures. All the major newspapers, magazines, 
and news networks (both TV and radio), along with news ser-
vices like the AP, have web sites where all or most of the news 
in their print versions can be found, often with additional con-
tent, including blogs (online journals, or weblogs) and podcasts 
(audio programming made available for download or stream-
ing). Access to these sites is sometimes available for free, 
although that clearly provides a disincentive for people to sub-
scribe, thus damaging these news organizations’ bottom line 
and hindering their ability to report the news. Increasingly, 
they are putting most of their content behind a pay wall, like 
the New York Times and Wall Street Journal have done, as they 
search for a viable business model that will keep them solvent. 

Andrew H. Walker/Getty Images
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510 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

news aggregators web sites, applications, and software that cull 
content from other digital sources

By searching for the topics we want and connecting to links 
with related sites, we can customize our web news. Politics 
buffs can bypass nonpolitical news, and vice versa. True politics 
junkies can go straight to the source: the federal government 
makes enormous amounts of information available at its www 
.whitehouse.gov, www.house.gov, and www.senate.gov sites.

The web has also provided fertile ground for myriad other 
sources of news to take root. While print and broadcast media 
were faced with a scarcity of space and airtime, the wide open 
web has space for seemingly endless content and a low barrier 
to entry for new voices seeking a platform. For example, 
online news sites like Slate, Vox, Salon, the Huffington Post, and 
the Drudge Report exist solely on the Internet and may or may 
not adopt the conventions, practices, and standards of the 
more traditional media. Also in the mix are news aggrega-
tors—sites and software that cull content from other web sites 
to produce “newsfeeds.” Editors on some news aggregators, 
like Google News, the Huffington Post, BuzzFeed, and theSkimm, 
choose articles from other sites to share with their readers, 
sometimes in combination with original content. Other news 
aggregators allow readers to customize their own news feeds 
through web-based applications. Anyone with a smartphone 
can set up a blog, podcast, or video channel via simple and 
inexpensive (or even free) applications such as Wordpress, 
Stitcher, and YouTube. This new technology provides open 
platforms for individuals to create content that is personal, 
political, cultural, or anything in between—running the 
gamut from individual diaries to investigative journalism. The 
proliferation of web sites professing to provide news can make 
processing the information on the web challenging. As we dis-
cussed in Chapter 1, these overlapping sources give us access 
to more information than ever before, but the task of sorting 
and evaluating that information is solely our own 
responsibility.

Not only does the web provide information, but it is also 
interactive to a degree that far surpasses talk radio or television. 
Most social networking, web sites, and blogs offer discussion 
opportunities where all sorts of information can be shared, top-
ics debated, and people met. Likewise, most online news sources 
enable readers to comment on articles and posts. Although this 
can allow the formation of communities based on specialized 
interests or similar views, it can also make it very easy for people 
with fringe or extreme views to find each other and organize.28 
Political campaigns began to take advantage of this in 2008, 
using online technology and social networking principles to 
organize, raise funds, and get out the vote. Barack Obama’s 
campaign proved to be skilled at using the new technology, set-
ting the gold standard for future candidates to beat.29 The 
Internet has the potential to increase the direct participation of 
citizens in political communities and political decisions, though 
the fact that not all Americans have equal access to the web 

means that multiple classes of citizenship could form.30  
(See Snapshot of America: Who Participates in Social Media?)

Some observers believe that the new media landscape is 
fertile ground for positive changes. Media critic Dan Gillmor 
argues that a powerful, citizen-driven journalism is taking the 
place of a complacent, ratings-driven corporate journalism, 
that information is gathered and disseminated in real time 
with multiple researchers on the job to correct and assist each 
other, a sort of Wikipedia journalism, perhaps.31 This is the 
model, for instance, of Andrew Sullivan, who “live blogged” 
the Iranian uprising in 2009, passing on to his readers infor-
mation tweeted to him from the front lines, information that 
could not have been easily gathered even with a news bureau 
in Tehran. Sullivan would agree with Gillmor, arguing that 
blogging is “the first journalistic model that actually harnesses 
rather than exploits the true democratic nature of the web.”32 
(See Profiles in Citizenship for more from Andrew Sullivan.)

For Sullivan, the demise of the old media and the rise of 
the new was a positive development, making him more hope-
ful for democracy, not less. He said,

But what distinguishes the best of the new media is what 
could still be recaptured by the old: the mischievous spirit 
of journalism and free, unfettered inquiry. Journalism has 
gotten too pompous, too affluent, too self-loving, and 
too entwined with the establishment of both wings of 
American politics to be what we need it to be.

We need it to be fearless and obnoxious, out of a con-
viction that more speech, however much vulgarity and 
nonsense it creates, is always better than less speech. In 
America, this is a liberal spirit in the grandest sense of 
that word—but also a conservative one, since retaining 
that rebelliousness is tending to an ancient American 
tradition, from the Founders onward.33

Shirky is optimistic as well:

For the next few decades, journalism will be made up 
of overlapping special cases. Many of these models 
will rely on amateurs as researchers and writers. Many 
of these models will rely on sponsorship or grants or 
endowments instead of revenues. Many of these mod-
els will rely on excitable 14 year olds distributing the 
results. Many of these models will fail. No one experi-
ment is going to replace what we are now losing with 
the demise of news on paper, but over time, the col-
lection of new experiments that do might give us the 
journalism we need.34
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Where Do We Get Our Information? 511

Snapshot of America: Who Participates in Social Media?

Source: “Social Media Usage by Age,” Pew Research Center, www.pewinternet.org/data-trend/social-media/social-media-use-by-age-group/; “The Demographics of Social Media Users,” Pew 
Internet and American Life Project, August 19, 2015, www.pewinternet.org/2015/08/19/the-demographics-of-social-media-users/; for average monthly users: company filings, Forbes, June 
24, 2014, www.forbes.com/sites/jeffbercovici/2014/06/24/still-more-data-shows-pinterest-passing-twitter-in-popularity/; TechCrunch, techcrunch.com/2014/04/18/linkedin-hits-300-
million-users/; Business Insider, www.businessinsider.com/google-plus-three-years-later-2014-6; Mashable, mashable.com/2012/10/31/reddit-valuation/.
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Behind the Numbers
The media landscape is changing dramatically but not equally across the generations. Use of social 
media is exploding particularly among young people—in what ways might it change the way politics is 
experienced by your generation?
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THE BIG PICTURE:
Who Owns (and Controls) Today’s Information Networks 

Today most of our news comes from a handful of powerful sources. While some, like the 
New York Times, are still independent, others are part of massive media conglomerates  
or, like the Washington Post, owned by Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, tied in other ways to the 
information world. What implication does this ownership structure have for the news  
we get?
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514 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

DON’T BE FOOLED BY . . .

Clickbait

You’re trolling through your 
newsfeeds and see a link 
that is just irresistible: a 
revolutionary diet secret, a 
terrifying news headline, a 

bit of juicy gossip about a celebrity, an outrageous statement 
by a politician, or a top ten list just begging you to select the 
“five greatest” songs/athletes/movies of all time. Do you 
click? Do you read? Do you share?

Web sites depend on web traffic to generate revenue, and 
web traffic is measured in clicks. Much of the content on 
the Internet today is designed specifically to go viral—to 
be circulated widely and quickly, with the number of views 
growing exponentially as a story is clicked and shared over 
and over. And it’s not just diet secrets and cat videos that go 
viral—sometimes, it’s news. Donald Trump’s use of Twitter is 
a case in point: the reality star propelled himself to the front 
of the Republican presidential field on the back of tweets that 
provoked either outrage or praise, and which were quickly 
reposted, parsed, and commented on by a news media 
hungry for clicks.1 By March 2016, Trump’s campaign had 
gotten more than $2 billion in free media coverage, much of 
it in viral media coverage.2

What to Watch Out For

What do you, as a critical consumer of news, need to know 
before you click on those irresistible headlines? Here are a 
few tips for savvy web surfing:

Is this headline manipulating you? Tabloid newspapers 
have always known that sensational headlines attract 
eyeballs, and the same goes for Internet traffic. Savvy 
headline writers know that writers can drum up what 
researchers call “manufactured emotions” over what is 
often pretty benign content. The most effective headlines 
will provoke anxiety, outrage, fear, or curiosity.1 That 
doesn’t mean that there’s no real news hidden behind 
clickbait headlines—but it doesn’t mean that there is real 
news there, either.

Is this news, or is it fluff? Some important news stories 
can rise to the top on the back of clicks, making their way 
from independent publications or citizen journalists up 
through the food chain and eventually into the mainstream 
media. Videos capturing police shootings are just one 
example of real news stories that spread via viral sharing. 
But sometimes important news stories can fall through 
the cracks while the Internet explodes over viral stories, 
such as the “what color is this dress?” meme that seemed 
to take over the web in 2015.2 There’s nothing wrong with 

entertainment on the web—just make sure you’re not 
mistaking it for news, or missing out on real news.

Is this “sponsored content”? Seeking to shore up 
diminishing revenue streams, many news outlets (not to 
mention your social media feeds) include advertising within 
their sites, often presented in the same style and format 
as the site’s original content. Many articles with buzzy 
headlines, sitting alongside regular reporting on respected 
news sites, are actually long-form advertisements, written 
specifically to change perceptions about a product or 
company, and are designed to be shared via social media.3 
Look out for tags like “sponsored content,” “recommended 
post,” or “advertisement.”

Is this troll fodder? Internet trolls—individuals who 
intentionally disrupt online discourse with arguments and 
commentary that is inflammatory, abusive, or off-topic—
don’t generate much sympathy. But they do generate clicks, 
and publishers know it. Even sites that malign or claim 
to ban such activity simultaneously try to attract trolls, 
knowing that an online controversy will push even more 
browsers toward their site.4 Trolling can be a political 
tool, as well—late in the election season of 2016, the news 
broke that Russia had hired Internet trolls to try to sway 
American public opinion.5 Headlines that provoke an 
emotional reaction (see our discussion of emotional appeals 
in Chapter 3’s Don’t Be Fooled by . . . Political Rhetoric) are 
fertile ground for Internet trolling. Avoid getting sucked 
into online sparring matches with Internet trolls.

Is this an article, or a listicle? There’s something about a 
top five list that’s just hard to resist. Psychologists theorize 
that we like lists because they pique our curiosity (we 
want to see if we can guess what’s on it) and because of 
the ease with which we can scan and digest information 
when it’s presented in this easy and predictable format.6 If 
you recognize what listicles do well, such as curating and 
organizing content, and look for listicles that offer links 
to deeper sources of information, you’ll find they can be a 
useful jumping-off point when exploring all the news and 
information on the Internet.7 More often than not they are 
just another route to lure you to advertising and multiple 
clicks, however.

Are people reading this, or just sharing it? A 2016 study 
showed that more than half of the links shared on social 
media were not actually clicked on—that is, people shared 
the story without having read it. The study also found that 
this kind of sharing plays an outsize role in shaping political 
narratives and agendas.8 Don’t engage in blind sharing: 
before you recommend (or comment on) a story, read it!
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And then again, they may not—Shirky’s optimism does 
not seem misplaced in light of the work of writers such as 
Gillmor and Sullivan, but it’s undeniable that the chang-
ing ways in which information is shared will have some 
effects on our democracy. The jury is out on this one, but 
the open, innovative nature of the medium allows each 
of us to engage in the experimentation and work that 
might bring the answers. The late media critic Marshall 
McLuhan wrote in the 1960s that “the medium is the 
message.” In the Internet age, that has the potential to be 
true as never before.

PAUSE AND REVIEW  Who, What, How
From newspapers to radio, television, and, most recently, the Internet, 

Americans have moved eagerly to embrace the new forms of 

technology that entertain them and bring new ways of communicating 

information. But the deluge of political information requires 

consumers to sort through and critically analyze the news they get—

often a costly exercise in terms of time, effort, and financial resources. 

Consequently, although the amount of political information available 

to Americans has increased dramatically, Americans do not seem to 

be particularly well informed about their political world.

In Your Own Words Discuss changes over the past 
several decades in the ways in which Americans get their news 
and information.

HOW DOES MEDIA  
OWNERSHIP AFFECT  
CONTROL OF THE NARRATIVE?
A complex system of corporate and 
independent gatekeepers

The ownership structure of the American media has changed 
dramatically since the days of the nation’s founding. Back then, 

newspapers were partisan instruments dependent on govern-
ment for their very existence. But today, most news comes 
from—or at least through—massive, corporate-owned sources. 
In this section we look at ownership of the modern media com-
plex, the ways in which government regulates (or does not reg-
ulate) the media, and how it all affects the kind of news we get.

WHO OWNS THE MEDIA?

Today the media are big business, but on a scale undreamed 
of by such early journalism entrepreneurs as Joseph Pulitzer 
and William Hearst, whose fiercely competitive tabloid wars 
in 1890s New York gave birth to what is known as yellow jour-
nalism, as each rushed to attract readers with sensational 
headlines and stories. The traditional mainstream media still 
exists but no longer does a single figure dominate a paper’s 
or a station’s editorial policy and no longer is it found only 
in its original print or broadcast form. All the major circula-
tion newspapers in this country, as well as commercial radio 
and television networks, are owned by major conglomerates 
and have huge digital presences. Once this meant that there 
were fewer and fewer media outlets owned by fewer and 
fewer corporations, with content more and more the same.35 
In fact, just six corporations—Time-Warner (currently seek-
ing to merge with AT&T), Disney, Viacom, CBS 
Corporation, News Corporation Limited, and Comcast—
own most of the major national newspapers, the leading 
news magazines, the national television networks including 
CNN and other cable stations, as well as publishing houses, 
movie studios, telephone companies, entertainment firms, 
and other multimedia operations. Most of these corpora-
tions are also involved in other businesses, as their familiar 
names attest. Often editorial decisions are matters of corpo-
rate policy, not individual judgment. And if profit was an 
overriding concern for the editor-entrepreneurs a century 
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ago, it is gospel for the conglomerates today. The Big Picture 
in this chapter gives you an idea of what this corporate own-
ership of the media looks like, but keep in mind that it is a 
constantly changing picture. What troubles many critics is 
that many Americans don’t know that most of their news and 
entertainment comes from just a few corporate sources and 
are unaware of the consequences that this corporate owner-
ship structure has for all of us.36

The modern conventional media obviously have a lot of 
competition in the area of creating narratives. Startups like 
VICE, Vox, BuzzFeed, and the Huffington Post—all of which 
have developed fresh, diverse, often edgy brands—have 
become media empires themselves or been gobbled up by 
other outlets. Many journalists who began as bloggers have 
found their way into the bigger media picture as well. And 
corporate forces like Google and Facebook, while not journal-
istic sites in their own right, aggregate and distribute news in 
a curated fashion—that is, they use algorithms to decide who 

gets what information. Crowd-sourced sites like Medium 
depend on public participation and interaction.

Today’s media get the bulk of their revenue from advertis-
ing rather than from circulation. Logic dictates that adver-
tisers will want to spend their money where they can get the 
biggest bang for their buck: the papers with the most read-
ers, the stations with the largest audiences, the web sites with 
the most clicks (see Don’t be Fooled by . . . Clickbait). Because 
advertisers go after the most popular media outlets, compe-
tition is fierce and outlets that cannot promise advertisers 
wide enough exposure fail to get the advertising dollars and 
go out of business.

As we have indicated, social media are also rapidly becom-
ing favored news sources, even though they are not news pro-
ducers. Though sites like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are 
big business and may use their own formulas to decide what 
news to expose us to, they, as well as blogs and crowd-sourced 
sites, allow citizen participation to an unprecedented degree. 
The Pew Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism, which 
has studied YouTube in particular, finds that

the data reveal that a complex, symbiotic relationship has 
developed between citizens and news organizations on 
YouTube, a relationship that comes close to the contin-
uous journalistic “dialogue” many observers predicted 
would become the new journalism online. Citizens are 
creating their own videos about news and posting them. 
They are also actively sharing news videos produced by 
journalism professionals. And news organizations are 
taking advantage of citizen content and incorporating 
it into their journalism. Consumers, in turn, seem to be 
embracing the interplay in what they watch and share, 
creating a new kind of television news.37

In addition, the growing number of cell phone users 
offers another way for people to access their customized 
news streams, with owners of smartphones notable for their 
heavy news consumption, and as we mentioned earlier, peo-
ple who access their news on mobile devices are spending 
longer with the news and getting it from more sources.38 
The fact that these tech-savvy news readers are dispropor-
tionately well educated and young suggests that America’s 
news-reading habits may be changing dramatically, and that 
the web may come closer to realizing its potential for offer-
ing a truly democratic, practical, and “free” alternative to the 
corporate-produced news we now receive.

HOW DOES MEDIA OWNERSHIP  
IMPACT THE NEWS WE GET?

What does the concentrated corporate ownership of the tra-
ditional mass media mean to us as consumers of the news? We 
should be aware of at least five major consequences:

Media Disruption Goes Mainstream
Vice Media started out in the mid-1990s as a youth-oriented “outsider” 
magazine covering music and culture out of Montreal, Canada. It has 
grown into a successful digital brand, with a well-respected news division 
and partnerships with top-tier players like HBO. Here, Vice cofounder 
Shane Smith strikes a pose outside the 2014 Peabody Awards, where the 
group picked up two prizes for its journalistic documentaries.
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How Does Media Ownership Affect Control of the Narrative? 517

 • There is a commercial bias in the media today 
toward what will increase advertiser revenue and 
audience share. Because people tune in (or click) to 
watch scandals, crime stories, and disasters, extensive 
coverage of similar events appears relentlessly on 
the front pages of most newspapers and news sites. 
Journalistic judgment and ethics are often at odds 
with the imperative to turn a profit.

 • The effort to get and keep large audiences, and to 
make way for increased advertising, means a reduced 
emphasis on political news. This is especially true at 
the local television level, where older Americans, in 
particular, tend to get their information, and where 
the bulk of the coverage goes to weather, sports, 
disasters, human interest stories, and “happy talk” 
among the newscasters.39

 • The content of the news we get is lightened up, 
dramatized, and streamlined to keep audiences tuned 
in.40 As in the days of yellow journalism, market 
forces encourage sensational coverage of the news, 
especially in the wake of natural or human-made 
disasters. Some sources specialize in “infotainment,” 
so-called because of its efforts to make the delivery 
of information more attractive by dressing it up as 
titillating or engaging. Some web sites like BuzzFeed 
specialize in clickbait pieces—sensational headlines 
that tease you into clicking a link to find some 
information that sounds intriguing. Other news web 
sites tell you in advance how many minutes it will 
take to read an article so that you know what you are 
committing to before you start.

 • The corporate ownership of today’s media means 
that the media outlets frequently face conflicts of 
interest in deciding what news to cover or how 
to cover it. For instance, after Disney acquired 
ABC, several ABC employees, including a news 
commentator who had been critical of Disney in the 
past, were fired.41 And with Rupert Murdoch’s News 
Corporation supporting Republican candidates and 
causes, who would be surprised at the Republican-
friendly coverage of its news operations like Fox 
News, the New York Post, and the Wall Street Journal?42 
In fact, 33 percent of newspaper editors in America 
said they would not feel free to publish news that 

might harm their parent company,43 a statistic that 
should make us question what is being left out of the 
news we receive.

 • Breaking a news story has always been a point of pride 
for editors and journalists (nobody remembers the 
second newspaper to report on the Watergate scandal, 
after all). Thus journalists have always had to walk 
a fine line between the time spent reporting—that 
is, investigating and verifying stories—and getting 
those stories published before their competition 
does. This tension has become even more intense 
as daily deadlines for print or nightly broadcast 
have given way to the modern twenty-four-hour 
news cycle. In the rush to avoid getting “scooped” 
by another station or newspaper, reporters and 
editors alike have sometimes jumped the gun, 
disseminating incorrect information or flat-out lies 
without taking the time to fact check or analyze 
them. For example, when the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
hotly anticipated decision on the Affordable Care 
Act was handed down in 2012, both Fox and CNN 
rushed to report on it without having read Chief 
Justice John Roberts’s decision in its entirety—and 
told viewers incorrectly that Obamacare had been 
struck down.44 Even more troubling, perhaps, is the 
number of journalists and editors at online outlets 
who have retweeted or reblogged to their readers 
clearly made-up stories from news parody sites.45 
(See Don’t Be Fooled by . . . Fake News in Chapter 5.) 
Even when the story is true, the rush to publish first 
can itself become part of the story. In June 2016, the 
Associated Press reported that, on the basis of their 
canvasing of superdelegates, Hillary Clinton had 
sewn up the Democratic nomination the night before 
the California primaries. Bernie Sanders supporters 
were furious, seeing further evidence that the system 
was rigged and claiming that the announcement had 
suppressed the Sanders turnout. At the same time, the 
Clinton campaign was frustrated that her victory was 
portrayed as the product of elite decision-making and 
not the result of her earning more than three million 
more votes than Sanders.

ALTERNATIVES TO  
THE CORPORATE MEDIA

Today the giant corporate media conglomerations do not 
define all of our alternatives for getting news, and they can-
not control all the narratives as effectively as they once did. 
We have already discussed startup alternatives like VICE, Vox 
and BuzzFeed, although some of these are among the new 

commercial bias the tendency of the media to make coverage and 
programming decisions based on what will attract a large audience 
and maximize profits

clickbait sensational headlines designed to tempt Internet users to 
click through to a specific web site
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518 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

models most driven to tempt people to click on seductive-
sounding links. Still, the explosion of online publishing gives 
more people more alternatives for getting (and sharing) 
information that is not subject to a corporate agenda. Since, 
as we have seen, the drive for profit affects the news we get 
in serious ways, it’s important to note that some forms of 
media have chosen a different route to financial survival. 
Government-owned radio and television, of course, can pro-
vide an alternative to the for-profit media world. Americans 
tend to assume that media wholly owned or controlled by 
the government serve the interests of government rather 
than the citizens, and, as we have seen, privately owned 
media are not necessarily free from advertiser (or “sup-
porter”) influence, either. But countries like the United 
Kingdom demonstrate that government-owned sources like 
the BBC can be bastions of creativity and innovation and 
well-respected gatekeepers in the bargain.

Can a corporate-owned press  

be a free press?

A small independent press does continue to thrive outside 
the for-profit world. A few investigative magazines, like 
Mother Jones (published by the Foundation for National 
Progress) and Consumer Reports (published by Consumers 
Union), and web sites like factcheck.org (University of 
Pennsylvania) and ProPublica rely on funding from subscrib-
ers and members of their nonprofit parent organizations.46 
However, unless they are completely free from advertising (as 
is Consumer Reports), even these independent publications are 
not entirely free from corporate influence.

REGULATION OF THE MEDIA

The media in America are almost entirely privately owned, 
but they do not operate without some public control. 
Although the principle of freedom of the press keeps the 
print media almost free of restriction (see Chapter 5), the 
broadcast media have been treated differently and control 
of the Internet has become controversial and complex. In 
the early days of radio, great public enthusiasm for the new 
medium resulted in so many radio stations that signal inter-
ference threatened to damage the whole industry. 
Broadcasters asked the government to impose some order, 
which it did with the passage of the Federal Communications 
Act, creating the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC), an independent regulatory agency, in 1934. Because 
access to the airwaves was considered a scarce resource, the 
government acted to ensure that radio and television serve 
the public interest by representing a variety of viewpoints. 

Accordingly, the 1934 bill contained three provisions 
designed to ensure fairness in broadcasting—the equal 
time rule (if one candidate speaks, all must have the oppor-
tunity), the fairness doctrine (requiring stations to give free 
airtime to issues of public concern), and the right of rebut-
tal (allowing people whose reputations were damaged on 
air to respond)—all of which have been limited or elimi-
nated since.

These rules remain somewhat controversial. Politicians 
would like to have the rules enforced because they help them 
to air their views publicly. Media owners see these rules as 
forcing them to air unpopular speakers who damage their rat-
ings and as limiting their abilities to decide station policy. 
They argue that access to broadcast time is no longer such a 
scarce resource, given all the cable and satellite outlets, and 
that the broadcast media should be subject to the same legal 
protections as the print media.

Many of the limitations on station ownership that the orig-
inal act established were abolished with the 1996 
Telecommunications Act in order to open up competition and 
promote diversity in media markets. The act failed to rein in 
the media giants, however, and ended up facilitating mergers 
that concentrated media ownership even more. The law per-
mits ownership of multiple stations as long as they do not 
reach more than 35 percent of the market, and nothing pre-
vents the networks themselves from reaching a far larger mar-
ket through their collective affiliates. The 1996 legislation 
also opened up the way for ownership of cable stations by 
network owners, and it allows cable companies to offer many 
services previously supplied only by telephone companies. 
The overall effect of this deregulation has been to increase 
dramatically the possibilities for media monopoly.

As we saw in the What’s at Stake . . . ? in Chapter 9, some 
Internet users favor a policy of net neutrality that would 
ensure that telecommunication companies cannot use their 
control over Internet access to restrict or limit content with 
price discrimination, and would keep the Internet unfet-
tered and open to innovation. Opponents argue that such a 
policy would reduce incentives for companies to innovate. 
In 2015, at President Obama’s urging, the FCC ruled in 
favor of net neutrality, ensuring that all Internet traffic must 
be treated equally (see Chapter 9). Although the ruling had 
no chance of becoming law, the Republican House immedi-
ately voted to oppose it and the ruling was challenged in 
court as well.

PAUSE AND REVIEW  Who, What, How
The ownership of the media has historically influenced whether the 

news is objective, and thus serves the public interest, or is slanted to 

serve a particular political or economic interest. Democratic theory 

and American political tradition tell us that democracy requires a free 
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Who Are the Journalists? 519

press to which all citizens have access. We have a free press in this 

country, and we also have a free market, and these two worlds 

produce clashing rules in which the press has largely been the loser to 

economic imperative.

In Your Own Words Describe the ways in which 
media ownership and government regulation influence the news 
we get.

WHO ARE THE JOURNALISTS?
Gatekeepers who decide  
what news gets covered and how

Corporate ownership does not tell the whole story of mod-
ern journalism. Although the mass media are no longer 
owned primarily by individuals, and much digital media is 
filtered through news aggregators that simply link to the 
reporting of others, individual journalists continue to be the 
eyes, ears, nose, and, in fact, legs of the business. Journalists 
are the people who discover, report, edit, and publish the 
news in newspapers and magazines and on radio, television, 
and the Internet. To understand the powerful influence the 
media exert in American politics, we need to move beyond 
the ownership structure to the question of who American 
journalists—reporters along with their editors and producers— 
are and how they do their jobs.

WHAT ROLES DO JOURNALISTS PLAY?

Researchers distinguish four roles that journalists play in the 
modern media: the gatekeeper, the disseminator, the interpre-
tive/investigator, and the public mobilizer.47 Often these roles 
coexist in a single journalist.

 • Gatekeepers decide, in large part, the details about 
what news gets covered (or not) and how. Not all 
journalists share this enormous power of gatekeeping 
equally. Managers of the wire services, which 
determine what news gets sent on to member papers; 
editors who decide what stories should be covered or 
what parts of a story should be cut; and even reporters 
who decide how to pitch a story are all gatekeepers, 
though to varying degrees.

 • Disseminators, or reporters, confine their role to 
getting the facts of the story straight and moving 
the news out to the public quickly, avoiding stories 

with unverified content, and reaching as wide an 
audience as possible. The disseminator role is 
open to the criticism that, in a complex society, 
simple dissemination does nothing to help citizens 
understand the news. In the words of veteran 
journalist Eric Sevareid, in merely reporting the facts, 
journalists “have given the lie the same prominence 
and impact the truth is given.”48

 • Interpretors/investigators developed their role 
in reaction to this criticism and to the growing 
sophistication of the issues confronting the 
American public. This role combines the functions 
of investigating the government’s claims, analyzing 
and interpreting complex problems, and discussing 
public policies in a timely way. Such interpretation 
is related to investigation, or the actual digging for 
information that is not readily apparent or available. 
Investigative reporters sometimes specifically 
search for and expose misconduct in government or 
corporate activity. Examples include the muckrakers 
of the early twentieth century, reform-minded 
journalists who exposed such social ills as child 
labor and crooked political machines, and latter-day 
reporters like Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, 
discussed in Chapter 5, who exposed the Watergate 
coverup in the 1970s.

 • Public mobilizers develop the cultural and intellectual 
interests of the public, set the political agenda, and 
let the people express their views. This role is closely 
aligned with a contemporary movement in the 
American media called public or civic journalism. 
Civic journalism is a movement among journalists 
to be responsive to citizen input in determining what 
news stories to cover. With the growing presence of 
the Internet as a space where people can communicate 
and organize, public mobilization is becoming a much 
more grassroots affair.

WHO CHOOSES JOURNALISM?

The gender, education, ethnic backgrounds, and religious 
affiliations of American journalists are examined in Snapshot 
of America: Who Are the Journalists? Compared to the general 
population of the United States, journalists, even in this day 
and age, are overwhelmingly more likely to be white and 
male. Does this demographic profile of journalism make any 
difference? Does a population need to get its news from a 
group of reporters that mirrors its own gender, educational, 
ethnic, and religious characteristics in order to get an accu-
rate picture of what is going on? Not surprisingly, this ques-
tion generates controversy among journalists. Some insist 

investigative reporters journalists who research and verify the 
truth of political or corporate narratives and claims

civic journalism a movement among journalists to be responsive 
to citizen input in determining what news stories to cover
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520 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

that the personal profile of a journalist is irrelevant to the 
quality of his or her news coverage, but some evidence as 
well as common sense suggests that the life experiences of 
journalists do influence their reporting.49 For instance, most 
mainstream media focus on issues of concern to white  
middle-class America and reflect the values of that popula-
tion, at the expense of minority issues and the concerns of 
poor people. General reporting also emphasizes urban rather 
than rural issues and concentrates on male-dominated 
sports. Women journalists, by contrast, tend to report more 
on social issues that are of more concern to women.50 And 
although recent layoffs in the news industry have hit blacks 
harder than whites, more women are in top editing jobs than 
ever before.51

WHAT DO JOURNALISTS BELIEVE?

It is not the demographic profile of journalists, but their ideo-
logical profile—that is, the political views that they hold—that 
concerns many observers. Political scientists know that the 
more educated people are, the more liberal their views tend to 
be. Because professional journalists are a well-educated lot on 
the whole, their views tend to be to the left of the average 
American’s, particularly on social issues.52 Women and minor-
ity journalists are more likely to be Democrats than the aver-
age American, though of course there are Republicans and 
independents in the profession as well (see Snapshot of America: 
Who Are the Journalists?).53

Still, even though they have ideo-
logical inclinations of their own, 
most members of the “mainstream 
media” in the United States strive to 
leave their values outside the news-
room and to do objective work. 
Indeed, studies show that there is no 
discernible overall ideological bias 
in the media. To the extent that 
some outlets are tilted slightly to the 
left, they are offset by others that 
lean slightly to the right.54 Most 
journalists, aware that their values 
are more liberal than the average 
American’s, try hard to keep their 
coverage of  i ssues  balanced. 
Democratic candidates for president 
have even accused the press of being 
harder on them to compensate for 
their personal preferences, and 
some editors have agreed that that 
may be the case.55 In addition to this 
sort of self-restraint, the liberal  

tendencies of many journalists are tempered by the undoubt-
edly conservative nature of news ownership and manage-
ment we have already discussed. The editorial tone of many 
papers is conservative; for instance, generally more papers 
endorse Republican candidates for president than they do 
Democrats (see Figure 15.1). In the run-up to the 2012 pres-
idential election, Mitt Romney beat Barack Obama in 
endorsements 45 to 40 percent (although, unusually, Obama 
did lead John McCain in 2008).56

Interestingly, despite the studies showing no discernible 
partisan bias in the media, people today, both liberals and con-
servatives, tend to perceive a bias against their own views, 
especially to the extent that they talk with others with similar 
views about that bias.57 Until the mid-1980s, most citizens did 
not perceive an ideological bias in the media—55 percent 
believed that the media were basically accurate and only 45 
percent thought the press was biased in its reporting. Today 
large percentages are skeptical about the media sources they 
follow—both print and broadcast.58

In an effort to correct what they felt was a leftward slant in 
the narrative conveyed by journalists, conservatives in the last 
couple of decades made a concerted effort to bring what they 
believed is a much-needed balance to the news. The effort 
resulted in a host of talk radio shows, including those of Rush 
Limbaugh and Glenn Beck, the Fox News Channel on TV, 
and the online Drudge Report and Breitbart News Network, to 
join already existing conservative media outlets like the Wall 
Street Journal editorial page. One unlooked-for consequence 

Tomorrow’s Reporters
President Obama makes a surprise stop to answer questions from student journalists from colleges 
all over the United States in the Brady Press Briefing Room of the White House on April 28, 2016. 
Statistically, journalists have always been primarily male and usually white—but that demographic is 
shifting as the next generation takes the reins.
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Who Are the Journalists? 521

How Journalists Compare to the Rest of Us

Party Identification

Journalists

Journalists

Political Leanings Democrat

Political Leanings Republican

36%

19%
U.S. adult population

31%

U.S. adult population

31%

66.7%
Male

33.3%
Female

Gender of
journalists

Asian
American

5.8%

Hispanic
15.7%

African
American

11.3%

American
Indian
0.75%

Ethnic origins of
U.S. civilian
labor force

White
70.8%

Asian 
American

0.91%Hispanic
3.32%

African
American

3.66%

American
Indian
0.23%

Ethnic origins of
U.S. journalists

White
85.41%

53.2%
Male

46.8%
Female

Gender of U.S.
civilian labor
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Snapshot of America: Who Are the Journalists?

Compare the backgrounds and political leanings of journalists with the larger U.S population. Who is under-
represented?  Is this a problem for the kind of news that Americans hear and read? Would greater diversity 
among journalists affect how events are reported and interpreted in the news?

Behind the Numbers

Source: Lars Willnat and David H. Weaver. The American Journalist in the Digital Age: Key Findings. Bloomington, IN: School of 
Journalism, Indiana University. 2014.
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522 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

in the rise of the conservative media has led to what two schol-
ars call a conservative “echo chamber.” Like the information 
bubbles we discussed in What’s at Stake . . . ? in this chapter 
and in Chapter 1, an echo chamber is “a self-protective enclave 
hospitable to conservative beliefs” that “reinforces the views 
of these outlets’ like-minded audience members, helps them 
maintain ideological coherence, protects them from counter-
persuasion, reinforces conservative values and dispositions . . . 
and distances listeners, readers, and viewers from ‘liberals’ in 
general and Democrats in particular.”59 That is, it creates and 
perpetuates a narrative based on a set of “facts” and beliefs that 
reinforce conservative ideas.

The increasing effectiveness of this Republican media 
machine has, in turn, led liberals to argue that the media are 
biased against them.60 Their response—in the form of shows 
like the Rachel Maddow Show and Up With Chris Hayes on 
MSNBC, the promotion of online access to outlets like Mother 
Jones and the Nation, and the online Huffington Post (among 
other blogs and liberal web sites)—now contributes a powerful 
liberal voice, but one nowhere nearly as effective politically as 
the conservative voice already in place. Still, the ability to cus-
tomize the news means that all of us can create a comfortable 

echo chamber if we are so inclined. 
For example, in 2016, Bernie Sanders’s 
supporters had created a closed infor-
mation loop that convinced them that 
Bernie must be winning, and when it 
was apparent that he wasn’t, they con-
cluded that the system must be rigged 
against him.

Still, echo chambers tend to be 
more of a conservative phenomenon 
than a liberal one. Liberals have dif-
ficulty settling on a single truth to 
promote, and they often argue as 
much among themselves as with 
their  ideologica l  opponents . 
Conservatives, by contrast, are more 
willing to silence their own party 
members who don’t conform to 
conservative ideals, although that 
ideological conformity has fallen 
apart as it has become apparent that 
the Republicans, too, are home to  
people who contest what it means to 
be a true Republican.61 We can see 
this play out in the relative robust-
ness of the two political parties 
themselves (see Chapter 12) as well 
as in their media narratives.

PAUSE AND REVIEW  Who, What, How
American journalists do not mirror American society; they are more 

male, more white, and more liberal than the average population, 

although some elements of that picture are changing. It is not clear, 

however, how much difference this profile makes in the public’s 

perception of the news it gets. In the high-stakes world of Washington 

journalism, the tight relationship between journalists and politicians 

provides citizens with more information and a more complete context 

in which to understand it. But the link also requires citizens to be 

skeptical about what they hear and who they hear it from.

In Your Own Words Explain the roles and 
responsibilities of journalists.

SPINNING POLITICAL 
NARRATIVES
The stories we tell that legitimize  
or delegitimize power

Think about the narrative that northerners tell about the Civil 
War or the one told by native southerners: was it a war to end 
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FIGURE 15.1

Newspaper Endorsements of Presidential 
Candidates, 1932–2016

Source: Harold W. Stanley and Richard G. Niemi, Vital Statistics on American 
Politics, 2009–2010 (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2010), Table 14.7; 2012 data from 
editorandpublisher.com/election/.
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Spinning Political Narratives 523

slavery and restore national unity, or a war of secession because 
states’ rights were violated? Same war, different narrative, in a 
battle of competing meanings that has not yet been settled today.

When Walter Cronkite went to Vietnam in 1968 and said 
we were losing the war there, that report clashed with the nar-
rative the government was telling. President Lyndon Johnson 
knew he’d lost the support of the country because Cronkite was 
seen as a trustworthy gatherer and reporter of the facts. Today 
there is no consensus on who is the trusted reporter of facts. 
The saying that “you are entitled to your own opinion but not 
your own facts,” once the gold standard of debate, is laughable 
in the face of some of today’s realities. Some candidates lie so 
fast that the fact checkers can’t keep up with them; cable sta-
tions, web sites, and commentators on Twitter herald facts 
based on very different assumptions of reality; and many jour-
nalists follow an ethic that “fairness” requires finding “equiva-
lence” between two sides, which are often not equivalent at all.

We like to think that journalism and news gathering is all 
about facts and, in its purest sense, it is. A fact is simply a veri-
fiable piece of information that can be shown to be empirically 
true. If it isn’t true, it isn’t a fact. Control of the facts itself can 
confer power. Discovering and reporting facts in a timely way 
is power. What we think of as the job of the news media is a 
powerful part of a democratic society. Without the facts, we 
cannot make the good, informed decisions about our gover-
nance that we need to make.

But control of the facts can be directed toward goals other 
than the health of a democracy. Withholding factual informa-
tion that someone needs to make a decision, or releasing that 
information at a strategic time, or refusing to invest resources in 
uncovering the facts—all of those are powerful actions that do 
not lead to good, informed decision making. The thing about 
facts is that by themselves they don’t always tell us what we need 
to know. They often need to be put into context and interpreted 
so that we know what to make of them, and at that point, they 
begin to be part of a narrative, a story that imparts meaning and 
value. In this section we look at the major weavers of political 
narratives and the ways in which political narratives are shaped.

THE SPINNERS

At the top echelon of American journalists are those who 
cover the national political beat in Washington. National 
politics takes place in Washington—not just the interactions 
of Congress, the president, and the courts but also the inter-
nal workings of political parties and the rival lobbying of 

interest groups, including states, major corporations, and 
other national organizations. For a political reporter, 
Washington is the coveted place to be and, by and large, it, 
along with New York City, is where the weaving of the media 
narratives take place.

What is fascinating about living in an age of widespread 
social networks, however, is that although the media elite have 
an easier time of controlling the narrative than the rest of us, 
the Internet gives everyone with a computer or a phone a bit 
part in spreading a compelling story, or even attempting to 
challenge it. The extensive sharing, tweeting, clicking, and 
even trolling that we have noted throughout this chapter 
means that the mainstream corporate media do not maintain 
the monopoly of control they once had. To take just one 
example, during the 2016 campaign, political scientist Norm 
Ornstein (coauthor of the CLUES to Critical Thinking piece in 
Chapter 7) challenged Washington Post reporter Chris Cillizza 
on the objectivity of his reporting via Twitter. Cillizza invited 
Ornstein to participate in an email dialogue about reporting, 
which he then printed in his column,62 and which received all 
kinds of feedback in the comments. Such criticism of the nar-
rative in real time at least opens the possibility that the story 
will get influenced from multiple sources. And we have seen 
already that the democratizing effects of the Internet have 
weakened the mainstream corporate chokehold on determin-
ing what the news is.

THE REVOLVING DOOR As former Washington Post jour-
nalist David Broder pointed out, the concentration of politics, 
politicians, and reporters in Washington leads to “a complex 
but cozy relationship between journalists and public officials,” 
a trend that Broder calls the “revolving door.” 63 The revolving 
door, like the similar interest group phenomenon we discussed 
in Chapter 13, refers to the practice of journalists taking posi-
tions in government and then returning to journalism again, 
or vice versa, perhaps several times over.

The number of prominent journalists who have gone 
through this revolving door is legion, as any glimpse of a cable 
news panel will make obvious.64 These folks, in permanent or 
temporary exile from politics themselves, are only sometimes 
agenda-free as they help weave narratives about what current 
political events mean. To take one particularly glaring exam-
ple, Karl Rove, George W. Bush’s policy advisor and currently 
a commentator on Fox, even while he heads a Republican 
PAC, was heavily invested in the narrative that Romney would 
win the 2012 election, an outcome he had put considerable 
money behind. His adherence to his own narrative led him to 
support the story that the polls showing Obama ahead were 
wrong and, when Fox called the state of Ohio and thus the 
election for Obama on election night, he blew an on-air fuse, 
calling for a retraction and forcing anchor Megyn Kelly to 

revolving door the tendency of public officials, journalists, and 
lobbyists to move between public- and private-sector (media, 
lobbying) jobs
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524 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

reconfirm the results. In 2016, CNN hired former Trump 
campaign aide Corey Lewandowski as a commentator, even as 
he was still under contractual ties to Trump.

THE ROLE OF THE PUNDIT Many of those who return to 
the media through the revolving door find themselves joining 
the ranks of the journalists and academics who have earned 
the unofficial and slightly tongue-in-cheek title of pundit. A 
pundit is traditionally a learned person, someone professing 
great wisdom. In contemporary media parlance, it has  
come to mean a professional observer and commentator on 
politics—a person skilled in the ways of the media and of poli-
tics who can make trenchant observations and predictions 
about the political world and help us untangle the compli-
cated implications of political events.

The twenty-four-hour news cycle and the growth in cable 
news shows means there is a nearly insatiable demand for 
bodies to fill the political “panels,” and sometimes the ones 
who appear have pretty tenuous claims to expertise. Because 
of the media attention they get, many pundits join the unof-
ficial ranks of the celebrity journalists who cross over from 
reporting on public figures to being public figures them-
selves, thus raising a host of questions about whether they 
themselves should be subject to the same standards of criti-
cism and scrutiny that they apply to politicians. Because they 
receive wide media coverage from their fellow journalists, the 

pronouncements of the punditry carry considerable power. 
The pundits, as journalists, are meant to be a check on the 
power of politicians, but its arguable that there is no check on 
the pundits except an increasingly cynical public as they 
weave their stories about the meaning of American politics.

THE CREATION OF  
POLITICAL NARRATIVES

The media are among the main agents of what we called politi-
cal socialization in Chapter 11: they help to transfer political 
values from one generation to the next and to shape political 
views in general by the narratives they create about the mean-
ing of politics. We have already looked at the question of bias 
in the media and noted not only that there is a corporate or 
commercial bias but also that Americans are increasingly con-
vinced that the news media are ideologically biased. Political 
scientists acknowledge that ideological bias may exist, but they 
conclude that it isn’t so much that the media tell us what to 
think as that they tell us what to think about and how to think 
about it. Scholars have documented several kinds of related 
media effects on our thinking: agenda setting, framing, per-
suasion by professional communicators, and a tendency to 
reduce politics to issues of conflicts and superficial image 
rather than substantive policy disputes.65

AGENDA SETTING Even the Internet is limited in the 
number of the many daily political events it can cover, 
which means that reporters, especially television reporters, 
perform the function of agenda setting—defining for the 
public the relative importance of an issue through the 
amount and prominence of coverage it receives.66 When 
television reporters choose to cover an event, they are 
telling us that out of all the events happening, this one is 
important and we should pay attention. They are priming 
us to focus on it and evaluate politicians in light of it. It 
gives our national storytellers immense power to decide 
what is important enough for us to pay attention to, 
although the Internet dilutes that affect somewhat.

FRAMING Another media effect on our thinking is called 
framing. Just as a painting’s appearance can be altered by 
changing its frame, a political event can look different to us 
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pundit a professional observer and commentator on politics

agenda setting the media’s role in defining the relative importance 
of an issue or event via the amount and prominence of coverage they 
devote to it

framing the process through which the media emphasize particular 
aspects of a news story, thereby influencing the public’s perception 
of the story
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Spinning Political Narratives 525

depending on how the media frame it—that is, what they 
choose to emphasize in their coverage. For example, people 
view a war differently depending on whether the coverage 
highlights American casualties or military victories. To return 
to the issue we opened this chapter with, the media can 
portray a massacre in a nightclub as the action of a disturbed 
young man with a gun he should not have been able to buy, or 
as the action of an international terrorist who had no business 
being in this country. The important point about framing is 
that how the media present a political issue or event may 
affect how the public perceives that issue, whether they see it 
as a problem, and who they view as responsible for solving it.

PERSUASION BY PROFESSIONAL COMMUNICATORS  
Some political scientists argue that the media affect public 
opinion because viewers, who often don’t have the time or 
background to research issues themselves, rely on opinion 
leaders (see Chapter 11).67 Often, however, especially in the 
age of Internet news, social media, twenty-four-hour cable, 
and multiple broadcast choices, the communicators on whom 
the media rely are people who regularly pass through the 
revolving door and whose objectivity cannot be taken for 
granted.

REDUCTION OF POLITICS TO SOUND AND FURY  
Reporting on the details of policy wonkery is hard work, and 
delving into the nitty gritty of a story requires diligence and 
toughness. Some journalists have these qualities and demon-
strate them daily, whether they are VICE’s reporters embed-
ding themselves in a terrorist cell, Vox’s Ezra Klein giving full 
rein to his inner policy wonk in an evaluation of economic 
policy, or NPR’s Sarah Koenig doing long-form investigations 
on the hit podcast Serial. But such hard work is just that, and 
in a nonstop, twenty-four-hour news cycle, journalists don’t 
always have to ability or the luxury to do the long-form piece 
or the deep dive into a story. Being under constant pressure to 
produce something that people will tune in to or click on 
means that a lot of what is reported is shallow and meaning-
less, unless reporters can peg it to a quick and dirty narrative. 
Who is ahead? How does it look? Is she corrupt? Did he 
cheat? These are default narratives that consume much of 
American political coverage and cause a weary public to view 
it with a cynical eye.

Horse-race journalism refers to the media’s tendency to 
see politics as a competition between individuals. Rather than 
reporting on the policy differences between politicians or the 
effects their proposals will have on ordinary Americans, 
today’s media tend to create narratives based on who is ahead, 
what they need to do to catch up, and what various events will 
do to the poll numbers, the visible (though not always reliable) 
indicator of who is ahead. When you report on politics as if it 
were a battle between individual gladiators or a game of strat-
egy and wit but not substance, it tends to increase citizen cyni-
cism, as if politicians cared only to score victories off one 
another in a never-ending fight to promote their own self-
interests, and it also ignores the concerns that citizens have 
about politics. The obsession with who is winning may keep 
bored reporters engaged, but it’s a narrative that trivializes 
what is at stake in campaigns, or partisan battles in Congress, 
or disputes between the president and Congress, and it doesn’t 
help educate the American public.

Television is primarily an entertainment medium and, by 
its nature, is focused on image: what people look like, what 
they sound like, and how an event is staged and presented. 
Television, and to some extent its competition in the print and 
digital media, concentrates on doing what it does well: giving 
us pictures of politics instead of delving beneath the surface. 
Political players respond by focusing on optics—the way a 
situation, person, or event is presented by the media and per-
ceived by the public—rather than on substantive issues. This, 
along with the horse-race metaphor we just mentioned, has 
the effect of leading us to value the more superficial aspects of 
politics, even if only subconsciously.

In a similar way, the necessities of the media turn the words 
of politicians into the audio equivalent of a snapshot, the 
sound bite. A sound bite is a short block of speech by a politi-
cian that makes it on the news. The amount of time that the 
electronic media devote to the actual words a politician utters 
is shrinking. In 2000 the average length for a sound bite from 
a presidential candidate on the nightly network news was 7.3 
seconds, down from 10 seconds in 1992 and 42 seconds in 
1968.68 Journalists use the extra time to interpret what we 
have heard and often to put it into the horse-race metaphor 
we just discussed.69 In an implicit acknowledgment that the 
attention span of the public has been trained to instant and 
speedy gratification, social media cater to this penchant for 
bite-sized ideas. Instagram and Snapchat encourage people to 
communicate through single (and, in the case of Snapchat, 
transient) images, and Twitter has managed to turn a bug into 
a feature, forcing politicians and journalists alike to condense 
their thoughts to a mere 140 characters.

The emphasis on image and simplified narratives  
also means that reporters tend to concentrate on developing 
scandals to the exclusion of other, possibly more relevant, 

horse-race journalism the media’s focus on the competitive 
aspects of politics rather than on actual policy proposals and political 
decisions

optics the way a situation, person, or event is presented by the 
media and perceived by the public

sound bite a brief, snappy excerpt from a public figure’s speech that 
is easy to repeat on the news
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526 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

news events. Political scientist Larry Sabato refers to this 
behavior as a feeding frenzy: “the press coverage attending 
any political event or circumstance where a critical mass of 
journalists leap to cover the same embarrassing or scandalous 
subject and pursue it intensely, often excessively, and some-
times uncontrollably.”70 Many such feeding frenzies have been 
over scandals that have proved not to be true or seemed insig-
nificant with the passing of time, and yet the media have 
treated them with the seriousness of a world crisis. After such 
attacks, the media frequently indulge in introspection and 
remorse, until the next scandal starts to brew.

Political scientist Thomas Patterson argues that the zest 
for catching politicians in a lie or a “gaffe” means that most 
presidents and presidential candidates are treated by the press 
as fundamentally untrustworthy, when in fact most do pre-
cisely what they say they are going to do. Because it takes time 
and energy to investigate all the claims that a president or a 
candidate makes, the media evaluate political claims not with 
their own careful scrutiny but with statements from political 
opponents. This makes politics appear endlessly adversarial 
and, as Patterson says, replaces investigative journalism with 
attack journalism.71

THE POWER OF THE  
MAINSTREAM MEDIA’S NARRATIVE

The effects of agenda setting; framing; expert persuasion; and 
shallow, over-dramatized reporting should not be taken to 
mean that we are all unwitting dupes of the media. In the first 
place, these are not iron-clad rules; they are tendencies that 
scholars have discovered and confirmed with experimentation 

and public opinion surveys. That 
means they hold true for many but 
not all people. Members of the two 
major political parties, for instance, 
are less affected by agenda setting 
than are independents, perhaps 
because the latter do not have a 
party to rely on to tell them what is 
important,72 although as the media 
become more partisan, the partisan 
narratives can themselves be rein-
forced by media effects.

Second, we bring our own 
armor to the barrage of media 
effects we face regularly. We all 
filter our news watching through 
our own narratives constructed on 
the ideas, values, and distinct per-
spectives we bring to politics. 
That is, we exercise selective  

perception.73 If people do not seem to be well informed on 
the issues emphasized by the media, it may be that they do 
not see them as playing a role in a narrative they value or 
as having an effect on their lives. The point is that, as con-
sumers, we do more than passively absorb the messages and 
values provided by the media.

A serious consequence of the superficial and negative 
content of political coverage is that voters’ opinions of can-
didates have sunk, and citizen dissatisfaction with the elec-
toral process has risen.74 Not only is the public becoming 
more cynical about the political world, but it is also becom-
ing more cynical about the media. A recent public opinion 
poll shows that half or more of the American public now 
thinks that the news is too biased, sensationalized, and 
manipulated by special interests, and that reporters offer too 
many of their own opinions, quote unnamed sources, and are 
negative.75 If people cease to trust the media, the media 
become less effective in playing their legitimate roles as well 
as their more controversial ones, and democracy becomes 
more difficult to sustain.

It would be good for democracy if the growing domi-
nance of online media sources could counteract some of the 
media’s negativity by allowing interactivity, but all it takes is 
a look at the comments on an online article or blog post to 
realize that much of the media’s negative view of politics 
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feeding frenzy excessive press coverage of an embarrassing or 
scandalous subject

selective perception the phenomenon of filtering incoming 
information through personal values and interests
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Politics as Public Relations 527

either reflects or has animated a similar public perspective. 
The difference, of course, is that the mainstream media tend 
to be negative about the process in general and the animus 
of members of the public tends to be more tribal—elevating 
the party or side they agree with and being vitriolic about 
the one they don’t. In fact, although researchers have tried 
to look at whether the ideological slant of a news source 
makes a difference to one’s perception of the news, it is a dif-
ficult question to answer since people seem to gravitate to 
the sources with which they agree. Are their views shaped by 
bias in the news, or do they choose the bias they prefer to be 
exposed to? A 2003 study looking at misperceptions about 
the Iraq war (specifically, beliefs that there was evidence of 
links between al Qaeda and Saddam Hussein, that weapons 
of mass destruction had been found in Iraq, and that world 
opinion favored U.S. action in Iraq) concluded that the fre-
quency with which those beliefs were held varied dramati-
cally with the primary source of a person’s news. Watchers of 
the Fox News Channel (which tended to be more supportive 
of the Bush administration) held those misperceptions much 
more frequently than did those who got their news from 
other sources.76

PAUSE AND REVIEW  Who, What, How
Journalists, of course, are people like us—they have values and 

beliefs that shape their ideas of what is important to cover, even 

though most make an effort to be objective. In addition, they want 

bylines or airtime, the respect of their peers, and professional 

acclaim, at the same time that they want to help keep their news 

organizations competitive and profitable. Many of them must 

produce stories, whether something new is happening or not, and 

feel pressure to get the story that they feel politicians are 

withholding. All of these factors mean that what is at stake for 

journalists is not always serving the public.

Citizens, however, require sound knowledge about what is happening 

in the political world so that they can make informed decisions 

and vote for the people who will represent their interests. Even if 

journalists provided a single narrative, they would have a stake in 

investigating its accuracy. With multiple, conflicting stories to assess, 

that stake becomes all the more important.

In Your Own Words Identify the tools the media 
use to shape and perpetuate political narratives.

POLITICS AS  
PUBLIC RELATIONS
Waging the permanent campaign

There is no doubt that the media portray politics in a neg-
ative light and that news reporting emphasizes personality, 
superficial image, and conflict over substantive policy 
issues. Some media figures argue, however, that this is not 
the media’s fault, but rather the responsibility of politi-
cians and their press officers who are so obsessed with 
their own images on television that they limit access to the 
media, speak only in prearranged sound bites, and present 
themselves to the public in carefully orchestrated “media 
events.”77 That is, in their own effort to control the politi-
cal narrative, politicians are limiting the ability of journal-
ists to do their jobs properly.

Media events are designed to limit the ability of report-
ers to put their own interpretation on the occasion. The 
rules of American politics, which require a politician to have 
high public approval to maximize his or her clout, mean that 
politicians have to try to get maximum exposure for their 
ideas and accomplishments while limiting the damage the 
media can do with their intense scrutiny, investigations, and 
critical perspectives. This effort to control the media can 
lead to an emphasis on short-term gain over long-term pri-
orities and the making of policy decisions with an eye to 
their political impact—a tendency that has come to be 
known as the permanent campaign.78

NEWS MANAGEMENT

News management describes the chief mechanism of the 
permanent campaign, the efforts of a politician’s staff—
media consultants, press secretaries, pollsters, campaign 
strategists, and general advisers—to control the news 
about the politician. The staff want to put their own issues 
on the agenda, determine for themselves the standards by 
which the politician will be evaluated, frame the issues, and 
supply the sources for reporters, so that they will put their 
client, the politician, in the best possible light. In contem-
porary political jargon, they want to put a spin, or an 
interpretation, on the news that will be most flattering to 
the politician whose image is in their care, to build the 
narrative that the media representatives will repeat as fact. 
To some extent, modern American politics has become a 
battle between the press and the politicians and among the 
politicians themselves to control the agenda and the nar-
ratives that reach the public. It has become a battle of the 
“spin doctors.”

permanent campaign the idea that governing requires a continual 
effort to convince the public to sign on to the program, requiring a 
reliance on consultants and an emphasis on politics over policy

news management the efforts of a politician’s staff to control news 
about the politician

spin an interpretation of a politician’s words or actions, designed to 
present a favorable image

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
 

 



528 Chapter 15: Media, Power, and Political Communication

The classic example of news management is the reha-
bilitation of the image of Richard Nixon after he lost the 
1960 election to the more media-savvy Kennedy campaign. 
Inspired by the way the Kennedy administration had man-
aged the image of Kennedy as war hero, patriot, devoted 
father, and faithful husband, when at least one of those 
characterizations wasn’t true, Nixon speechwriter Ray 
Price saw his mission clearly. Noting that Nixon was per-
sonally unpopular with the public, he wrote in a 1967 
memo, “We have to be very clear on this point: that the 
response is to the image, not to the man, since 99 percent 
of the voters have no contact with the man. It’s not what’s 
there that counts, it’s what’s projected—and it’s not what he 
projects but rather what the voter receives. It’s not the man 
we have to change, but rather the received impression.”79 
With the help of an advertising executive and a television 
producer, among others, Nixon was repackaged and sold to 
voters as the “New Nixon.” He won election as president in 
1968 and 1972, and that he had to resign in 1974 is perhaps 
less a failure of his image makers than the inevitable revelation 
of the “real” Nixon underneath.

NEWS MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES

The techniques that Nixon’s handlers developed for manag-
ing his image have become part of the basic repertoire of 
political staffs, particularly in the White House but even to 
some extent for holders of lesser offices. They can include any 
or all of the following:80

 •  Tight control of information. 
Staffers pick a “line of the 
day”—for instance, a focus on 
education or child care—and 
orchestrate all messages from 
the administration around that 
theme. This strategy frustrates 
journalists who are trying to 
follow independent stories. But 
it recognizes that the staff must 
“feed the beast” by giving the 
press something to cover, or they 
may find the press rebelling and 
covering stories they don’t want 
covered at all.81

 •  Tight control of access to the politician. 
If the politician is available to 
the press for only a short period 
of time and makes only a brief 
statement, the press corps is forced 
to report the appearance as the 
only available news.

 • Elaborate communications bureaucracy. The 
Nixon White House had four offices handling 
communications. In addition to the White House 
press secretary, who was frequently kept uninformed 
so that he could more credibly deny that he knew the 
answers to reporters’ questions, there was an Office of 
Communications, an Office of Public Liaison, and a 
speechwriting office.

 • A concerted effort to bypass the White House press corps. 
During Nixon’s years this meant going to regional 
papers that were more easily manipulated. Today 
it can also include television talk shows and late-
night television, and other forums that go directly 
to the public, such as town hall meetings and digital 
opportunities to reach the public through outlets 
like Facebook, Reddit, and YouTube. Part and parcel 
of this approach is the strategy of rewarding media 
outlets that provide friendly coverage and punishing 
those that do not.

 • Prepackaging the news in sound bites. If the media 
are going to allow the public only a brief snippet 
of political language, the reasoning goes, let the 
politician’s staff decide what it will be. In line with 
this, the press office will repeat a message often, 
to be sure the press and the public pick up on it, 
and it will work on phrasing that is catchy and 
memorable. Not incidentally, almost every serious 
politician now has a Twitter account that he, she, or 
the staff uses regularly.

News That Would Not Be Managed
The Nixon administration ran a tight ship when it came to managing the president’s image, but even 
they could not spin the story after Watergate broke. Here, Nixon press secretary Ron Ziegler and staffers 
Frank Gannon and Diane Sawyer catch their breath after the president announced his resignation in 
1974. (Sawyer passed through the revolving door to journalism and is former anchor of ABC World News.)
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Politics as Public Relations 529

 • Leaks. A final and effective way that politicians 
attempt to control the news is with the use of leaks, 
secretly revealing confidential information to the 
press. Leaks can serve a variety of purposes. For 
instance, a leak can be a trial balloon, in which an 
official leaks a policy or plan in order to gauge public 
reaction to it. If the reaction is negative, the official 
denies he or she ever mentioned it, and if it is positive, 
the policy can go ahead without risk.

Should journalists always protect  

their sources?

NEWS MANAGEMENT SINCE NIXON

Not all presidential administrations are equally accom-
plished at using these techniques of news management, of 
course. Nixon’s was successful, at least in his first adminis-
tration, and Ronald Reagan’s has been referred to as a 
model of public relations.82 President Bill Clinton did not 
manage the media effectively in the early years of his first 
administration; consequently, he was at the mercy of a frus-
trated and annoyed press corps. Within a couple of years, 
however, the Clinton staff had become much more skilled, 
and by his second administration they were adeptly han-
dling scandals that would have daunted more seasoned 
public relations experts.

The George W. Bush administration did a superb job of 
news management, especially in Bush’s first term. For 
instance, most of Bush’s public events were open only to Bush 
supporters; where there was audience interaction, he received 
questions only from those who endorsed his programs and 
goals, and reporters who could be trusted to ask supportive 
questions were favored in White House news briefings and 
press conferences.83 Supporters defended the Bush White 
House’s news management strategy as efficient and praise-
worthy. Critics, by contrast, claimed that the White House 
had become a “propaganda machine” to serve the president’s 
political goals.84 Barack Obama’s White House was as disci-
plined as Bush’s, although his public events were not vetted 
for supporters and the president faced more negative ques-
tions because of it. During the presidential campaign, the 
Obama camp was famous for avoiding leaks and controlling 

its message, and although that perfect discipline was not 
maintained in the White House, it was still remarkably free of 
public infighting and leaks. Obama’s first press secretary, 
Robert Gibbs, was a senior adviser to the president and had 
uncommon access and a dedication to protecting Obama’s 
interests, though his second, Jay Carney, and his third, Josh 
Earnest, were more traditional spokespeople.85 One differ-
ence between the Obama administration and its predecessors 
was the elaborate electronic communication network it had 
set up, which allowed administration officials to talk directly 
to supporters and to bypass the traditional media if they 
wanted to, texting and tweeting as well as sending emails and 
posting information, videos, and pictures to the White House 
web site. Donald Trump did not begin his presidency on a 
good footing with the press.86 During his campaign he had 
made them a target, limiting the access of outlets whose cov-
erage he didn’t like, telling them he would sue them, and call-
ing them out at his rallies, saying they were dishonest. Trump 
broke with tradition two days after his election by traveling to 
Washington to visit President Obama without his press pool, 
something that made members of the media wonder how 
accessible he intended to be and whether they would be able 
to do their jobs.87 Trump has always preferred to provide his 
own coverage of events via Twitter, but presumably as presi-
dent that will have to change.88

REDUCTION IN POLITICAL  
ACCOUNTABILITY

There is a real cost to the transformation of politics into 
public relations, no matter whose administration is engag-
ing in the practice (and with varying degrees of expertise, 
they all do). Not only does it mean that politicians must 
spend time and energy on image considerations that do 
not really help them serve the public, but the skills required 
by an actor and a statesperson are not the same. The cur-
rent system may encourage us to choose the wrong leaders 
for the wrong reasons and discourage the right people 
from running at all.

The transformation of politics into professional storytelling 
also means that we suffer from a loss of political accountability. 
Such accountability is the very hallmark of democracy: political 
leaders must answer to the public for their actions. If our leaders 
do something we do not like, we can make them bear the conse-
quences of their actions by voting them out of office. The threat 
of being voted out of office is supposed to encourage them  
to do what we want in the first place. If politics is reduced to 
image, if we don’t know what our leaders are doing, and if it 
becomes a game of cat and mouse with the media over what 
story should be told to the public, then accountability is 
 weakened and so is democracy.89

leaks confidential information secretly revealed to the press

trial balloon an official leak of a proposal to determine public 
reaction to it without risk

political accountability the democratic principle that political 
leaders must answer to the public for their actions
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PAUSE AND REVIEW  Who, What, How
The professional goals of journalists clash with those of politicians, 

who need to communicate with the public; to present themselves as 

attractive, effective leaders; and to make their ideas and proposed 

policies clear to voters. The clash of journalists’ and politicians’ goals 

means that politicians have had to develop their own strategies for 

getting their story out to the public.

What is at stake for citizens is not only their ability to get information 

on which to base their political decisions, but also their ability to see 

good as well as bad in government, to know their leaders as they 

really are and not just their public relations images, and to hold them 

accountable. The rules put the burden of responsibility on citizens to 

be critical consumers of the media.

In Your Own Words Identify the strategies 
politicians use to counter the influence of the media and shape 
and perpetuate their own political narratives.

THE CITIZENS AND THE MEDIA
Growing citizen access increases engagement 
but blurs lines of journalism

We have been unable to talk about the media in this chap-
ter without talking about citizenship. Citizens have been a 
constant “who” in our analysis because the media exist 
largely to give information to citizens and to mediate their 
relationship to government. But if we evaluate the tradi-
tional role of the media with respect to the public, the rela-
tionship that emerges is not a particularly responsive one. 

Almost from the beginning, control of the American media 
has been in the hands of an elite group, whether party lead-
ers, politicians, wealthy entrepreneurs, or corporate own-
ers. Financial concerns have meant that the media in the 
United States have been driven more by profit motive than 
by public interest. Not only are ownership and control of 
the media far removed from the hands of everyday 
Americans, but the reporting of national news is done 
mostly by reporters who do not fit the profile of those 
“average” citizens and whose concerns often do not reflect 
the concerns of their audience.

Citizens’ access to the media has been correspondingly 
remote. The primary role available to them has been passive: 
that of reader, listener, or watcher. The power they wield is the 
power of switching newspapers or changing channels, essen-
tially choosing among competing elites; but this is not an 
active, participatory role. While freedom of the press is a right 
technically held by all citizens, there is no right of access to the 
press. Citizens have difficulty making their voices heard, and, 
of course, most do not even try. Members of the media holler 
long and loud about their right to publish what they want, but 
only sporadically and briefly do they consider their obligations 
to the public to provide the sort of information that can sustain 
a democracy. If active democracy requires a political commu-
nity in which the public can deliberate about important issues, 
it would seem that the American media are failing miserably at 
creating that community.

The rapid changes in information technology that we 
have discussed throughout this chapter offer some hope that 
the media can be made to serve the public interest more 
effectively. The media are in flux and, while the future of the 

print media is in question, some of the new media 
that are replacing it are remarkably more open and 
responsive. Along with social networks, some of 
these new media—such as cable news, specialized 
television programs, and Internet news—allow citi-
zens to get fast-breaking reports of events as they 
occur and even to customize the news that they get. 
Talk radio and call-in television shows—new uses of 
the “old” media—allow citizen interaction, as do 
Internet chat rooms and other online forums. Many 
web sites allow users to give their opinions of issues 
in unscientific straw polls (see Chapter 11). Some 
analysts speculate that it is only a matter of time 
until we can all vote on issues from our home com-
puters. The one thing that the new media have in 
common is that they bypass the old, making the cor-
porate journalistic establishment less powerful than 
it was but perhaps giving rise to new elites and rais-
ing new questions about participation and how 
much access we really want citizens to have.

Life and Death, in Real Time
The shooting death of Philando Castile at the hands of Minnesota police was 
captured in real time by his girlfriend, who streamed the incident live over 
Facebook. Widespread use of smartphones and access to mass audiences through 
social networking platforms has enabled citizen journalists to shed light on events 
and experiences that the traditional news media either ignored or had difficulty 
reporting.
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One of the most significant developments in the new 
media is the proliferation of citizen journalism, reporting 
and commentary by everyday citizens unaffiliated with tradi-
tional media outlets, and distributed via the web in the form 
of weblogs, podcasts, and video sharing. These new platforms 
are, essentially, the modern equivalent of giving citizens their 
own printing presses and the means to publish their views. 
While these resources can be devoted to any subject, the ones 
that interest us here are the ones that focus on politics and 
media criticism. As is true of any unregulated media source, 
there is a good deal of inaccurate and unsubstantiated infor-
mation posted on the web. There is no credentialing process 
for citizen reporters or bloggers, they are not usually admitted 
to the White House or other official news conferences unless 
they also report for a more traditional media outlet, and they 
generally lack the resources required to do a great deal of 
investigative reporting.

Should the media be driven by what  

consumers want to know or by 

what they need to know?

But citizen journalists can also do many things that their 
more mainstream brethren cannot, and there is some truly first-
rate journalism to be found on the web. Since these writers and 
reporters are not (usually) indebted to deep corporate pockets, 
they can hold the mainstream media accountable. For example, 
the prevalence of cell phones (65 percent of Americans own 
them today, as opposed to only 35 percent in 2011) has resulted 
in firsthand evidence of police brutality toward African 
Americans being captured on video and used to counter police 
narratives. For instance, the shooting death of Philando Castile 
was recorded by his girlfriend, Diamond Reynolds, on her 
smartphone and streamed via Facebook Live. Because of the live 
stream, nearly 2.5 million viewers witnessed an event that they 
would normally hear about only through victim and eyewitness 
testimony. As the digital divide closes and even more Americans 
are able to document the events of their lives and their interac-
tions with public officials, such transparency will only increase.90

It is the job of the consumer to scrutinize the reporting of 
citizens as scrupulously as they do the rest of the media, how-
ever, as it becomes easier and easier for anyone can post anything 
to the Internet. There is no substitute for critical evaluation of 
the news, but citizen journalism provides a new kind of content 
that is truly independent, open, and democratic in a way that 
traditional media sources never could be.

In Your Own Words Summarize the relationship 
between citizens and the media.

citizen journalism reporting and commentary by everyday citizens 
unaffiliated with traditional media outlets, and distributed via the web 
in the form of blogs, podcasts, or video uploads

LET’S REVISIT: What’s at Stake . . . 
We began this chapter by asking what’s at stake to the job 
of keeping the republic if we’re locked in separate media 
bubbles, curating our own news, and creating or believing 
narratives that fit our preconceived ideas rather than  
challenging us to think critically. Are we just divided  
ideologically, or is the integrity of the political  
culture we share at stake?

The results of the contentious 2016 election were so close 
that, even though Hillary Clinton won by the metric of the 
popular vote, the official rules of the Electoral College gave the 
presidency to Donald Trump. Having survived that election, 
barely, it is tempting to answer the question of what’s at 
stake by saying that living in our closed information bubbles 
brings us very close to losing the common understanding and 
shared beliefs about the political world that make a peaceful 
resolution of our differences possible.

Perhaps the best example is a fundamental one. Donald Trump’s 
campaign slogan was “Make American Great Again,” or 
#MAGA as he frequently tweeted out to his many supporters. 

He elaborated on the narrative of what that slogan stood for at 
rallies of people who fully shared his views: immigration was 
destroying the country, trade had stolen our jobs, Muslims 
threatened our security, the military was terrible, inner cities 
were war zones, and we were a loser of a country. Only Trump 
could fix this mess of a nation and restore us to greatness.

Trump’s narrative was supported by Trump himself, in 
rallies, on Twitter, and on Fox News’s The Sean Hannity 
Show; by other commentators on Fox;  by the rightwing 
Breitbart News, whose publisher left to become CEO of 
Trump’s campaign, and on innumerable social media sites. 
It was a gloomy, downright scary apocalyptic vision. To 
half of America it was as alien as Mars, but to Trump’s 
supporters it resonated, figuratively if not literally. Their 
America wasn’t great any more. There were too many 
people who looked different, too many people not speaking 
English, too many people telling them that the language 
they used to describe their life experiences was off-limits 
and crude, too many people upending gender roles and the 
very idea of gender itself, too many people getting fat off 
of government without doing any work. Too many people 
looking down on them for being who they were, when who 
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CLUES to Critical Thinking

“The Strange, Sad Death of Journalism”

By Michael Gerson, Washington Post, November 27,  
2009

In this article a conservative laments changes in the profession 
of journalism. Is this a partisan or a bipartisan issue?

Like the nearby Smithsonian National Museum of Natural 
History, the Newseum—Washington’s museum dedicated 
to journalism—displays dinosaurs. On a long wall near 
the entrance, the front pages of newspapers from around 
the country are electronically posted each morning—the 
artifacts of a declining industry. Inside, the high-tech 
exhibits are nostalgic for a lower-tech time when banner 
headlines and network news summarized the emotions 
and exposed the scandals of the nation. Lindbergh Lands 
Safely. One Small Step. Nixon Resigns. Cronkite removes 
his glasses to announce President Kennedy’s death at  
1 p.m. Central Standard Time.

Behind a long rack of preserved, historic front pages, 
there is a kind of journalistic mausoleum, displaying  
the departed. The Ann Arbor News, closed July 23 after 
174 years in print. The Rocky Mountain News, taken at 
age 150. The Seattle Post-Intelligencer, which passed 
quietly into the Internet.

What difference does this make? For many conservatives, 
the “mainstream media” is an epithet. Didn’t the Internet 
expose the lies of Dan Rather? Many on the left also shed 
few tears, preferring to consume their partisanship raw in 
the new media.

But a visit to the Newseum is a reminder that what is 
passing is not only a business but also a profession—
the journalistic tradition of nonpartisan objectivity. 
Journalists, God knows, didn’t always live up to that 
tradition. But they generally accepted it, and they felt 
shamed when their biases or inaccuracies were exposed. 
The profession had rules about facts and sources and 

they were—upstanding white, working-class citizens—used 
to mean something. Making America great again meant 
restoring their dignity, making them whole, and soothing 
that sense of grievance that had them sure that the rules of 
life were rigged against them.

Clinton’s supporters, by contrast, were in an entirely 
different bubble. Also supported through social media as 
well as in most outlets of popular culture, their idea was 
that, sure, there was a ways to go, but America was so much 
greater than it had been. The picture was rosy. A popular 
African American president was leaving office after two full 
terms, breaking a barrier many thought they would never 
see. People of color were optimistic about their futures. 
Cops were still killing black men, but Black Lives Matter 
had organized and there was power in that organization. 
A woman was running for president, and many people 
thought she might win. Diversity meant interesting people, 
widened horizons, great restaurants, a vivid and colorful 
world. Gays were free to marry, transgender people were 
free to be themselves, people could even smoke pot legally 

in a handful of states. With a Democrat in the White House 
for four more years (they hoped), many of the changes that 
Obama had enacted to protect the environment, provide 
security to immigrants, and provide health care to all would 
be locked in, and liberals on the Supreme Court would 
secure reproductive rights for women and rights for gays. 
America was a wonderful country; it seemed it could only 
get better.

How on earth to reconcile these two narratives? Ironically, 
the great equalizer was the election. Both sides could feel 
that their narrative won, but only one side could claim the 
presidency, and with Trump on his way to the White House, 
the optimistic, rose-colored-glasses people began to feel 
that maybe they did, in fact, live in an apocalyptic world. 
And things for the Trump supporters began to  
look brighter. Whether the two narratives would  
meet somewhere in the middle or pass each other on 
forever-separate paths is an open question with open 
consequences. The stakes of living in separate narrative 
bubbles are critical to us all.
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editors who enforced standards. At its best, the profession 
of journalism has involved a spirit of public service 
and adventure—reporting from a bomber during a raid 
in World War II, or exposing the suffering of Sudan or 
Appalachia, or rushing to the site of the World Trade 
Center moments after the buildings fell.

By these standards, the changes we see in the media are 
also a decline. Most cable news networks have forsaken 
objectivity entirely and produce little actual news, since 
makeup for guests is cheaper than reporting. Most 
Internet sites display an endless hunger to comment 
and little appetite for verification. Free markets, it turns 
out, often make poor fact-checkers, instead feeding the 
fantasies of conspiracy theorists from “birthers” to Sept. 
11, 2001, “truthers.” Bloggers in repressive countries often 
show great courage, but few American bloggers have the 
resources or inclination to report from war zones, famines 
and genocides.

The democratization of the media—really its 
fragmentation—has encouraged ideological polarization. 
Princeton University professor Paul Starr traced this 
process recently in the Columbia Journalism Review. 
After the captive audience for network news was released 
by cable, many Americans did not turn to other sources 
of news. They turned to entertainment. The viewers who 
remained were more political and more partisan. “As 
Walter Cronkite prospered in the old environment,” 
says Starr, “Bill O’Reilly and Keith Olbermann thrive in 
the new one. As the diminished public for journalism 
becomes more partisan, journalism itself is likely to shift 
further in that direction.”

Cable and the Internet now allow Americans, if they 
choose, to get their information entirely from sources that 

agree with them—sources that reinforce and exaggerate 
their political predispositions.

And the whole system is based on a kind of intellectual 
theft. Internet aggregators (who link to news they 
don’t produce) and bloggers would have little to collect 
or comment upon without the costly enterprise of 
newsgathering and investigative reporting. The old-
media dinosaurs remain the basis for the entire media 
food chain. But newspapers are expected to provide their 
content free on the Internet. A recent poll found that 80 
percent of Americans refuse to pay for Internet content. 
There is no economic model that will allow newspapers 
to keep producing content they don’t charge for, while 
Internet sites repackage and sell content they don’t pay 
to produce.

I dislike media bias as much as the next conservative. But 
I don’t believe that journalistic objectivity is a fraud. I was 
a journalist for a time, at a once-great, now-diminished 
newsmagazine. I’ve seen good men and women work 
according to a set of professional standards I respect—
standards that serve the public. Professional journalism is 
not like the buggy-whip industry, outdated by economic 
progress, to be mourned but not missed. This profession 
has a social value that is currently not reflected in its 
market value.

What is to be done? A lot of good people are working on 
it. But if you currently have newsprint on your hands, 
thank you.

Source: From The Washington Post, © November 27, 2009 The 
Washington Post. All rights reserved. Used by permission and 
protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, 
copying, redistribution, or retransmission of the Material without 
express written permission is prohibited.

Consider the source and the audience: Michael Gerson, as he indicates in his column, is a 

conservative. A former speechwriter and adviser to President George W. Bush (as well as other 

Republicans), he now writes a syndicated column that appears, among other places, in the 

widely read Washington Post. How might this background affect his views of the media and 

journalism?

Lay out the argument and the underlying values and assumptions: Gerson is nostalgic in this 

column for the profession of journalism. How does he define that? What does he mean by 

the “democratization” of the media? What damage does he think it has done? In what way is it 

based on “intellectual theft”?

Uncover the evidence: Does Gerson offer any evidence for his view in this column? Does  

the fact that most of his audience probably watches TV, reads some news, and 

participates in social media mean that he doesn’t need to do more than to refer to their 

shared culture?
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Evaluate the conclusion: Gerson, like many others, concludes that objective news gathering as an 

honorable profession is getting lost in the scrum of sloppy and parasitic cable TV shows, blogs, 

and tweets. Is he right? Can the profession of journalism endure in that environment?

Sort out the political significance: If Gerson is right, what is to be done? Is there a business model 

that will keep journalism alive while allowing the myriad voices that have been generated in the 

modern media to thrive? If it is in all of our interests to have people doing good, solid reporting 

on the events of the day, how is it to be paid for?

Review
Where Do We Get Our Information?
An increasing number of Americans have access to the web via any 
number of devices, and the convergence of mass media in the digital 
age means that we have more information at our fingertips than ever 
before. More media outlets and more information means that 
Americans must devote ever-increasing amounts of time and effort to 
sorting out what is relevant to them. Traditional news media—
especially newspapers—struggle to survive in an era of free online 
content, with revenue streams shrinking while demands for content 
increase.

gatekeepers (p. 504)
mass media (p. 504)
media convergence (p. 504)

narrowcasting (p. 508)
news organizations (p. 509)
news aggregators (p. 510)

How Does Media Ownership  
Affect Control of the Narrative?
Today’s media is largely profit driven, and while small and independent 
news sources are gaining traction through digital media, the biggest 
news organizations are still owned by a few large corporate interests. 
Although the modern new media landscape allows for more content 
and more diverse voices, those voices are still largely intertwined with 
big media on many levels. The government also plays a role, with 
regulations on broadcast media. The 1934 Federal Communications 
Act, which created the Federal Communications Commission, imposed 
order on multiple media outlets and attempted to serve the public 
interest through three provisions: the equal time rule, the fairness 

Want a better grade?

Get the tools you need to sharpen your study skills.  
Access practice quizzes, eFlashcards, video, and multimedia  
at edge.sagepub.com/barbour8e.
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doctrine, and the right of rebuttal. However, the impact of the FCC is 
shifting in the media age, with more news coming from unregulated 
sources like the web and cable news sources.

commercial bias (p. 517) clickbait (p. 517)

Who Are the Journalists?
Journalists, playing four roles, have great influence over news content 
and presentation. Gatekeepers decide what is news and what is not. 
Disseminators determine relevant news and get it out to the public 
quickly. The investigator role involves verifying the truth of various 
claims or analyzing particular policies. Finally, as public mobilizers, 
journalists try to report the people’s interests rather than their own. 
Some critics believe the homogeneous background of journalists—
mostly male, white, and well educated—biases the press, as does their 
predominantly liberal ideology.

investigative reporters (p. 519) civic journalism (p. 519)

Spinning Political Narratives
Public skepticism of the media has increased in recent decades. Others 
claim that the revolving door, the practice of journalists taking 
government positions but later returning to reporting, severely 
damages news objectivity. The media affect our thinking about politics 
through agenda setting, framing, persuasion by professional 
communicators, and a tendency to reduce politics to issues of conflicts 
and superficial image rather than substantive policy disputes.

revolving door (p. 523)
pundit (p. 524)
agenda setting (p. 524)
framing (p. 524)
horse-race journalism (p. 525)

optics (p. 525)
sound bite (p. 525)
feeding frenzy (p. 526)
selective perception (p. 526)

Politics as Public Relations
Politicians themselves—and their campaigns—try hard to avoid being 
caught in the media narratives about them by managing the news and 
trying to communicate directly with voters. The resulting tension 
probably doesn’t help the media’s negative coverage of politics. When 
the narratives by which voters evaluate politicians are not accurate, 
political accountability suffers.

permanent campaign (p. 527)
news management (p. 527)
spin (p. 527)

leaks (p. 529)
trial balloon (p. 529)
political accountability (p. 529)

The Citizens and the Media
Citizens historically have played a passive role in the media as 
consumers of information. But the rise of new, interactive media and 
the growth of the civic journalism movement may help to transform 
citizens into more active media participants.

citizen journalism (p. 531)

 News Clip: Reporter Charged After 
Covering Ferguson Protest

 News Clip: Obama, World Leaders React 
to “Panama Papers”
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