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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

In the months and years that followed 9/11, grief, shock, and anger domi-
nated political discussions around the globe. While the most intense ele-
ments of these feelings faded for the majority of people in a few weeks,
there remained an enduring sentiment that something fundamental had
shifted in the way in which many viewed society and the security of their
everyday lives. Although 9/11 was unusual both in terms of location and
scope of the attack, the unique elements of the terrorist attack were not the
focal point for most Americans. Rather, the event stripped away illusions
about the invulnerability of U.S. citizens in a violent and often chaotic
world. This was a lesson about security that had already been learned in
the United Kingdom and the Russian Federation, as many domestic ter-
rorist attacks and the subsequent publicity had made this point clear to the
British and Russian citizens for years. Yet, 9/11 elevated levels of insecu-
rity, particularly as it was linked to the significantly enhanced risk from
fundamentalist Islamic terrorists, to new heights both within U.S. borders
and abroad. How would this affect the normal course of politics in these
three countries?

This book examines how fears about terrorism resonated into election
campaigns and voter response across three very different societies. In a
study of the first major national elections in the United States, Russia, and
Great Britain in the wake of 9/11, this book analyzes the framing of security
issues and terrorism in political advertising, campaign news on television,
and through audience reaction to security messages. This study analyzes
the relatively close contest between George W. Bush and John Kerry in
the U.S. presidential elections in November 2004. It examines the British
parliamentary contest in May 2005, which was dominated by Labour and
the Conservarives. In addition, the book explores data from two Russian
clections: the contest for the lower house of the parliament in December
2003 and the landslide victory of Vladimir Putin in March 2004 to his
second term as Russian president. The conclusions present a brief analysis
of political advertising in the 2008 U.S. presidential election.
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Through a parallel study of news, campaigns, and audiences in these
three countries, it is possible to theorize about the role of the “politics
of fear” in comparative perspective. The central questions posed in this
book are as follows: How did candidates and parties handle the issues of
terrorism prevention and security? How did television news incorporate
discussions about terrorism and national security into election campaigns?
Did this play a significant part in the framing of issues and discussions
about the elections? Finally, by using focus-group discussions in the three
countries, the study analyzes how potential voters responded to the cam-
paign news, the candidates, and political parties. Did fear and insecurity
drive their perceptions of candidates and their vote choice? Or, despite the
memory of 9/11 and other terrorist acts, did voters stick to electoral busi-
ness as usual, relying more on long-term ideological preference and wider
voting cues than the topical issues of national security?

The findings in this book were surprising, in that there were intriguing
parallels between the U.S. and Russian elections in the way in which voters
talked about a desire for strong, steady leadership in a time of perceived
crisis. The British electoral experience, however, remained distinctive from
these neighbors to the West and East. The research found that British cam-
paign news focused on |ong~term public policies rather than emergmg ter-
rorist concerns. At the same time, British voters were often SLlSplClOLlS—-()r
even skeptical—about government messages and news about “terrorism”
in ways that were not so apparent in the United States and not apparent at
all in Russia. Unlike in the United States or Russia, in which relatively few
spoke out against the ongoing conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan, or Chechnya,
the British electorate was unsupportive and sometimes quite angry about
Britain’s involvement in the post-9/11 invasion of Iraq. This raises ques-
tions about how and why fears about security can affect an electorate in
some, but not all, societies.

What do the differences among news, campaigns, and voters mean in
terms of understanding the effect of terrorism on politics? The different
responses among the three countries illuminate some key points in the
field of political communication. First, attempts to build a political con-
sensus based on the call for greater security and antiterrorism measures
may be effective in the short term in countries such as the United States.
In a more militarized and authoritarian state such as Russia, calls for the
“strong hands” of leadership and little questioning of the human rights
aspects of security measures (and wars) against terrorists form a permanent
part of the political dialogue. Yet, the politics of fear found litde reso-
nance in the British parliamentary elections of 2005. Even in focus groups
that were held just after the 2005 London transport bombings by British
Jihadi terrorists, there was little acceptance of a wide frame on security that
would parallel the broad sweep of America’s “War on Terror.”
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Why did the British elections have the least link to a rhetoric of fear,
with little echo of a post-9/11 sense of insecurity among the public? Has the
long British experience with terrorism linked to Northern Ireland somehow
inoculated the public against reaction to terrorism linked to fundamental-
ist Islam? Meanwhile, why did U.S. and Russian voters appear to share
similar views if they lived in such different societies? Are Russians and
Americans more connected by their superpower history than separated by
their distinct political cultures? Was 2004 a year in which Americans and
Russians shared particular attitudes—and will these similarities intensify
or fade in coming years? This book will explore the reasons for this varia-
tion, from political systems, to media systems, to the experience of a pub-
lic with antiterrorism measures and terrorism itself over a longer period.
In looking ar these intriguing points of similarity and difference among
the three electoral experiences, we seek to illuminate broader points about
the role of elections, the fear of terrorism, and emotion in democracies in
general. The extraordinary attention paid to terrorism in the 2004 U.S.
elections may have been an unusual event spurred by the largest terrorist
artack in U.S. history. It would be fair to say that terrorism as part of the
political agenda was not exceptional for British and Russian elections. Yet,
did the focus on fear and security in the wake of 9/11 in some way funda-
mentally challenge or change the relationship among the politicians, the
media, and the public?

Terrorism, Media, and Elections

The deluge of 9/11 news coverage and strong reaction generated by the
attacks inspired many scholars to analyze further the relationship among
political leaders, the media, the public, and terrorism news (for example,
Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston, 2007; Croft, 2006; Entman, 2003;
Hoskins and O’Loughlin, 2007; Jackson, 2005; Tuman, 2003; Zelizer and
Allan, 2002). During the crisis itself, routine news norms in the United
States appeared to disappear, as major television networks cancelled
advertising and became rolling news channels. The coverage was inten-
sive worldwide, but particularly so in the United States in which all major
networks devoted extensive coverage to the event. This led to an extreme
example of what Graber describes as the “crisis model” of news reporting
(2005). During a crisis—whether an inner-city riot, a hurricane poised to
hit an American city, or a terrorist attack—there is an enormous appetite
for news about the event. At the same time, there is often very little abil-
ity to gather news on the ground. There is a heightened demand for news
that is combined with a very small supply of timely information. As a
result, media outlets—and particularly television—are pushed to report
very rapidly, which often leads to inaccurate or damaging reports. The
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repetition of distressing images or even words can be upsetting to viewers
(Hill, 2004). In addition, there is a tendency to produce very quick jour-
nalistic “analysis,” which is often reliant on a small set of commentators or
the reporters themselves talking to camera with little background informa-
tion. Given the dearth of facts and the rush to broadcast, the commentary
and reporting are often misleading and sometimes simply wrong. All of
this leads to a distortion of information and even panic on the part of the
local or national population that can even impede rescue efforts. This is
against the broader background of U.S. news norms, which tend to treat
violent events as isolated (episodic) rather than placing them within social
or thematic contexts (Iyengar and Simon, 1993).

Despite the fact that 9/11 was unusual in terms of scale and location of
attack, coverage still was dictated in many ways by the general understand-
ing of the relationship between media and terrorists. Wilkinson (1997: 52)
described this relationship as symbiotic, in that terrorists need the media
in order to spread fear as a key part of their objectives—while at the same
time the media find terrorism newsworthy. However, while terrorists are
supposed to be seeking to make a political point, U.S. news media fairly
consistently frame terrorists as criminal rather than political in nature
(Iyengar, 1991). In a study of the news immediately after the 9/11 attacks,
McDonald and Lawrence (2004) found that the coverage followed the
classic television “crime script” that elevates the drama before providing
the viewers with a reassuring sense of response and resolution. The stan-
dard crime story on American television has a familiar set of characters,
including victims, loved ones, criminals, and police. The script elevates the
drama, while suggesting the promise of a satisfying closure.

In the reporting of 9/11, however, there was no known script for the lat-
ter half of the coverage. The news of the disaster, particularly the unprec-
edented amount of uninterrupted time without advertising that was given
to the event, elevated the drama with litcle ability to provide a sense of
reconciliation or retribution for the viewers. This left the audience upset,
confused, emotional, and with little meaningful information for reassur-
ance. This set the stage for what Entman termed “cascading activation,” in
that the Bush administration was able to then set the illogical, yet compel-
ling agenda that invasion of Iraq was the appropriate response to the 9/11
attacks. The Bush administration was able to create and maintain this
top-down, dominant news frame, despite the lack of evidence of terrorism
support or weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. According to Entman
(2003), this was due to a dearth of alternative responses or useful informa-
tion on international security provided via the primary source of televi-
sion. In a study of 7imeand Newsweek magazines, Hutcheson et al. (2004)
found that journalists focused more on patriotism than news values in
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the five weeks after 9/11. Government and military officials consistently
emphasized American core values and themes of U.S. strength and power
while simultaneously demonizing the “enemy.” Journalists closely paral-
leled these nationalist themes in their own texts (Hutcheson et al., 2004).

While coverage of 9/11 could have been predicted by previous reporting on
terrorism and an understanding of crisis news, the scale of the event and the
subsequent link in the public’s mind with the Iraq War makes the case much
more complex. Viewers did look for reassurance from leaders and found this
helpful in processing the events—but only to a degree. Indeed, when images
became particularly distressing, leadership reassurances lose their efficacy
(Bucy, 2003). When paired with the fact that viewers understandably react
much more emotively to terrorism in their own country or region (Shpiro,
2002; Slone, 2000), 9/11 news created an unusually high degree of distress
while transmitting little useful knowledge of international security to U.S.
viewers. Support for the invasion of Iraq in 2003 was generated, to a large
degree, by anger over the 9/11 attacks. Yet, as the media tended to ignore the
difficult job of providing background or contextual information, confusion
abour 9/11 and the causes of the attack continued long after the event. As
McDonald and Lawrence (2004) point out, the availability of more news
time for the event did not lead to greater depth of analysis. Rather, the ini-
tial “24/7 news hole” spawned a repetition of reports, with some disturbing
images, that underlined a sense of powerlessness and anger (p. 1). If the clas-
sic crime news script leaves viewers unable to think critically and holistically
about the problem of social transgression, the episodic coverage of the attacks
of September 11 could prime Americans to look for easy answers and quick
resolution of the terrorism problem. It also encourages Americans to think of
all “terrorists” in the same way, when in fact “terrorists” are as diverse as the
causes, peoples, or nations they purport to represent (Hewitt, 1992).

It might be tempting to blame journalists for a lack of attention to objec-
tivity and balance in the wake of 9/11. It is widely acknowledged, however,
that journalists work within the constraints of national political environ-
ments and media systems (Graber, 2005; Hallin and Mancini, 2004; Siebert,
Peterson, and Schramm, 1984). The events of 9/11 and its aftermath aggre-
gated and exaggerated certain elements of this system, leading to particularly
emotive, yet uninformative coverage. Entman points out that journalists at
elite media outlets such as the New York Times tried to highlight that Saudi
Arabia was a more likely source of anti-American terrorist activity than Iraq,
but with little success. As Entman (2003: 428) argues, 9/11 provides evi-
dence that, as hegemony theory predicts, predicts, “media patrol the bound-
aries of culture and keep discord within conventional bounds. As Entman
(2003: 428) argues, 9/11 provides evidence that, as hegemony theory predicts,
“media patrol the boundaries of culture and keep discord within conventional
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bounds.” However, while “inside those borders, even when government is
promoting ‘war’ against terrorism, media are not entirely passive receptacles
for government propaganda” (p. 428). Yet, the minor deviations in the U.S.
media that attempted to challenge the “cascade” of information and influ-
ence from the White House were ineffectual after 9/11, allowing the news
frame that linked overseas war to safety against terrorism on American soil to
flourish. As Hallin (1986) found in his study of Vietnam War coverage, elite
discord is a key factor that can prompt serious challenge to executive direction
and communication strategy. There was little elite discord that was publicized
in the United States in the wake of 9/11. As later chapters in this book will
show, there was much more elite disagreement—and discord reflected in the
media—about the 2003 invasion of Iraq in Britain.

The comparative nature of this research allows us to consider how and
why the U.S. coverage of 9/11 was exceptional and led to an increase of
fear without a balancing sense of perspective. Neither the British nor the
Russians are strangers to the shadow of fear cast by domestic terrorism,
and both countries have dealt with a greater frequency of attacks than
the United States. The conflict between Catholic nationalists in Northern
Ireland who seek the reunification of Ireland and Protestant Unionists
who desire to continue as part of the United Kingdom has continued
for decades.” While most of the violence has been in Northern Ireland
itself, groups linked to the nationalist cause have carried out many ter-
rorist attacks in England. The most recent terrorist attack in Britain that
claimed many lives, however, was not linked to Northern Ireland. The
bombings on the London transport system on July 7, 2005, which killed
52 commuters and injured hundreds, were carried out by a group of British
residents who were Islamic extremists. Thus, while Britain currently faces
a double terrorist threat related to both the dispute over Northern Ireland
and Islamic fundamentalists, its experience has suggested thar the greatest
problems are with domestic or “home-grown” terrorists as opposed to an
international threat. Meanwhile, Russians face the greatest terrorist threat
from rebel Chechen forces. The country has been involved in a civil war
with the breakaway territory for more than ten years, which have seen acts
of terrorism including an attack on a school in Beslan in 2004 thar left
more than 300 people, many of them children, dead. While there have
been attempts to link the Chechens, who are traditionally Muslim, with
the fundamentalist call for holy war (Jihad), the Chechen-Russian conflict
is better understood as a civil conflict over control of a specific region in
Southern Russia rather than a war over religious ideals.

Given an arguably more permanent and sustained experience with ter-
rorism, do the same issues of patriotism and dominant frames that have
“cascaded” from the top down in the United States emerge in Britain
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and Russia? The British media did try to deprive terrorists in Northern
Ireland of what former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher famously called
the “oxygen of publicity” for many years. From 1988 to 1994, the British
Broadcasting Ban barred any representative of 11 organizations that the
government claimed supported terrorism from speaking on television. This
included the voices of loyalist as well as republican organisations, although
a particular concern was the popular republican Sinn Fein party. As part
of the peace process in Northern Ireland, the ban was lifted and a very dif-
ferent media policy ensued, in which newspaper columnists were encour-
aged to suggest that those labeled “terrorists™ could engage in a political
dialogue to promote peace (Sparre, 2001; Miller, 1995). Unlike after 9/11
in the United States, there was never one strong, single voice of authority
that spoke for an overwhelming majority of citizens in Northern Ireland.
There has always been considerable political support for the reunification
of Northern Ireland with the Republic of Ireland, even when much of the
population did not support the tactics of terrorism. In the eyes of many
in Northern Ireland, those whom the British media might label “terror-
ists” were perceived as “freedom fighters.” While the British government
persisted with anti-Republican frame for years, high-profile cases of peo-
ple wrongly convicted of terrorism in the United Kingdom (such as the
Birmingham Six) could lead people over time to question the truth and
authority in the government message. On the other hand, the Russian
media consistently frame the Chechen people and Chechen terrorists (with
often little distinction between the two groups) as murderous criminals.
If there are such diverse experiences with terrorism in the three coun-
tries, how does media coverage of terrorism differ between the two dem-
ocratic countries under study? In a comparison of televised coverage of
9/11 and the 2005 London bombings, it is clear that national news norms
make a significant difference to the type of information offered to the
viewer. Barnet, Reynolds, Roselle, and Oates (2008) analyzed the coverage
by CNN and the public British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) of both
terrorist attacks on both outlets, using qualitative analysis that compared
language relating to the politics of fear, national identity, the context of the
attack, as well as journalistic practices and norms. The study found that
in the use of language, CNN was more sensationalist, while the BBC was
more calming. The BBC placed more emphasis on public service than the
U.S. commercial news broadcaster. CNN's coverage of 9/11 highlighted
the U.S. government’s inability to prevent the terrorist attack, while the
BBC coverage of the July 2005 bombings emphasized how British prepa-
ration and planning for terrorist attacks over the years had led to a quick
and effective response from public officials. While the size and scope of
the 9/11 and the 2005 London transport attacks were quite different, it is



