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Introduction

Every now and again, a book
seems ‘‘right.”” In 1988, any pre-
tense that American politics had
not entered the media age was
abandoned. Both Michael Duka-
kis and George Bush conducted
their campaigns as though televi-
sion were not only the only effi-
cient means of communications
with voters, but also as if it were
a legitimate participant in the
governing process. At the end of
the first debate, the TV audience
was allowed to watch the ‘‘spin
doctors’’ for the first time. The
spin doctors—public relations
types who try to persuade the
various media representatives to
spin coverage in their candidate’s
favor—hawked their wares
while allowing the viewers to be
in on the secret. Each candidate
saturated the air waves with
photo opportunities, 30-second
sound bytes, and negative adver-
tisements. In 1984, Walter Mon-
dale lamented that he lost be-

cause he did not understand
television; neither candidate
could make that claim in 1988,
nor will it be made again.

Our book records, many say
with cynicism, the political and
governmental consequences of
the media age. Our souls trem-
ble; are we the chroniclers of the
decline and fall of America? Can
a nation of sound bytes compete
internationally with ‘‘real’” gov-
ernments? Can  candidates
whose gods are media consult-
ants, whose currency is opinion
polls, and whose sole worry is
‘‘high negatives’’ ever lead a na-
tion?

American Politics in the Me-
dia Age is a basic introduction to
American government with a
special focus on the political role
of the mass media. The book de-
scribes the basic elements of the
American political system—be-
liefs and ideologies, constitu-
tional arrangements, federalism,
interest groups, parties and elec-
tions, Congress, the presidency,
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the bureaucracy, the courts,
civil liberties, and civil rights.
More importantly, it describes
how these elements are symbol-
ized and communicated to mass
audiences and how well these
audiences respond to these
symbols.

The functions of the mass me-
dia in politics are discussed—
newsmaking, interpretation, so-
cialization, persuasion, and
agenda setting. The book de-
scribes the political parties, the
volatility of the electorate, the
recruitment of political leaders,
the rise of single-interest groups,
the changing nature of political
campaigns, the representative
role of the Congress, the sym-
bolic role of the president, the
functioning of the Washington
bureaucracy. American Politics
in the Media Age is written to
help the reader understand both
the symbols and realities of
American politics. As political
scientist Murray Edelman once
wrote:
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Political analysis must, then, pro-
ceed at two levels simulta-
neously. It must examine how po-
litical actions get some groups the
tangible things they want from
government, and at the same time
it must explore what these same
actions mean to the mass public
and how it is placated or aroused
by them.*

Features of the Book

This book has helpful features to
make the study of American pol-
itics clear and interesting.

 Essentials boxes outline the basic
structures and processes of Amer-
ican government.

» Other boxes highlight topics of
current interest.

* Important concepts are repeated
and outlined in color.

* Murray Edelman, The Symbolic Uses of Politics,
(Urbana: University of lllinois Press, 1964), p. 12.

» Terms are defined in a running
glossary.

» End-of-chapter summaries review
the main points and concepts.

» Photographs, charts, and graphs
give added meaning to the text dis-
cussion.
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The Two Faces of Politics

I olitics is

e Who?

* Gets what?
*» When?

*» How?

But politics is also

* Who?

» Says what?

« In which channel?
* To whom?

» With what effect?'

Politics can be serious decision making about who gets
what—the distribution of values in society. At the same time,
politics can be about who says what—the communication of
symbols to mass audiences. We often think of politics as a




