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Manipulating Democracy

Manipulation is a source of pervasive anxiety in contemporary American
politics. Observers charge that manipulative practices in political adver-
tising, media coverage, and public discourse have helped to produce an
increasingly polarized political arena, an uninformed and apathetic elec-
torate, election campaigns that exploit public fears and prejudices, a media
that titillates rather than educates, and a policy process that too often
focuses on the symbolic rather than substantive.

Manipulating Democracy ofters the first comprehensive dialogue between
empirical political scientists and normative theorists on the definition and
contemporary practice of democratic manipulation. This impressive array
of distinguished scholars—political scientists, philosophers, cognitive
psychologists, and communications scholars—collectively draws out the
connections between competing definitions of manipulation, the psychol-
ogy of manipulation, and the political institutions and practices through
which manipulation is seen to produce a tightly knit exploration of an
issue at the heart of democratic politics.

Wayne Le Cheminant is Assistant Professor of Political Science at Loyola
Marymount University. He studies contemporary political theory, politi-
cal culture, identity and gender issues, and how ideas and ideology impact
political institutions.

John M. Parrish is Associate Professor of Political Science at Loyola
Marymount University. He is the author of Paradoxes of Political Ethics:
From Dirty Hands to the Invisible Hand.
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Others helped substantially in the process of turning the conference
essays and the additional contributed essays into the present volume.
Michael Kerns at Routledge commissioned the volume and helped guide
us through the process of assembling a complete manuscript. We also
appreciate the efforts of Matthew Streb in encouraging Routledge to
review and eventually back the project. The staff of EvS Communications
undertook the copy editing and saw the manuscript through the produc-
tion process. Brendan Richards assisted substantially in the editing and
formatting of most of the essays. Elizabeth Chitty assembled the index.
Acknowledgement of the various helpful comments and criticisms offered
regarding the essays is made by their authors in the endnotes of each
chapter.

We owe special debts of appreciation to our families, who in the weeks
leading up to the event heard all too often about “the conference” as
excuse for our occasional deficiencies in our familial duties. John Par-
rish has relied as always on the love and friendship of his wife Lynn, dog
George, and (in recent months) daughter Sophie as a motive and reward
for his work. Wayne Le Cheminant wants to thank Monique for her sup-
port and patience during a particularly trying time in her life at the time
this conference took place, and he always relies on the antics and amazing
spirits of his children Ian, Zoe, and Greyson to make life not just bear-
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We dedicate this book with love to Wayne’s children, Ian, Zoe, and
Greyson Le Cheminant, and to John’s sister, Robin Parrish McAlister.
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Introduction
Manipulating Democracy

A Reappraisal

Wayne Le Cheminant and John M. Parrish

Manipulation is a source of pervasive anxiety in American politics, and
more so today than at any time in recent memory. Accusations of manipu-
lative practices in political advertising, media coverage, and public dis-
course have become increasingly widespread. Many observers claim that
the American public finds itself more and more vulnerable to the manipu-
lative practices of elites, and that the effects of manipulation are becoming
more and more damaging to contemporary democracy. Among the host
of societal evils which these observers attribute to the rising tide of politi-
cal manipulation, some of the most egregious include: an increasingly
polarized and antagonistic form of partisan politics; an uninformed and
apathetic electorate; a consultant-driven mode of election campaigning
that frequently exploits public fears and prejudices; a media motivated by
commercial values and by the desire to titillate rather than educate; and a
policy process that too often seems to produce results of symbolic rather
than substantive value.

Consider for a moment the range of contemporary political practices from
the last two decades that might be characterized as fundamental manipu-
lations of democracy:

e Political campaigns and interest groups utilize attack ads such as
the “Willie Horton,” “Swift Boat Veterans for Truth,” and “Kerry
and the Wolves” ads, to influence the outcome of two presidential
clections.!

e High-powered lobbyists and campaign donors such as John Huang
and Jack Abramoft offer millions of dollars in illegal or improper
campaign contributions, and major oil and gas contributors meet
privately with Vice President Dick Cheney to suggest legal language
(later adopted verbatim) for the country’s energy policy.?

e President Bill Clinton’s political adversaries orchestrate two major
ongoing investigations of dubious credibility—the “Whitewater”
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investigation and the Paula Jones lawsuit—eventually costing
hundreds of millions in public funds, and resulting in the presi-
dent’s impeachment. Confronted with these investigations, the
president himself breaks or at least severely bends the law by con-
cealing relevant facts, and helps to orchestrate a merciless smear
campaign against at least one apparently truthful witness, Monica
Lewinsky.?

e Doliticians from presidents on down employ micro-targeted polling
techniques to determine not just which public policy initiatives to
promote and how to sell them, but also such matters as where the
president should vacation, or what breed of presidential pet will best
fit the president’s desired image.*

e Ciritics advance the serious and plausible suggestion that the Bush
administration “manipulated” the country into war through a vari-
ety of techniques: controlled leaks to the press, exploitation of jin-
goistic sentiment, cherry-picking of vital intelligence, persecution or
ostracism of war critics, and a campaign of image management and
stagecraft designed to reinforce the government’s daily message at
the expense of a full public dialogue on the question of war.?

e Less consequentially, but perhaps even more disturbingly, much of
what we perceive as “media coverage” is itself increasingly subject to
being co-opted or shaped backstage to suit political agendas. When
the Bush administration seemingly licenses its own partisans to act
as fake reporters asking questions in the White House press room,
or creates an entirely staged press conference with administration
staffers posing as reporters before the unsuspecting public, we
seem to have crossed the line from mere spin control to something
approaching Orwellian mind control.®

Although examples of political manipulation are as widespread as is
concern about its effects, our scholarly understanding of what manipula-
tion is, what is wrong with it, and what factors facilitate or inhibit its prac-
tice has not kept pace with the rising public concern it engages. Though
we are very aware that manipulation occurs in contemporary democra-
cies, scholars across a wide range of fields are only now coming to grips
with some of the deep-seated cognitive, emotional, and linguistic factors
that make manipulation possible, and with some of the rapidly chang-
ing institutional factors that threaten to expand dramatically its scope
and significance. Cognitive science and linguistic analysis have begun to
show us why manipulation may be a more intractable problem than we
have yet appreciated, while the speed and scale of institutional changes
that facilitate manipulation are accelerating at an alarming rate. Yet our
scholarly understanding of manipulation lags behind the expanding use
of manipulative techniques, and unless our understanding can begin to
catch up to the scale and scope of the changes which manipulation itself is



