
THE MEDIA AND AMERICAN POLITICS
I Media is ubiquitous in American life -- more TV sets than toilets in U.S.

A 1,700 daily newspapers

B 7,000 weekly newspapers

C 4,500 A.M. radio stations

D 3,000 F.M. radio stations

E 750 commercial TV stations

F 400 educational TV stations

G countless magazines, newsletters, cable channels, local access programs, etc.

H play an important --- but often misunderstood --- role in the political process

1) alternately lauded as one of the great examples of American liberty --- the free press, or

2) excoriated as a pernicious, manipulative influence on the process --- the liberal media establishment is a favorite whipping boy of the GOP; Rush Limbaugh and company are viewed as dangerous demagogues by

(a) the Democrats

II Media affect politics in three important ways:

A gatekeepers

B scorekeepers

C watchdogs

D Gatekeeper function = socialization/agenda setting

1) generally provide information that is supportive of the status quo

2) help set the political agenda

3) N.B. -- media rarely changes peoples' minds, but it does affect what they are thinking about

E Scorekeeper function = coverage of campaign

1) media love campaigns

2) tend to cover politics as a horse-race

(a) reporters have little knowledge of government

(b) personalizes politics

(c) very little policy content to reportage

3) media can affect the outcome of races

(a) projection of winners helps some build momentum

(b) candidates with strong TV presence are advantaged

(c) essentially, media have replaced parties as the screeners of weak candidates

F Watch dog function = helping to oversee government

1) pre 1964 = lap dog journalism

2) post 1964 = attack dog journalism

3) coverage of president (and prez. candidates) is intense and continuous and relatively easy

(a) presidents are highly visible, often charismatic (FDR, JFK, RWR, Clinton)

(b) this can be of great use to the president

(c) coverage can also be a source of serious problems

4) Congress is hard to cover and, therefore, suffers vis-a-vis the president

(a) president looks authoritative, decisive, single-minded; Congress looks slow, unorganized, petty --- a gaggle of squawking politicians

(b) Congress looks plodding and dull; cannot rally the people

(c) coverage of Congress is also bifurcated

(i) local media covers individuals, who are given the softest of treatments

(ii) national media cover the institution and portray it as ineffective

(iii) contributes to our schizophrenic attitude toward the Congress
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