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INTRODUCTION

In 1948 Harry S. Truman announced his determination to
bring his presidential reelection effort to the villages and towns
of America. He was able, by his own estimation, to log 31,000
miles in three months and shake the hands of some 500,000
voters. Scarcely four years later, Dwight D. Eisenhower sat
down in a New York City studio to film three dozen television
commercials, for which the voters were brought to him—a few
days later an enterprising agent for Rosser Reeves of the Ted
Bates advertising agency rounded up a group of tourists wait-
ing to see the show at Radio City Music Hall and took those
“typical Americans” to a studio where their questions for Ei-
senhower were filmed, to be joined to Ike’s answers. With that
bit of splicing into a series of spots, called “Eisenhower Answers
America,” a new era of media campaigning began.

A sideshow in the 1950s, political advertising became the
main event in the 1980s. In 1988 a group of George Bush
supporters produced a spot featuring Willie Horton, a fear-
some-looking black convict who, while on furlough from a life
sentence for murder in Massachusetts, had committed a rape.
The ad maintained that this flawed furlough policy illuminated
Michael Dukakis’s soft approach to crime. As paid media, the
spot reached a small audience. Its sponsors could afford only
cable airings, and not many of them. As free media, however,
it reached a large audience. It aired repeatedly on network
newscasts and political talk shows, and newspapers described
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it in detail. Horton soon became a celebrity of sorts. From
prison, he told an inquiring reporter that he supported Du-
kakis (though as a convicted felon, he was not eligible to vote).
The result was more headlines, and more bruises for the Du-
kakis campaign. The columnist Jimmy Breslin wrote that Hor-
ton, like a typical litigious pop figure of the era, planned to
demand residual payments from George Bush for use of his
image. Breslin’s column was written in such a way that it was
difficult to determine where the fact ended and the fiction
began.

By the 1990 congressional and gubernatorial campaigns,
Willie Horton had come to symbolize down-and-dirty cam-
paigning. In October 1990, fifty-three articles in major news-
papers mentioned Horton, giving the convict higher visibility
that month than six of Bush’s cabinet officials (the Secretaries
of Commerce, Interior, Education, Veterans’ Affairs, Agricul-
ture, and Energy). And as the 1992 campaign began, Dukakis
berated the administration’s civil rights stance by saying that
“Willie Horton has been replaced by Willie Quota.”

The consultants grew as prominent as the icons they crafted.
In the 1990 Illinois Senate race, the incumbent, Paul Simon,
declared that he was “running against Roger Ailes as much as
I am against Lynn Martin.” Martin found it necessary to dis-
patch Ailes, who indeed was making her ads, to meet privately
with newspaper editors so that they could see for themselves
whether he had cloven hooves. Similarly, in his 1991 announce-
ment that he planned to seek the Democratic presidential nom- .
ination, former California Governor Jerry Brown echoed Ike’s
1952 motto “Communism, corruption, and Korea”—only now
the alliterative targets were “corruption, careerism, and cam-
paign consulting.”

From Eisenhower to Brown, less than forty years had passed.
In that period the short (thirty- or sixty-second) political com-
mercial, or polispot, developed both distinct rhetorical modes
and distinct visual styles. The polispot also grew to dominate
U.S. political campaigns, especially in national presidential elec-
tions and in the megastates. For example, of the $92.1 million
in campaign funds that George Bush and Michael Dukakis
each spent in 1988, almost half went into “paid media”—polit-
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1988: Bush vs. Dukakis

Americans for Bush
“Horton” Commercial

“Murdered a boy in a rob-
bery, stabbing him 19 times”

Willie Horton

“Kidnapped a young couple,
stabbing the man and re-
peatedly raping his
girlfriend”
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Stabbing
Raping

“Weekend prison passes:
Dukakis on crime”
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Dukakis On Crime
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ical advertising, mainly on TV—and the same ratio is expected
to hold in the 1992 election. In New York in 1982 a rich
unknown named Lewis Lehrman, who had never run for pub-
lic office before, spent close to $10 million as the Republican-
Conservative nominee for governor. His aggressive polispot
campaign gave him statewide recognition (from zero to ninety
percent) and the nomination. In the general election against a
Democrat named Mario Cuomo, Lehrman almost won the
governorship.

Despite the importance of the polispot form, however, little
has been written in any orderly fashion about the recent rise
and present role of political advertising and marketing in
American politics. Every four years magazine and newspaper
articles appear, summoning up fears of campaign manipulation
and behind-the-scenes image makers. Those few books that
have touched on political advertising have fed the popular
iconography of media mercenaries who sell candidates like
soap. We have found these old fears to be groundless and/or
exaggerated. The real state of affairs is probably more serious:
a new form of political communications has appeared, one that
depends on high technology and big dollars and that may be
turning campaigns and elections into a kind of spectator sport,
a television entertainment, something to watch and enjoy but
not necessarily to participate in by voting. In order to present
that argument, our account is divided into four parts. Part [
shows how media strategy fits within the wider campaign, using
a case study from the 1984 primary campaign of John Glenn
and discussing the fall campaigns of 1984 and 1988. Part II is
a narrative of the role of television and polispots in the presi-
dential elections from Eisenhower-Stevenson in 1952 to Bush-
Dukakis in 1988 and the emerging patterns for 1992. The
emphasis is on description and the presentation of represen-
tative spots from those campaigns, both in the text and in
illustrations. Part III is our analysis of the major persuasive
techniques and the visual styles of the polispot form, based on
textual and visual examples from campaigns for mayor, gov-
ernor, the House, and the Senate, as well as president. Part IV
brings together the political narrative and the media tech-
niques. We explain how polispots work, assess the actual (as
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opposed to the fanciful) effects of television campaigns, and
evaluate some proposals for reform.

Our findings are based on two primary sources. First, we
conducted extensive interviews with nineteen of the leading
media managers in the country. Along with these question-
and-answer sessions, some media managers allowed us to watch
them at work, and others arranged for screenings of their
videotape collections of polispots, accompanied by their com-
mentaries. We thank them for their help: Roger Ailes, John
Deardourff, David Garth, Robert Goodman, Charles Guggen-
heim, Michael Kaye, Arie L. Kopelman, Malcolm MacDougall,
Scott Miller, Joseph Napolitan, Barry Nova, Daniel Payne, Ger-
ald Rafshoon, Rosser Reeves, David Sawyer, Tony Schwartz,
Stuart Spencer, Robert Squier, and Ken Swope. In addition to
the interviews and screenings with the media managers, we
talked with other communications specialists, scholars, archi-
vists, consultants, political candidates, and elected officials. We
thank them too, and especially Jonathan Alter, F. Christopher
Arterton, James David Barber, David Boaz, Becky Bond, David
S. Broder, Walter Dean Burnham, Everette Dennis, L. Patrick
Devlin, Ed Dooley, Dick Dresner, Albert Eisele, Richard Fallon,
Jack Flannery, John Florescu, William A. Galston, Curtis Gans,
David Gergen, Kay lsrael, Karlyn Keene, Martin A. Linsky,
Andrey Litsky, Jack P. Lipton, Eddie Mahe, Bill Moyers, John
F. Nugent, J. Gregory Payne, Dean Phillips, John Aristotle
Phillips, Raymond K. Price, Jr., Bruce D. Sales, Robert Shrum,
Jane Smith, Douglas Watts, Ralph Whitehead, Lewis Wolfson,
and Stephen C. Wood.

Our other source of primary materials is the polispots and
other political television materials in the archives of the News
Study Group now at the Department of Journalism at New
York University. This collection, begun in 1972 at MIT, now
numbers some 1,050 commercials, from “Eisenhower Answers
America” of 1952 to the racially charged works of 1988 (Willie
Horton) and 1990 (Jesse Helms’s antiquota ad). The News
Study Group archives were organized and administered from
1980 to 1984 by Jack Link, whose untimely death deprived us
of a lively and inquiring friend. Barry S. Surman prepared
and photographed storyboards and stills for the illustrations
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from 1952 to 1984. More recent stills and storyboards were
prepared by Jocelijn Miller, working under the direction of
Robert Silverman. In addition to our own reporting, interview-
ing, and analysis we consulted reports, articles, campaign mem-
oranda, books, public opinion polls, and political memoirs.
For administrative assistance, we thank the Department of
Political Science at MIT, the Department of Journalism at
NYU, the Woodrow Wilson Center for Scholars, and Harvard’s
Institute of Politics. We also thank Christina Carhart, Ann
Grigler, Adrian Marin, John O’Sullivan, Paul E. Schindler, ]Jr.,
Cynthia Schmechel, Robert Silverman, Polly Smith, and our
proofreader, Lisa Conte of NYU. Final responsibility for the
argument and the analysis rests, of course, solely with us.
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MORNING AGAIN ... AND THE
MORNING AFTER

CHAPTER 1

Eight p.m., and David Sawyer and Scott Miller settle in to work
for their client, John Glenn, U.S. senator from Ohio, candidate
for the Democratic party nomination for president, genuine
national hero. It has been a long day, and Sawyer and Miller
must be conscious of time. Though it is October 1983, with the
presidential election still one year away, candidate Glenn trails
Walter Mondale in the early maneuvering for the nomination.
Mondale has already won important endorsements; the AFL-
CIO, the National Education Association, and Democratic
party leaders such as Governor Mario Cuomo of New York
have come out for him. If activists dominate the party caucuses
and closed primaries, then Glenn must get “the mandate of
the people” in the open primaries—demonstrate his ability to
attract those moderates (Democratic and Republican) and in-
dependents who will later be needed to win the general elec-
tion. Glenn’s pragmatic answer to Mondale’s institutional lead
at this point in the campaign is media (as Mondale’s would be
if the situation were reversed). That is why Sawyer, a forty-
seven-year-old former filmmaker, and Miller, an ex-advertising
copywriter who helped create some of the most acclaimed
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Coca-Cola ad campaigns (“Coke Is It!” “It’s the Real Thing!”),
are working late. They are the communication strategists for
the Glenn campaign, hired to create his television advertising
and to help make his mandate. They don’t have much time.

Tonight, with the telephone at last silent and the conferences
out of the way, Sawyer and Miller have two assignments. First,
they will review the campaign’s “early media,” a Glenn televi-
sion commercial made for airing during Saturday night prime
time on the CBS network. Next they will prepare an “instruc-
tional” videotape of Glenn’s speaking style, to be played for
the candidate in his Washington office in strict privacy.

Sawyer’s involvement in political campaigns goes back to the
late 1960s, and he has submitted to enough reporters’ inter-
views to be sensitive to what may be written that can hurt him,
or his candidate. [nevitably there have been news stories about
the media mercenary in politics only for the hefty fees (up-
wards of $15,000 to $25,000 a month, plus the advertising
industry’s standard 15 percent commission of the hundreds of
thousands of dollars paid for television commercial time). A
few days earlier a newspaper article had referred to Sawyer as
Glenn’s “voice coach,” a description that pained the consultant.
More important, Glenn himself had been stung by a Mario
Cuomo comment about the candidate’s “celluloid image.” The
barb of course cut two ways. While Glenn is a certified national
hero, he has had a hard time parrying the charge that he hasn’t
accomplished all that much in the two decades since his Mer-
cury orbital flight. “Mr. Glenn’s candidacy is still firmly bolted
atop the rocket that lifted him into orbit 21 years ago,” Howell
Raines wrote in the New York Times on this very day that Sawyer
and Miller are working late. Moreover, as a hoped-for consen-
sus candidate seeking to occupy the middle of the political
road, Glenn has tried to avoid taking too many specific policy
stands in his early campaign. His opponents, especially Mon-
dale, have homed in on Glenn’s fuzziness.

Clearly Glenn must offer some substance in his advertising.
His commercials can’t look too stylized. His demeanor on the
stump can’t seem too staged. Images, celluloid or real, can’t be
too prominent in the campaign. And Sawyer in any event says
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he doesn’t believe slickness works in political advertising. The
audience voter, he says, has grown too sophisticated to be taken
in. “They have been watching television for years,” he says.
“They have been exposed to paid political advertising, to news,
to speeches. There is no way you can manipulate them, not
now.”

But just as clearly some communications strategy has to be
followed. It is the way of the political world now, for any office
bigger than village selectman. Aristotle argued that the ideal
state ought to be no larger than a few thousand in population,
so that citizen and magistrate could know each other. Madison
in The Federalist Papers recognized that citizens would organize
into factions and counted on the size of the American republic
(with its population of three million) and on the federal system
to prevent any single faction from gaining ascendancy. Today,
in David Sawyer’s view, technology has reunited the 230 million
people of the republic, drawing together the voters and their
leaders. Face-to-face meetings with everyone are no longer
possible, but substitutes are available. All during the summer
and fall of 1983 the public opinion specialist William Hamilton
worked with Sawyer and Miller, polling voters on their opinions
of the candidates (as were Peter Hart for Mondale and Richard
Wirthlin for Ronald Reagan). Sawyer’s associate, Ned Kennan,
a social psychologist by training, convened representative sam-
ples of the electorate for small meetings called, in the market-
ing trade, focus group interviews (FGIs). In FGIs lasting as
long as three hours, people expressed their feelings about their
own lives and their attitudes about the country and its leaders,
about family, friends, work, goals. The findings of this research
became the basis of Glenn’s first television advertising spots.
True enough, critics might complain about the prominence of
media mercenaries in the campaigns, about the high-tech mar-
keting of candidates, about the manipulation of the hapless
voter. But Sawyer saw it all as greater democracy and choice;
polling, attitudinal surveys, and television would together
achieve the Aristotelian goal. “We can now engage in a genuine
dialogue with the voter,” Sawyer told us, “and we can measure
the impact we are having.”
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Reaching for “Hot Buttons”

The offices of D. H. Sawyer & Associates were then at 60 West
55th Street in New York; in 1986 they moved to sleek new
offices. DHS & Associates, like a score of similar firms across
the country, is equipped to do time buying, FGIs, advertising,
and all the other tasks of the modern political campaign. Its
work is substantive, though it must necessarily deal in appear-
ances too. During the fall of 1983, Sawyer and Miller were
involved in what John Carey at the University of Pennsylvania
called the metacampaign—the campaign within the campaign.
The metacampaign is waged not so much to win public support
as to convince the big contributors, party workers, reporters,
and the other attentive political elites of the actual campaign’s
credibility. If the metacampaign succeeds, money and volun-
teers will flow in; the press and the opinion makers will pro-
mote the desired positive image. In the campaign of John
Glenn this would mean the appearance of a winner to Mon-
dale’s loser image, even though Mondale might in fact be lead-
ing in the public polls.

Metacampaigns and media politics begin so early, require so
many specialist talents, and cost so much that their very prom-
inence often obscures the fact that this is a relatively new
development in American politics. The Mondale strategy was
until very recently the exclusive path to victory—a traditional
old politics campaign of organizational loyalties, institutional
endorsements, and party identification. Glenn, by contrast,
started out as a new politics campaigner. Sawyer may have
been exaggerating when he told us, that autumn night, that
the Mondale versus Glenn race was a “battle for the soul of
the Democratic party.” But it did begin as a contest about where
the muscle and bone of modern electoral politics were and a
test of how much could be achieved by media and advertising.
Certainly, when it started, no one could say with assurance how
it would turn out.

Sawyer holds a Scotch whisky and ice in a glass. Miller is
sipping Coke from a can. Sawyer went to Milton Academy and
studied Chaucer at Princeton. Miller, as it happens, is from a
small town in Ohio, just like Glenn. Sawyer is dressed in the
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manner of an Ivy League executive about Manhattan: gray
suit, oxford shirt, muted silk tie. Miller, thirty-eight, is wearing
blue jeans, a blue denim jacket, and boots; with his reddish-
blond hair and bent nose he looks like a New York City plain-
clothes detective. Sawyer made independent documentaries,
including one nominated for an Academy Award, before going
into the political communications business fourteen years ago.
Miller joined Sawyer in 1976 to moonlight in political cam-
paigns, while still holding down his creative job for Coca-Cola
and other clients at the McCann-Erickson advertising agency
in New York. Those campaigns for Coca-Cola remain as close
to his consciousness as the can of Coke in his hand. Miller did
the Mean Joe Greene television spot in 1978, an ad so popular
that it spawned a TV movie. Many people who don’t drink
Coke—somewhere, someone said it’s not “good for you”—can
still remember today that old Mean Joe commercial as an emo-
tional experience. Why were we moved by it? Why should a
thirty-second commercial pitch on an ephemeral medium, for
what is, after all, a trivial product, affect us so? And what might
that have to do with the advertising campaign of John Glenn
and the choice of the next president of the United States?
Sawyer had spoken of a type of commercial that touches us
personally, that hits what marketing specialists call our “hot
buttons” of emotional response. Soft drink commercials on
television are usually full of frolicking and fun: people playing
with dogs, Frisbees, children; handsome young couples nuz-
zling; above all, folks smiling while consuming the product.
Coca-Cola usually does its commercials that way and so does
Pepsi-Cola. The trade calls them life-style commercials. We the
viewers are supposed to associate all the good feeling and all
the good living with the drink—and reach for it. The Mean
Joe spot, however, went against this frothy wave of advertising.
Joe Greene was a large, menacing-looking (and black) foot-
ball player of the champion Pittsburgh Steelers teams of the
1970s. He served on the defensive line where the toughest
physical combat takes place. Even if much of the audience
didn’t know this background, the commercial makes it clear:
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VIDEO

Camera up on close-up
(CU) of grim Greene, limp-
ing slowly down tunnel
from field toward locker
room; words “Mean Joe
Greene” superimposed on
picture.

Cut to kid (white, about age
nine) standing in tunnel,
bottle of Coke in hand.

Cut to Greene, grimacing.

Cut to kid, offering bottle.

Cut to Greene, sighing. He
takes it, drinks greedily.

Cut to kid, who hesitates,
waiting for autograph or
some sign of recognition.

Finally kid turns to leave,
reluctantly.

Cut to Greene, suddenly an-
imated. He grabs his game
jersey and tosses it.

Cut to kid, beaming, catch-
ing shirt.

AUDIO

Kid [sound on film (SOF)]:
“Mr. Greene! Mr. Greene!
... I just want you to know:
I think—you’re the
greatest!”

Greene [SOF]: “Yeah.
Sure.”

Kid [SOF]: “Want my Coke?
It’s okay. You can have it.”

Greene [SOF]: “Okay.
Thanks.”

Music, lyric under dialogue:
“A Coke and a smile/Makes
me feel good/Makes me feel
nice.”

Kid [SOF]: “See ya, Joe.”

Greene [SOF]: “Hey, kid!
Catch!”

Kid [SOF]: “Wow! Thanks,
Mean joe!”
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Supers fill screen: “HAVE Music swells.
A COKE AND A SMILE
... COKE ADDS LIFE.”

Undeniably, we feel good after seeing this thirty-second play-
let. “A transition has taken place,” Miller explains, gesturing
with his own can of Coke. “The world is an unhappy place:
your boss doesn’t appreciate you, or your spouse, Or your
parents, or your kids.” But in the miniworld of “Mean Joe and
the Kid,” “an emotional exchange occurs”—between adult and
child, hero and audience, black and white. The black man still
cares, with all the burdens he has had to bear. The kid can still
dream of bright tomorrows, when he is a man and a hero. We
all can still hope. We begin to feel good about ourselves and
the world. Our hot button has been touched. And the medium
of this human exchange, its symbol, is Coke.

At this point, in our view, the transitional picture gets murky.
Some people, at some level of cognition, will associate their
good feelings with Coke and go out and purchase the drink.
Others will savor the spot—and continue to drink 7-Up. Mem-
orable advertising, we know, often wins prizes but fails to move
goods. No one has been able to encapsulate the successful
marketing of products, let alone political candidates, in one
surefire formula. “Ninety percent of my advertising doesn’t
work, and ten percent does,” a bit of Madison Avenue apoc-
rypha has an executive complaining. “But 1 don’t know which
ten percent.” None of this stops advertising and marketing
people from trying to find the 10 percent that works. And
Sawyer and Miller admit to no self-doubts. As Coke is the
common ground for “Mean Joe and the Kid,” so too in the
Sawyer-Miller 1984 scenario is Glenn to be the common
ground for Americans: the hero symbol who makes us feel
good. An observer may doubt whether the public will buy the
product. But if Sawyer and Miller are worried, they aren't
showing it this night.

A Narrow Window of Opportunity

Sawyer and Miller have finished editing and are screening their
first Glenn commercial on a videoplayer in a conference room;
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the shelves on the wall are stacked with cassettes. A file of
survey research, thick as the Manhattan phone book, sits on
Sawyer’s desk. As much as possible has been done to discover
the hot buttons of the contemporary American voter. For
weeks now, Sawyer and Miller have been studying the Hamil-
ton polls and the Kennan FGIs. Voters have been telling the
researchers that they feel oppressed by events: the economy
swings, incomprehensibly, between highs and lows; the nuclear
weapons buildup outpaces the efforts at arms control; Dioxin,
toxic waste, and acid rain seem to threaten the air they breathe
and the land they live on. They feel unappreciated, misunder-
stood. Above all the characteristic American confidence in a
plentiful future—the belief that our kids will have it even better
than we did—has been reversed. As the Reagan eighties reach
midpoint, Americans are telling the Glenn researchers that
they believe things will be worse for their kids than they have
been for them.

These same Americans also have much to say about the
putative leaders of the country. Walter Mondale, for example,
comes across as honest and likeable—"“Heck, I like him too,”
says Sawyer. The FGIs reveal that while many Americans con-
sider Mondale a traditional politician, they also believe that the
current troubles of the nation are moral rather than political.
Mondale, as the Glenn strategists have been reading the re-
search in late 1983, is identified with the discredited past and
with the waffling policies and big-spender approaches of the
Jimmy Carter administration “that got us into all this trouble
in the first place.” The immediate beneficiary of this disen-
chantment with Carter and traditional Democratic party poli-
cies has been, of course, Ronald Reagan. In the FGIs that
Sawyer and Miller have in front of them, Reagan appears as
the “stern father,” in Sawyer’s phrase, who in 1980 adminis-
tered the bitter medicine we all knew we needed to take. We
were too soft, too permissive, too lazy. The Japanese were
producing better cars and TVs. The Russians—even the Ira-
nians—were pushing us around. A typical Reagan voter, a blue-
collar worker on an assembly line, might say in his focus group,
“I've been a Democrat, and 1 was making $20.50 an hour. But
I wasn’t working that hard, and we weren’t doing that good a
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job. We needed to be shaken up.” He approved of Reagan’s
attacks on “welfare bums.” (When he lost his job, and when his
unemployment benefits seemed threatened, he may have felt
differently.) Reagan may have been right for 1980 and for
today, though even that was beginning to be questioned. But
he had not been all that fair to the poor, the black, and the
dispossessed. Indeed, some of the research uncovered voter
fears of impending social upheaval, especially in the Northeast
(real-life mean—and mad—]Joes would throw Molotov cocktails
rather than jerseys). It was, in short, time to move ahead.

If Mondale represented policies of the past and Reagan those
of the present, then that left one direction for John Glenn.
What would be more apt for the first American to go into orbit
than to identify with the future? It seemed perfect for Glenn
as a communications strategy. But when people were asked in
their FGIs what they knew of John Glenn, they would offer
“former astronaut” and little else. Glenn may have become,
postastronaut, both a successful business executive (good
enough to become a rich man) by the late 1960s and a U.S.
senator by 1974. Yet few people knew that. One of the first
tasks of DHS & Associates would be, as Sawyer explained, “to
help fill in the gaps in the candidate’s record.” If Glenn was
being positioned in the political marketplace as a leader for
the future, then his early advertising had to tell people what
he had been doing the last twenty years.

Still Glenn’s past contained the major edge that DHS &
Associates would be extremely reluctant to lose. When the men
and women in the focus groups expressed their pessimism
about the state of the country, they also recalled a time when,
they said, things were good, when the country was on the move,
when it was possible to believe in themselves and in their lead-
ers. That time, according to Sawyer, was the early 1960s, with
the mythic John F. Kennedy in the White House. In all the
surveys, Kennedy’s presidency was remembered (or misre-
membered) with pride as a time of Camelot and Can Do. He
promised to get Americans on the moon before the Russians,
and we did it. He scared the steel barons into line. He faced
down Khrushchev in the Cuban Missile Crisis (never mind
Castro and the Bay of Pigs).
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With this research Sawyer and Miller began shaping the
words and images for Glenn’s first advertising. A camera crew
went to Ohio to tape Glenn delivering a speech at a school; the
crew followed him to a factory visit and a county fair. In
Newton, lowa, Glenn and his wife Annie met with some thirty
voters assembled by the Glenn campaign at the Izaak Walton
League lodge. Glenn is standing in front of a fireplace and an
American flag. The lowans are seated on folding chairs. The
questions and answers are spontaneous. Glenn gives long “un-
television” answers; to the first question about nuclear arms,
he says he has a five-point program—and explains each point.
The emotional hot point—the human exchange—is clearly in-
tended to be the appearance of Mrs. Glenn, who until a few
years ago had a major debilitating stutter. She is asked what
kind of man, and potential president, her husband is, and she
replies quietly, exerting control over cach word: “. . . He knows
about war . . . he has been in two. He doesn’t have to watch
late-night television to know about war. . . . He will work hard
and keep his promises. He cares about the poor . . . the people
without anything to eat . . . he cares about the en, nnnn, envir,
enviro . . . let me try that again. He cares about the environment.
He cares about the handicapped. I ought to know. I’'m one. I
was one of them, and he helped me. I could go on and on.
.. .” Glenn then comes to his wife’s side and says, “Well, I
guess I have one vote here. . . .” “Annie,” he explains, “used
to be an eighty-five percent stutterer, which means that she
couldn’t get out eighty-five percent of all her words without
stuttering. . . . You don’t know what it means to Annie to get
up and give a speech like that.”

Sawyer had two crews at the Izaak Walton lodge shooting
about two hours of the exchange; then, back in New York
Sawyer’s editors cut the material to thirty minutes. Meanwhile
other researchers obtained NASA film and news stock of
Glenn’s orbital flight and his return to a joyous national wel-
come. The Walton lodge material was shown on statewide Iowa
television only, on the evening of October 19. On that night
several thousand lowans were invited to some seven hundred
house parties around the state to see the program. Glenn had
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been having severe staff problems with his Iowa state cam-
paign, and the house parties were intended to be an “organi-
zational tool” to attract volunteers. While the Iowans saw the
Walton lodge material, the Ohio tapes together with the his-
torical footage were edited into a four-minute, thirty-second
spot for national exposure. The political realities of Glenn’s
situation—his strategists’ conviction that he had to create his
mandate at the very beginning of the nomination process, in
Iowa and New Hampshire—had dictated an early start. “We
have,” said Sawyer, “a very narrow window of opportunity.”
The shorter spot, called “Believe in the Future Again,” first
aired on CBS at 8:55 p.m. EST, October 15, 1983.

In “Believe” the spot makers positioned Glenn as the com-
mon ground, the link both to a patriotic heritage and to a
confident future. “He shows he has no fear,” Miller says. The
political present is ignored: no specific Glenn votes in the Sen-
ate are mentioned. The transition point, the emotional ex-
change, occurs with the evocation of John F. Kennedy and the
space program’s triumphs. That was the time when, the com-
mercial implies, America had the right stuff. Glenn has it now,
to lead America to greatness again:

VIDEO AUDIO

... Cut to Glenn in space Announcer [voice-over

suit, walking by camera, (VO)): “They call him one

waving; cut to extreme of the true American

close-up (ECU) of Glenn’s heroes.”

face seen through visor of

helmet, as he prepares for Mission control voice, as

blast-off. heard inside Mercury cap-
sule [VO]: “Godspeed, John
Glenn!”

Cut to rocket lifting off; Announcer [VO]: “Hurtling

cut to Glenn inside cap- through space at five miles

sule, moving slowly in per second, as the whole

weightlessness. world held its breath.
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Cut to John F. Kennedy,
walking in front of Glenn;
then Kennedy and Glenn in
motorcade (black and white
footage).

Cut to various shots of
Glenn campaigning.

Cut to Glenn outdoors, talk-
ing to voter, then walking
off and shouting.

Cut to Glenn and his wife
in motorcade, waving; then
cut to various shots of
Glenn with voters.

Cut to Glenn at outdoor
rally.

14

“He represented America
in one of its finest hours,
fulfilling the pledge of a
young president full of
hope and courage and faith
in our future.

“Astronaut, Marine offi-
cer, successful businessman,
senator—a lifetime dedi-
cated to excellence, dedi-
cated to this country.”

Glenn [SOF]: “Got one vote
today!”

Announcer [VO]: “This is
the message he takes for-
ward with his wife Annie by
his side. Talking about what
we can do, not what we
can’t. Not just promising
what he’ll do for you but
telling you what we can do
together.”

Glenn [SOF): “This is a
time to set a new direction.
It’s a time to begin setting
goals again for this country.
It’s a time to challenge the
American people—"

Announcer [VO]: “This is
John Glenn.”

The air time for “Believe” cost $35,000—a real bargain, says
Sawyer—and the fund-raising trailer at the end brought in
some $5,000 in contributions. This was a bonus; “Believe”
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basically had been designed to begin the metacampaign aimed
at the attentve political audiences. As Sawyer explained,
Glenn, by being first with his message, was attempting “to
frame the campaign with his chosen themes.” The media cam-
paign itself came next, in January, with a $3 million series of
spots intended to accentuate the differences between Mondale
and Glenn. The spots depict a Mondale who is a tool of big
labor and other special interests, whereas Glenn is framed by
such words as “independent,” “honest,” and “courageous.”

Every four years presidential campaigns produce a vogue
word, like credibility (much used in the first post-Watergate
election of 1976) or momentum (George Bush was said to have
it, briefly, in 1980). For 1984 framing was favored. Glenn’s
attempts to frame the campaign reflect an understandable con-
cern for taking the initiative and presenting his candidacy and
the race in his own terms. A frame, however, also implies
setting rather than substance. The Glenn candidacy had a se-
ries of major problems with the substantive part of the cam-
paign—the contents of the frame.

There was, most of all, the matter of his fuzzily defined
demeanor. Who, exactly, was John Glenn? As his detractors
saw him, Glenn was a not very bright, retired Marine colonel.
Barry Nova, a New York advertising man, did the media and
advertising when Glenn first ran for the Democratic nomina-
tion for U.S. Senate in 1970. Nova is now a business executive
in Greenwich, Connecticut, out of advertising and politics (“1
don’t even go to Madison Avenue any more,” he says). Glenn,
Nova now says, was a “great astronaut and a valid national
hero” but also “shallow of thought . . . an egocentric.” There
was also the matter of Glenn’s erratic ability to communicate
his goals. In 1970 Nova found Glenn “pedantic in speech,”
and declared he didn’t know what his candidate stood for and
didn’t think the Ohio voters knew either. Some thirteen years
later, media managers still worried about Glenn’s speech-mak-
ing abilities, and Nova said he still didn’t know what Glenn
stood for.

Walter Mondale, for his part, also had an early framing
strategy, one intended to prevent being engulfed in Glenn’s
elaborate media launching. Throughout 1983 Mondale consis-
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1984: John Glenn

Glenn ID Commercial

“Godspeed, John Glenn!”

“Fulfilling the pledge of a
young president”

“John Glenn for president”
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tently raised the most money of any candidate from private
sources. He entered 1984 with some $9 million—to Glenn’s $6
million—and, under the terms of campaign finance law, got an
additional $3 million in federal money, an allocation based on
the amount of money raised privately (through the convention,
each candidate could spend $24 million). With money and
organization in place, Mondale’s framing strategy called for
attack. A perfect metacampaign event provided the stage for
one execution of this strategy. During September and October
of 1983 the New York State Democratic party held a series of
candidate forums throughout the state. Governor Mario
Cuomo, the leading Mondale supporter in the state, served as
host and interlocutor.

On September 26 in Syracuse Cuomo caught Glenn by sur-
prise, asking Glenn to tell the audience how he differed from
Mondale. The automatic pilot locked into place. Glenn said
that while he had been going around the country discussing
his own views, he was not going to characterize the views of
another candidate, drone, drone, drone. Two days later in
Rochester, Cuomo pitched the readied Mondale the same ques-
tion. Mondale replied in forceful detail, ticking off traditional
Democratic party policies that he had supported and Glenn
opposed: score a big win for Mondale.

Glenn came better prepared for the final candidates’ meeting
at Town Hall in New York City. One of the three designated
questioners, the Duke University political scientist, James David
Barber, asked Glenn in effect if his orbital flight wasn’t some-
thing of a stunt, like Evel Knievel hurtling the Snake River
Canyon on a motorcycle. Barber had voiced a legitimate con-
cern of voters, asking if Glenn possessed sufficient knowledge
of political affairs, if he had the right stuff to be president. But
the reference to the stunt man was maladroit. The crowd began
hissing Barber before he had finished. Glenn forcefully talked
about his military service, his fighter pilot missions in World
War Il and Korea. “I was not doing Hellcats of the Navy on a
movie lot”—a reference to a Grade B Ronald Reagan-Nancy
Davis movie—"“when I was doing 149 missions.” To rising ap-
plause, Glenn declared how proud he had been to represent
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the United States as an astronaut and to show the world what
America could accomplish. Hot buttons tingled.

This may have been the high point of 1983, and of his
campaign, for Glenn. In the early fall of 1983 he was leading
Mondale thirty-nine to thirty-three in some polls; by the end
of the year the figures showed a startling reversal, with Mon-
dale being favored over Glenn forty-three to twenty-nine as
the institutional endorsements and organizational strengths of
the Mondale campaign began to pay off, at least in the popu-
larity polls. Mondale’s old politics approach brought victory in
the Iowa party caucuses on February 20. In New Hampshire’s
first primary on February 28, Senator Gary Hart emerged with
an unexpected win. In both contests Glenn was a disappointing
also-ran.

In the lowa-New Hampshire stage of the 1984 campaign
Glenn had framed his issues, reidentified himself, introduced
his theme of leadership for the future, and attacked Mondale
in negative ads—Sawyer preferred to call them contrast ads—
as the candidate of the special interests. Glenn had used his
astronaut image and the bulk of his campaign capital, and the
voters rejected him. In mid-March he withdrew.

What happened? As we shall see repeatedly in the narrative
that follows, electoral politics involve much more than the
media plans of any one candidate. In 1984 it was clear that
Mondale’s initial organizational successes and Hart’s early
“momentum” provided some explanation for Glenn’s faltering
trajectory. But John Glenn himself must answer too for his
sputtering campaign. His television ads were in our opinion
excellent—on the whole better than any of the spots for the
other Democratic primary candidates, and as good as any pri-
mary spots we encountered in our research. They helped “blow
a hole,” in Sawyer’s words, in the notion of Mondale’s “invin-
cibility.” But the real Glenn, as opposed to the videotaped
Glenn, couldn’t exploit that hole. Hart, whose media also po-
sitioned him as the candidate of the future, was able to move
into the breach—even as Glenn failed to stir those lowa and
New Hampshire voters who came to take his measure. Some
of them, on meeting him, were to declare that there was “no
there there.”
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Hart’s Stumbles, Mondale’s Beef

Gary Hart, the cool, enigmatic senator, became Mondale’s chief
rival. Hart’s rise and fall had a meteorlike quality—though his
wilder trajectory wouldn’t occur until three years later, on the
eve of the 1988 race, in the company of a sometime model and
prospective starlet named Donna Rice. Hart was forty-six in
1984; he had managed George McGovern’s disastrous 1972
campaign. In 1974 he won election in his home state of Colo-
rado. Hart called himself the presidential candidate of “new
ideas.” Handsome, rangy in his cowboy boots, he looked a lot
like Warren Beatty, and in fact often spent time with the actor.
Hart became a viable alternative to Mondale, in the press at
least, when he won a not-so-close second in lowa, 16 percent
to Mondale’s 50 percent, and from there achieved an unex-
pected win in New Hampshire.

Hart’s media man was Raymond Strother, a Texan who had
attended LSU and had done a number of Louisiana statewide
races. Hart was his first presidential campaign client. In 1983
Strother had approached Hart. The financially strapped Hart
campaign liked Strother’s offer to work without a fee, taking
only 15 percent of the campaign’s expenditures for TV and
radio time—instead of the usual 15 percent plus a sizable fee.

Two months remained before the Iowa caucuses, and the
campaign had nothing on television. Strother needed to make
commercials quickly and cheaply. He screened a film of Hart’s,
shot the previous year on a Colorado mountain. Hart’s com-
ments on specific issues were far too long for thirty-second
spots, and so Strother used a computer graphics device that
created the effect of turning pages: it peels one image up, over
itself, and off the screen. This covered the splices where
Strother cut Hart’s comments. Hart’s face filled the center of
the screen, surrounded by a grid that seemed to disappear
behind the image. At the bottom of the screen was Hart’s name
in computer-style letters. Hart had been called an “Atari Dem-
ocrat,” in recognition of his economic emphasis on postindus-
trial technologies rather than smokestack America. Now his
ads looked like a videogame display. The page-turning spots
helped Hart make an impact on lowa. Hart's lowa “success,”
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in turn, brought him national media attention that helped the
campaign raise money, which bought TV time for the ads in
New Hampshire: media for more media.

But commercials caused the Hart campaign to stumble on
the eve of the Illinois primary. Strother made an ad that linked
Mondale to Edward “Fast Eddie” Vrdolyak, a leader of the
“white” faction of Chicago’s Democratic party (the other faction
belonged to Harold Washington, Chicago’s first black mayor).
As the video showed Vrdolyak and Mondale, the announcer
said: “Eddie Vrdolyak has decided that Walter Mondale will
be your candidate for president. Gary Hart and a lot of people
who think for themselves stand in the way.” The spot was
designed for the Chicago TV market, with its large black
audience.

Attacking a candidate on the basis of his supporters is as old
as politics; the coming of the polispot only helps dramatize this
form. A Lyndon Johnson commercial in 1964 told viewers that
the Ku Klux Klan had endorsed Barry Goldwater—and accom-
panied the charge with shots of Klansmen and cross burnings.
Hart himself, in ads aired a few weeks earlier, had tried to tie
Mondale to “the Washington insiders and special interests.”
Hart's problem lay with his own insiders. Hart had not seen
the Vrdolyak script; when he did, he vetoed the ad. Hart
believed it would be a mistake for a presidential campaign to
get embroiled in Chicago’s roughhouse racial politics, and he
had said as much in a newspaper interview. But by then the
ad was already on the air—at the instruction of campaign poller
Pat Caddell.

At this point, the Friday night before the Tuesday primary,
Strother knew killing the rest of the spot’s schedule would be
difficult. More than that, Strother believed the change in strat-
egy would become the campaign story through Tuesday.
Strother recommended leaving the ad on for the weekend and
pulling it Monday. The campaign manager, Oliver “Pudge”
Henkel, concurred, and he passed the recommendation to
Hart. But Hart was adamant: the ad had to be canceled. Mean-
while Hart refused to answer reporters’ questions about the
ad’s attack on Mondale. “Why should I have to?” he said.




Morning Again 21

1984: Gary Hart and Walter Mondale

Hart Page-Turning
Commercial

Blue jeans and Atari
graphics

Mondale ID Commercial

In presidential suit and tie
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“They're not my ads. I didn’t want them produced, and I didn’t
want them on the air.” It was answer enough for the voters,
but the TV stations had programmed their weekend schedule
on computers and the programs couldn’t be changed. As
Strother had feared, the Hart campaign’s confusion over the
ads became the story of the final days, conveying the message
that Hart couldn’t run his own campaign. Mondale said he
wondered how a man who couldn’t even get his own ads off
the air could handle the presidency. (Campaign manager Hen-
kel later remarked that winning the presidency is easier than
canceling a TV ad on a weekend.) Caddell’s polls had shown
Hart eleven points ahead; by Sunday night, as the Vrdolyak
spot story dominated the news, Hart was nine points behind
Mondale.

While Hart’s video attack on Mondale backfired, Mondale’s
video attacks on Hart seemed to hit their target. Mondale’s
spots had their roots in focus groups held after New Hamp-
shire. The groups had found strong support for Gary Hart
across the board—except on one issue. When asked whom they
would be more comfortable with in a foreign crisis, Hart or
Mondale, strong majorities chose the former vice-president.
The result was Mondale’s red phone ad: Camera up on a red
phone—presumably the White House—Strategic Air Com-
mand link, an image that the media managers have called upon
from the early days of the missile age—as the voice-over speaks
of the presidency as “the most awesome, powerful responsibil-
ity in the world. . . . The idea of an unsure, unsteady, untested
hand is something to really think about.” The ad reinforced
what the press was saying about Hart. Mondale won Illinois by
five points, and went on to win the nomination.

In the general election, Mondale faced a far tougher battle.
Even the best-tuned strategy would hardly have guaranteed
victory, given the generally optimistic mood of a middle-class
electorate in an America not at war and enjoying economic
good times. Moreover the incumbent was well-liked and at ease
with the demands of a media campaign. Mondale, on the other
hand, was clearly uncomfortable with television. “I never
warmed to TV,” Mondale would say later, “and it never
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warmed to me.” From a technical point of view, the Mondale
media effort was competent enough. Time buying is one of
the technologies of the mass media campaign, and the Nielsen
measurements showed that Mondale’s time-buying operation
bought more viewers per dollar than Reagan’s did. A Mondale
spot on CBS on October 4, for example, drew a 19.0 rating—
the best political rating of the month—whereas a Reagan spot
rated an 8.8 on NBC the following night—the worst of the
month. The Mondale problem was not advertising technique
but political judgment.

The Mondale campaign tried out a variety of media experts
and media themes. Richard Leone, who had a background in
New Jersey politics, was Mondale’s senior media adviser, and
a young Texan named Roy Spence produced the spots. The
campaign tried to hire David Garth, a leader in the field (see
chapter 14). But Garth demanded full control of the Mondale
media campaign, and the candidate’s inner circle of loyalists
from his Minnesota days—known as “The Norwegians’—
wasn’t willing to delegate that much authority. The campaign
then turned to David Sawyer and Scott Miller, available after
the Glenn debacle. DHS created more than a dozen spots for
Mondale; the campaign ultimately used only one of them, in
which a roller coaster plunges down a steep slope. The voice-
over says “Nineteen eighty-two. Reaganomics sinks our country
into the deepest recession and unémployment in fifty years.”
Screams echo in the background, and then the closing graphic
fills the screen: “If you're thinking of voting for Ronald Reagan
in 1984—think of what will happen in 1985.”

Another Mondale theme was fairness—urged on the cam-
paign by Pat Caddell, who had joined Mondale after Hart'’s
demise. One well-conceived ad combined an economic message
with the fairness theme. The camera shows business types in
dark suits marching from the U.S. Treasury building into lim-
ousines; the voice-over identifies them as “profitable corpora-
tions that pay no taxes, defense contractors on bloated budgets,
foreign interests who make money on our debt. . . . You're pay-
ing for their free ride.” A series of spots tried to create an image
of the Other America excluded from the Reagan prosperity.
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One, aimed at liberal hot buttons, showed elderly women, dig-
nified but frightened, talking quietly about proposed cuts in
food stamp aid for the poor. “I just want enough to get along,”
one says to the camera. “That’s all I ask.” Another showed a
farmer saying, “I guess if I had enough money, maybe I could
be a Republican.” The theme of Reagan’s “unfairness” never
caught on. One trouble was that the definition of the Other
America was too narrow. Voters might shake their heads com-
passionately at the plight of the elderly woman on food stamps,
and then cast their vote for Reagan anyway. A better strategy
might have been to include blue-collar and middle-income peo-
ple in the Other America excluded from the Reagan bounty.

When candidates fall far behind, they turn to so-called neg-
ative or attack spots (we treat this inevitable progress—or, ac-
tually, descent—in more detail in chapter 14). At the
campaign’s end the Democrats’ chosen anti-Reagan theme was
the threat of nuclear war as well as Reagan’s reputation as a
too relaxed, no-hands president. One spot dusted off the red
phone from Mondale’s primary ads. The voice-over talks om-
inously about “killer weapons in space” with “a response time’
so short there’ll be no time to wake a president.”

Reagan’s Winning Ways
In retrospect it’s hard to believe that Reagan’s reelection effort
was ever in doubt. Try as he did, Mondale couldn’t link Reagan
to the mounting federal deficit, the greatest burden of Rea-
ganomics to the country. The national debt simply wouldn’t
stick as a campaign issue: it was too abstract—no one could
look outside the window and see the beast labeled “deficit”
hunkering down on the front lawn. On the other side, Mondale
was identified as the candidate advocating the need for a tax
increase, and that homed in on almost every voter’s immediate
vision. While it was said that Mondale was promising April 15
for everyone, Reagan offered up Christmas morning with
bright presents under the tree.

It was late May when the first flight of Reagan ads aired.
“It’s morning again in America,” begins the mellifluous voice
of Hal Riney, one of the hottest ad men of the 1980s (Gallo
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Wines, later Bartles and Jaymes). A series of lush shots follow—
families, a parade, a wedding, and over and over again, Amer-
ican flags. “Americans are working again,” Riney says in one
ad, “and so is America.” Another spot shows workers refur-
bishing the Statue of Liberty, and closes with the graphic:
“President Reagan: Rebuilding the American Dream.” A few
of the spots take an indirect dig at Mondale; Riney asks, “Why
would we ever want to return to where we were less than four
short years ago?” In most of the “Morning Again” ads a small
photo of Reagan appears at the end, next to an American flag.

A member of Mondale’s media staff termed the ads “a Hol-
lywood feel-good campaign.” The slickness was a conscious
decision, according to Reagan’s media director, Douglas Watts.
“We wanted high production values,” he told us. For one thing,
“Nancy Reagan demanded them.” Mrs. Reagan had collabo-
rated with White House aide Michael Deaver to oust Peter
Dailey, the Los Angeles advertising producer who had created
Reagan’s 1980 ads. Dailey’s work, Mrs. Reagan believed, looked
amateurish and unpolished (that had been Dailey’s intent; he
feared slickness would remind voters of Reagan’s Hollywood
days). In Dailey’s place the campaign ultimately created its own
ad agency by borrowing talent from Madison Avenue agencies.
The Tuesday Team, as the group was called, was headed by
James Travis, the president of the agency Della Femina, Tra-
visano. Aside from Hal Riney, team members included Phil
Dusenberry, who had produced Pepsi’s Michael Jackson ads,
and Ron Travisano, who had created the singing cat ads for
Meow Mix.

Besides the “Morning Again” spots, the Reagan campaign
aired a half-hour film on September 11 that further drove
home the simple themes of optimism and patriotism. One
thirty-second sequence showed Air Force One, the Statue of
Liberty, the White House, and eleven shots of American flags.
Another sequence showed Reagan eulogizing the men who fell
at Normandy Beach. But Reagan’s best spot of the period
waved flags only metaphorically:
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VIDEO

Camera up on a grizzly
bear. It lumbers across a
hilltop, crosses a stream and
forges through underbrush.

Cut to a slightly blurry im-
age of the bear (shot
through a diffusion filter).
It walks slowly along a
ridge, silhouetted against
sky. It looks up, stops sud-
denly, and takes a step
backward. The camera pulls
back to show a man stand-
ing a few yards away, facing
the bear. He too is silhouet-
ted. A gun is slung over his
shoulder.

Cut to closing graphic:
“President Reagan: Pre-
pared for Peace.”
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AUDIO

(Under announcer, a drum
plays incessantly, like a
heartbeat.)

Announcer (Riney) [VOI:
“There’s a bear in the
woods. For some people,
the bear is easy to see. Oth-
ers don't see it at all. Some
people say the bear is tame.
Others say it’s vicious and
dangerous. Since no one
can really be sure who's
right, isn’t it smart to be as
strong as the bear? [Pause.]
If there is a bear.”

Riney had created “Bear,” working up a storyboard that used
magazine cutouts. The spot was filmed in Oregon, using a bear
trained to stop, look up, and step backward when it walked
into a hidden wire. Tests showed the spot achieved an extraor-
dinarily high recall rate. Many viewers missed the Soviet alle-
gory but got the message of peace through strength. According
to Watts, the ad attracted two demographic groups whose views
often diverge: women liked the peace-through-strength ap-
peal, and blue-collar men warmed to the macho theme.

The Reagan campaign also reminded viewers of Mondale’s
April 15 “promise.” “Tax Vignettes” showed a hard-hat laborer
at work, a woman in a kitchen, and a farmer in the field, while
the announcer said that Mondale expected people to put in a
bit more overtime, to stretch the family budget farther, and to
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1984: Ronald Reagan

Reagan’s Bear

“There’s a bear in the
woods”

“Some people say the bear is
tame. Others say it's vicious
and dangerous”

“Since no one can really be
sure who's right, isn’t it
smart to be as strong as the
bear?”
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spend a few more hours in the fields—in order to pay higher
taxes. On election day, November 6, the voters pulled the lever
for December 25. Reagan won 59 percent of the popular vote,
to 41 percent for Mondale. In the electoral college, Reagan
won forty-nine states; Mondale held only his home state, Min-
nesota, and the District of Columbia.

The media campaigns directed at the voters in 1984 weren’t
nearly as bad as critics claimed, nor were they as good as the
media makers sometimes boasted. Both Mondale’s and Rea-
gan’s spots were a sideshow to the election. Much more im-
portant in shaping the outcome were incumbency, a voting
class that saw itself enjoying peace and prosperity, and the
candidates’ debates that initially stirred and then allayed ap-
prehensions. The voters loved Reagan in November as much
as they had the previous January. The TV advertising was
largely background music to the affair.

1986-1989: Accentuating the Negative

More to the point, though, Americans aren’t likely to live
through a presidential race (or senatorial or gubernatorial cam-
paign) unaccompanied by political advertising—at least not in
the lifetimes of today’s registered voters. If anything the po-
lispot sounds are growing louder and more discordant. The
1986 midterm elections earned the title “The Year of the Neg-
ative” in the Washington Post. The columnist Charles Krautham-
mer echoed Spiro Agnew: “Political advertising has reached a
nadir of nattering negativism.” The humorist Mark Russell
suggested that a political consultants’ association name their
award for the best polispot “The Sleazy.”

One especially vicious 1986 race was that for Senate from
South Dakota. The Republican incumbent, James Abdnor, ran
a spot attacking the Democratic candidate, Congressman
Thomas Daschle, for having invited Jane Fonda to testify be-
fore the House Agriculture Committee. Fonda, the Abdnor ad
says “has been identified with more radical causes than almost
anyone in America”; worse, she “writes and speaks against
eating beef and pork, our state’s biggest farm products.” The
Daschle campaign responded with an ad that shows a room
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full of actors playing cigar-smoking political consultants. “We’ll
distort the farm thing, confuse 'em with Fonda, all the usual
liberal stuff,” one says. “When we’re finished,” another says,
“Daschle’s mother won’t vote for him. [Pause.] Let’s go tell
im.”

! In Maryland, meanwhile, Republican Senate candidate
Linda Chavez’s spots attacked her opponent, Barbara Mikulski,
as a “San Francisco-type liberal.” The line resonated not only
with the Democrats’ sometimes-rowdy 1984 San Francisco con-
vention, but also with San Francisco’s reputation as a city of
gay men and lesbians (Mikulski was unmarried). In Nevada,
Democratic Senate candidate Harry Reid’s spots attacked the
Republican, Jim Santini, for inconsistency. In response, Santi-
ni’s ads labeled his opponent “Dirty Harry.”

Almost before the '86 payments had cleared the campaigns’
checking accounts, the first TV dollars in the 1988 presidential
election were being spent. In April of 1987 former Arizona
Governor Bruce Babbitt, one of the contenders seeking the
Democratic nomination (seven at the time), ordered a quarter-
million dollars worth of commercials in lowa. No matter that
it was still eleven months before the first delegates to the Dem-
ocratic convention would be selected. The race—to the White
House for the candidates, and to the banks for the consul-
tants—was on. It was the earliest-ever start for presidential
commercials.

By summer’s end the candidates had lined up media advis-
ers. Vice-President Bush signed up Roger Ailes, the media
manager who played a prominent role in Richard Nixon’s 1968
campaign. Babbitt’s initial spots were produced by three non-
Washington companies that specialized in product, rather than
political, advertising: WFC Advertising of Phoenix, the Magus
Corporation of Philadelphia, and Papanek & Young of Holly-
wood. Missouri Congressman Richard A. Gephardt hired
Doak, Shrum & Associates of Washington. Governor Michael
Dukakis of Massachusetts hired a Boston-based consultant,
Daniel Payne—the first recruit in a “cast of thousands” adver-
tising effort by a campaign that never managed to organize its
media planning. Illinois Senator Paul Simon hired David Ax-
elrod, a former Chicago Tribune reporter who had run Chicago
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Mayor Harold Washington’s media campaign in 1987. Senator
Bob Dole of Kansas hired James Travis, a Tuesday Team
alumnus. Pat Robertson, the television evangelist of the Chris-
tian Broadcasting Network, assembled a team of experienced
media people in-house. Going against the tide, as usual, was
the maverick Gary Hart. When he reentered the Democratic
race in December of 1987, he said he had no media consultants,
polisters, staff or money. It would be, he said, “unlike any
campaign you have ever seen.” Hart didn’t know how pro-
phetic he was.

For the other candidates, however, the 1988 campaign fo-
cused more attention than ever on the political advertising arts.
A fund-raising letter on behalf of Dole presented recipients
with a choice. Which commercial would they rather see the
campaign air: one on the Reagan-Republican record, or one
on Dole’s vision for the future? If it seemed that ordinary
people were being treated as media experts, there was some
basis for this regard. In the spring of 1987 the Babbitt cam-
paign taped its first TV commercials at a farm outside Des
Moines. A member of the film crew approached the farmer
and, speaking slowly, asked if he had any hookups for “eee-
lectricity.” The farmer smiled and said: “Don’t you worry, boys.
We've got a 220 over there for your lights, and the generator
packs can run over here.” His place had been used for on-
location polispots before.

The complaints about 1988, in fact, centered on just that
aspect of contrivance: The presidential campaign seemed all
about television lighting and artful locations rather than mat-
ters of political substance. George Bush and Michael Dukakis,
decent if uninspiring choices, managed a mean-spirited cam-
paign that produced little illumination. Genuine public policy
matters faced the country in the fall of 1988, including ques-
tions about economic productivity, the challenge of Japan Inc.,
health care, educational standards in the schools, race and
opportunity in the workplace, and the need for renewal of the
nation’s infrastructure and its environment. But neither man
engaged these issues decisively. There were only two face-to-
face debates by the presidential candidates, and one debate for
the vice-presidential candidates, Lloyd Bentsen and Dan
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Quayle. When the debates ended, viewers were hard pressed
to remember anything about them except CNN anchor Ber-
nard Shaw’s “rape question” to Dukakis (whether his view of
the death penalty would change if Kitty Dukakis were raped
and murdered) and Bentsen’s put-down of Quayle (“Senator,
you're no John Kennedy.”). For many voters, the race existed
solely through such sound bites on television. The campaign
became the two- and three-minute nightly “candidate’s day”
packages on network news and the even shorter thirty- and
sixty-second bursts of the candidates’ advertising spots. It came
as no surprise, then, when several public opinion polls in late
September, just five weeks before the election, showed that the
number of undecided voters was running as high as 15 percent.
Moreover, perhaps another 15 percent of the electorate rep-
resented so-called “soft” support for the two candidates. Un-
surprisingly, too, with so many voters thought to be susceptible
to persuasion, the candidates’ political spots—and particularly
the negative or attack ads of the Bush campaign—took on
greater importance.

Most of what we observed in the 1980s—the pervasiveness
of television, the skills of the political ad people, the clash
between the old politics and the new politics, the growing
sophistication of the viewing public, the increasingly nasty tone
of the attack ads—fits in with developments that began when
the broadcast advertising arts first came to American politics.
To understand the seemingly dominant role of political ads
today, we must begin with the circumstances of their introduc-
tion four decades earlier.
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THE RADIO AGE AND THE BIRTH
OF SPOTS

CHAPTER 2

In the beginning, there were no commercials. And, for a while,
no one demanded any. The first radio station in the United
States, KDKA in Pittsburgh, went on the air in 1920. Owned
by Westinghouse, its programming—live music, theater, sports,
and speeches—was offered solely as a means to sell more West-
inghouse radio sets. By late in the decade corporate America
had discovered the airwaves, but only for generating so-called
“trade-name publicity.” Listeners could tune in the Maxwell
House Hour, the General Motors Family Hour, the Cities Service
Orchestra, and the Ipana Troubadours, among others. No direct
advertising was allowed. Indeed, there was to be no description
of the product, much less any mention of price. The sponsor
advertisers, said NBC president Merlin Aylesworth in 1928,
were content with “the goodwill that results from their contri-
bution of good programs.”

The contentment didn’t last, and neither did broadcasters’
fastidiousness about products and prices. By the 1930s short,
punchy commercials, called “spot announcements” or simply
“spots,” were commonplace. The broadcast historian Eric Bar-
nouw credits two factors for the change in policy: the 1929
stock-market crash, convincing business executives that “reso-
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lute salesmanship” was now needed, and the creation of a new
network, the Columbia Broadcasting System, whose survival
seemed to require breaking the rules. These developments
gave advertisers the upper hand in their dealings with broad-
casters. If George Washington Hill, the storied head of Amer-
ican Tobacco (and the model for the Sidney Greenstreet
character in The Hucksters) wanted to promote Cremo five-cent
cigars in specific, even graphic, terms, CBS would let him.
“Between blaring numbers of the Cremo Military Band,” writes
Barnouw, “its announcer shouted: “There is no spit in Cremo!’”

Political campaigns also discovered that radio time was for
sale. In 1924 both presidential candidates, Democrat john W.
Davis and Republican Calvin Coolidge, bought radio time for
speeches (but not for spots). The Republicans spent $120,000
on radio, the Democrats, $40,000, and Coolidge won. Four
years later the first political spots appeared, when the GOP
organized some six thousand “Minute Men” all over the coun-
try to present brief radio talks on behalf of the Republican
ticket. Scripts were sent in advance, so that the same talk was
given nationwide on a particular day. The Democrats mean-
while permitted engineers to carry out an experiment. Pictures
of New York Governor Al Smith’s announcement of his pres-
idential candidacy were carried live, from Albany to Schenec-
tady (fifteen miles), by a new process called television. Smith’s
unsuccessful candidacy featured two other innovations: a radio
play based on the candidate’s life and the first five-minute
speeches via broadcasting.

Television went nowhere for two more decades, but political
operatives intuitively understood the power of moving images.
In 1934 the muckraker and Nativist Radical Upton Sinclair
became the Democratic candidate for governor of California.
Businessmen and conservatives, who regarded Sinclair’s pro-
gram to end poverty as a Bolshevik plan to redistribute the
wealth, were horrified. The Republicans hired Lord &
Thomas, a top ad agency, and also retained the California
political consulting firm, the first in the nation, of Whitaker &
Baxter to fight Sinclair. Whitaker & Baxter produced phony
newsreels of staged events. In one, dozens of bedraggled ho-
boes leap off a freight train, presumably having arrived in the
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Promised Land of California. Explains one bum: “Sinclair says
he’ll take the property of the working people and give it to
us.” In another, a bearded man with a Hollywood-Russian
accent explains why he will vote for Sinclair: “His system
vorked vell in Russia, so vy can’t it vork here?” The bogus
newsreels were shown in California movie theaters, between
features, thanks to Louis B. Mayer, head of MGM Studios and
a power in the California Republican party.

Except for their physical location in theaters, these Repub-
lican newsreels would serve as a model for television spot ad-
vertising when TV became a dominant national force,
overshadowing radio and indeed killing off the theatrical news-
reel. Just as movie programming gathered a captive audience
for Whitaker & Baxter’s phony newsreels, so did television
programming collect crowds for the advertisers’ brief spots. Of
course it took time for television to become that dominating
force, and it took time before the spot became the dominating
form of TV advertising. World War II delayed television’s
commercial development until the late 1940s, and only then,
as it became apparent that television would be a bigger, more
lucrative enterprise than radio—emblematically, radio’s $64
Question quiz show became the $64,000 Question on television—
did the networks assert economic control over the airwaves. As
it happened, 1952 was a year of change for television, as well
as for the advertising spot. The year 1952 also transformed
the way Americans elected their presidents—a change directly
related to the twin developments of television and the TV spot.

The Desilu Revolution

In the election of 1948 the victorious Harry S. Truman could
boast: “I traveled 31,000 miles, made 356 speeches, shook
hands with a half million people, talked to 15 or 20 million in
person.” Truman’s predecessor, Franklin D. Roosevelt, had
used radio to become the Great Communicator, a role half
forced on him-—confined as he was, with his polio-withered
legs, to a wheelchair—and half seized by dint of his wonderful,
assured, commanding radio voice and manner. Truman, with
his flat, sharp Midwest accent, about as pleasing as the sound
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of chalk squeaking across a blackboard, had a low opinion of
broadcasting. “My own experienc  is all'in personal contact,”
he allowed. His campaign did produce a single short spot, with
the candidate urging people to vote; records do not indicate
whether it was shown in movie theaters or on TV. When, at a
news conference after the election, a reporter asked Truman
whether TV had boosted his campaign, the other reporters
present burst out laughing. Truman said television had been
of some use, and added that he was sorry it hadn’t reached
more people.

Developments in the next four years helped TV reach a far
larger audience. A transcontinental cable, inaugurated exper-
imentally in 1951, permitted nationwide TV networks to form.
The number of sets fast proliferated, to an estimated nineteen
million in 1952. By then some 40 percent of American house-
holds could be reached by TV, with the percentage rising to
62 percent in the populous northeastern areas. Programming
began to fill with faces soon to be familiar—Milton Berle, Ed
Sullivan, Arthur Godfrey, Dave Garroway, and the cast of the
golden age comedy classic Your Show of Shows, among them Sid
Caesar, Imogene Coca, Carl Reiner, and Howard Morris. One
of the fastest climbing programs on the new A.C. Nielsen
ratings was I Love Lucy, starring forty-two-year-old Lucille Ball
and her husband, Desi Arnaz.

Millions of Americans watched Ball play the zany, calamitous
Lucy Ricardo on CBS Mondays at 9 p.m. EST, but the situation
comedy manufactured more than laughs. I Love Lucy was pro-
duced by Ball and Arnaz’s own corporation, Desilu Produc-
tions, and co-owned with CBS. As such, I Love Lucy marked
the beginning of a major change in the structure of television.
At first, following the precedent established by early radio,
television programs were sponsor owned and sponsor con-
trolled. Advertising agencies generally supervised and sold the
shows, incorporating the sponsor’s name into the title (The
Goodyear Television Playhouse). But network executives, notably
William Paley, the founding father of CBS, were not satisfied
with merely renting out the airwaves; they wanted program
control for themselves. So the networks, in concert with pro-
ducers like Desilu, gradually eased sponsors out of program-
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ming during the 1950s. Increasingly, if advertisers wanted to
be heard—aside from Procter & Gamble owning daytime soap
serials, or IBM underwriting a prime-time special—they had
to buy thirty- or sixty-second advertising units.

While some sponsoring companies and advertising agencies
may have deplored the passing of the good old days, one
Madison Avenue adman in particular, Thomas Rosser Reeves,
Jr., couldn’t have been happier. Rosser Reever was born in
Danville, Virginia, in 1910, the son of a Methodist minister.
He came North to make his fortune in advertising in 1934 and
did so well that he retired a millionaire several times over at
the age of fifty-six. We talked to Reeves one summer afternoon
in 1983, in his co-op apartment overlooking Gramercy Park in
New York City. He explained his enthusiasm for spots, his
philosophy of the USP—unique selling proposition—and his
role in helping elect a president with the first TV spot cam-
paign. (Reeves died in January 1984.)

In the 1950s Reeves was dean of the hammer-it-home school
of advertising, the prince of hard sell. The most effective sell-
ing method, Reeves felt, was USP. Whereas most ads use words
like “best,” “biggest,” “brightest” interchangeably, Reeve’s the-
ory was that the most effective ads boldly stake out a claim
untouched by the competition. A long-standing ad slogan de-
veloped by Reeves, for instance, boasted that M&Ms melt in
your mouth, not in your hand. Though a skeptic can argue
that the phrase on examination doesn’t mean much, Reeves
would hold that it is memorable, it is unique, and it is so
attached to M&Ms that no other candy would dare make a
similar statement. “The USP leaps out at you!” Reeves wrote
in his book, Reality in Advertising. “And the result is not only
usage pull but high penetration as well.”

Reeves and the Ted Bates agency, where he worked, gave
the USP hard-sell treatment to a number of products: Anacin
(the spot showed animated hammers bashing away at cere-
brums), Rolaids (holes burned in cloth by stomach acid), Col-
gate Dental Cream with protective Gardol (baseballs hurled
toward the viewer), and Bic Pens (ballpoints shot from rifles
and crossbows). Reeves once told Thomas Whiteside of The
New Yorker that the sixty-second Anacin spot cost the client
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$8,400 to produce and “made more money [for Anacin] in
seven years than Gone With the Wind did for David O. Selznick
and MGM in a quarter of a century.” Reeves added of his own
role: “Not bad for something written between cocktails at
lunch.”

Ted Bates was the hottest agency in New York in the early
1950s. Quite simply, Reeves said, the reason was television.
“Nobody else knew what to do. The advertising agencies didn’t
know how to write copy. Everyone was floundering around.”
The Bates agency, however, had begun working with TV al-
most from its start as a commercial medium. “There were so
few TV sets it was idiotic,” Reeves recalled. “We didn’t make
money on it.” The agency did gain experience, however, and
gradually, said Reeves, an understanding that they were onto
something big. “