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Abstract 

Research demonstrates that news media can shape mass opinion on specific public 

policy issues in politically consequential ways. However, systematic and critical empirical 

analysis of the ideological diversity of such news coverage is rare. Scholars have also 

illuminated how and why U.S. economic and social welfare policy has shifted rightward in 

recent decades, but they have failed to consider media’s role in shaping public opinion to 

democratically legitimate this major reorientation of political economy to favor business and 

upper-income constituencies. I combine neo-Gramscian theorizations of hegemony, popular 

common sense and articulation with social scientific research on framing, priming and 

psychological ambivalence to examine mainstream news coverage of two key policy debates 

during the neoliberal era: 1) the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981, and 2) the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996. 

Quantitative content analyses of network television and mass-market print news 

indicates that: 1) coverage focused on a procedural, strategic and tactical narrative that relied 

overwhelmingly on official sources and included little policy substance. This discourse 

normalized an elite-centered politics that resonates with and confirms strands of American 

common sense that support popular civic disengagement, and 2) neoliberal-New Right 

themes valorizing market imperatives and demonizing social provision dominated alternative 

frames. Qualitative textual analyses of key artifacts of political discourse shows how such 

hegemonic messages deployed a conservative-populist rhetoric to effectively obscure 

corporate and upper-income prerogatives by depicting these policy moves as 

commonsensical projects that advanced ordinary people’s material interests and cultural 

values. Potentially counter-hegemonic interpretations that drew on culturally resonant 

fragments of common sense to offer strong challenges to the center-right elite consensus 



 

were propagated, but mainstream news virtually ignored these messages. As a result, citizens 

lacked effective access to a diverse range of messages and to critical information that might 

have generated more opposition to the right turn in opinion polls. In an experiment, I show 

that exposure to strongly hegemonic news treatments can cause even low- and middle-

income people and those with egalitarian tendencies to express support for neoliberal-New 

Right economic policies, and that less strongly hegemonic coverage can prompt significantly 

more opposition. 

Thus, a more substantive and ideologically diverse mainstream media landscape 

probably would have resulted in a much less supportive climate of mass opinion at key 

historical moments during the rise of the neoliberal New Right. I argue that hegemonic news 

coverage helped to shape a political environment that legitimated major concrete policy 

changes that have exacerbated socioeconomic inequality and strengthened corporate power, 

and helped to move institutional agendas and the parameters of political discourse 

significantly to the right. My findings illuminate mass media’s role in the neoliberal push 

against the U.S. welfare and regulatory state, the links between political communication and 

power relations generally, the need for a more thoughtful and vibrant dialogue between 

social scientific and critical-cultural approaches to media studies, and the potential for 

critically oriented and systematic empirical study to challenge the system-supportive 

presuppositions that often constrain orthodox academic research.
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Chapter 1 -- Setting the Stage: Toward a Critical Understanding of  

Mass Media Coverage and U.S. Domestic Policy 

Fresh on the heels of the fiercely disputed 2000 election and facing a Congress 

closely divided along partisan lines, the administration of U.S. President George W. Bush 

marshaled through Congress the largest federal tax cut in history. According to polls during 

the spring and summer, the Economic Growth and Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2001 

was viewed favorably by formidable public majorities. Moreover, surveys indicated that the 

plan — which bestowed the bulk of its largess on upper-income and wealthy people, and 

threatened broadly popular social programs that benefit especially low- and middle-income 

Americans (Hacker and Pierson 2005a, 2005b; Bartels 2008) — enjoyed strong support from 

the very groups that stood to gain the least and lose the most. Thus, the administration and 

its right-wing allies could claim the populist mantle of democratic responsiveness, as citizens 

— freely expressing their preferences to nonpartisan professional pollsters — signaled their 

consent to a major policy initiative with far-reaching material and social consequences.  

However, the story was not so simple. Deploying a sophisticated communications 

campaign, Bush administration officials and their allies consistently portrayed the tax plan as 

a big boost for struggling low- and middle-income people, including unemployed workers, 

the owners of mom and pop businesses, small farmers and ranchers, and frugal consumers 

suffering rising gas prices and facing stressful choices in their family budgets. Moreover, the 

U.S. mass media — operating in a system of vigorous formal press freedoms and in little 

danger of direct censorship — offered largely uncritical coverage of this policy debate, 

heavily favoring administration and broadly right-wing sources and interpretations, and 

rarely including opposition voices (even those of Democratic Party elites). Overall, the 

discourse circulated through major news outlets was largely characterized by culturally 
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resonant conservative themes decrying profligate federal bureaucrats and politicians, and 

promising to supercharge the dynamic free enterprise system by, as the president proclaimed 

repeatedly, “giving the people their money back.” (Guardino 2007) The implications of this 

episode for public opinion analysis are clear: polls showing popular backing for government 

policies — or political arrangements generally — cannot be understood divorced from their 

powerful cultural and communicative contexts. 

This tax plan was just the latest in a string of major U.S. domestic policy moves over 

the last three to four decades that has shifted public discourse, issue agendas and 

legislative/administrative outcomes decidedly rightward to comply with the global 

emergence of a neoliberal economic order.1 From Ronald Reagan’s initial regressive 

reconfiguration of the federal tax code in 1981, to Bill Clinton’s follow-through — prodded 

by Newt Gingrich’s “Republican Revolution” Congress — on his pledge to “end welfare as 

we know it” in 1996, to Bush’s successful advocacy of top-heavy tax cuts in 2001 and 2003, 

and his stalled bid to privatize Social Security in 2005, the ideological ground has in a few 

decades moved far from the limited but significant commitments to collective social 

provision that marked the New Deal and the Great Society, and toward the glorification of 

private markets and their ethic of profit-maximization grounded in possessive individualism 

                                                           
1 By neoliberalism, I mean broadly “a theory of political-economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be 
advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by 
strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade.” (Harvey 2005: 2). Neoliberalism, as it has risen to political-
economic and socio-cultural preeminence across the world — albeit unevenly, not without resistance, and with crucial 
differences owing to specific national contexts — has entailed a number of concrete policy changes. In the United States, 
these have focused on supporting and promoting private markets by redirecting government action in business regulation, 
taxation, labor-management relations and social welfare provision, including moves to expose public functions to market 
discipline. As I elaborate in Chapter 2, I understand neoliberalism not as the increased separation of the state from the 
market, or as a withdrawal of the state from the private sphere. Rather, neoliberalism is a politically generated 
reconfiguration of social relations that has involved a reorientation of state functions toward the promotion of capitalist 
markets through various economic and cultural mechanisms, which has in many cases involved the intensification of formal 
government power and control (see Gramsci’s [2005 (1971): 160] statement on the thoroughly political character even of 
19th- and early 20th-century laissez-faire capitalism; see Soss et al. [2009: 15] on how these processes have applied to U.S. 
social provision during the neoliberal era). As I show through discourse analyses of the 1981 tax and 1995-1996 welfare 
policy debates in Chapters 5 and 7, this conceptualization highlights the contradictions that suffuse neoliberalism’s anti-state 
rhetoric and its promotion of “freedom” and “choice.” 
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(Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005; Baker 2007).2 In light of the striking rise in domestic 

economic inequality (Jacobs and Skocpol 2005; Baker 2007) — which both encouraged and 

was aided by government policy shifts in support of neoliberalism — the rise of the New 

Right over recent decades has constituted a key historical conjuncture in U.S. class politics.3 

Major changes in how Americans understand and experience the relationships between the 

state and the market have occurred, with effects that promise to be relatively enduring — 

and disabling to aspirations for social democracy and egalitarian notions of economic justice. 

Scholars of American politics have produced insightful work on these policy 

changes, associated socioeconomic trends and their implications for citizen engagement with 

government, and many have examined the puzzles surrounding the ambivalent and 

ambiguous shape of mass domestic public opinion in this era (Ferguson and Rogers 1986; 

Bartels 2008; Page and Jacobs 2009). Some have called attention to an apparent disconnect 

between most citizens’ basic economic and social welfare policy commitments, on the one 

hand, and the elite-level conservative turn, on the other, raising questions about the 

effectiveness of popular sovereignty and democratic accountability (Jacobs and Shapiro 

2000, 2002), and especially addressing the troubling role of class-rooted inequalities in 

                                                           
2 On “possessive individualism” and its deeply rooted conflation of market-derived ownership relations with democratic 
conceptions of political freedom, see MacPherson (1962). 
3 By the New Right, I mean a political-ideological movement constituted by a variety of social groups and institutions — e.g. 
corporate backed-think tanks and interest groups, media outlets and, ultimately, the core of the national Republican Party 
organization — whose major blocs are generally linked by a shared goal of deploying state power to implement policy 
changes that would (directly or indirectly) consolidate and support neoliberal material arrangements and forms of 
consciousness. There are certainly many tensions and contradictions within the broad American New Right coalition — for 
example, between libertarians averse to state regulation of sexual relations, and conservative Christians advocating vigorous 
government action to police public morals and uphold traditional values, and between nativist civil society elements hostile 
to globalization, and the transnational business sector deploying a multi-culturalist rhetoric in its drive for cheap labor and 
new markets. However, I argue that the New Right over the last 30 to 40 years generally has resolved and submerged these 
incoherencies to the point where it has been remarkably effective in accomplishing many key policy and ideological goals — 
by controlling state apparatuses directly, and by co-opting or strategically repositioning potential opposition elements (e.g., 
in the national Democratic Party) under a hegemonic project broadly in tune with neoliberal principles. 
Throughout this study, I employ the terms “right-wing” and “right-leaning” frequently to denote ideas and policies favored 
by the New Right. Unless otherwise noted, I use these labels interchangeably with “conservative,” while taking care when 
appropriate to clarify key differences that separate the New Right from earlier forms of American conservatism. In this 
study, I understand the term “right-wing” according to the succinct definition offered by the sociologist Sara Diamond 
(1995: 9): “To be right-wing means to support the state in its capacity as enforcer of order and to oppose the state as distributor 
of wealth and power downward and more equitably in society.” 
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political voice, participation and policy outcomes (Hacker and Pierson 2005a, 2005b; Jacobs 

and Skocpol 2005). 

However, scholars have yet to systematically explore the role of mainstream media in 

this story, in particular the ways in which the news represents economic and social welfare 

policy, and what this might mean for how ordinary Americans think about — and ultimately, 

how they act politically in relation to — these issues. Existing accounts of the rightward 

policy drift focus on alternations in partisan control of government (Bartels 2008), corporate 

campaign spending and its effects on the national Democratic Party (Ferguson and Rogers 

1986), or internal political strategies and policy design gimmicks mastered by the ultra-

conservative GOP leadership (Hacker and Pierson 2005a, 2005b). But there has been little 

empirical scholarship that examines how news coverage may have shaped the specific policy 

preferences that Americans express in public opinion polls to favor the conservative turn. 

Thus, illuminating the role of mass communications in generating a measure of popular 

consent during this period of reaction against the U.S. welfare and regulatory state is one of 

my primary goals. 

Beyond the particular political and policy dynamics of the last few decades, however, 

my study engages questions of a larger scope regarding both the potential and the limits of 

democratic discourse in the contemporary media communications environment. Theory and 

research from a number of scholarly traditions depict a mass-mediated “public sphere” 

(Habermas 1989 [1962]) that stifles democratic possibilities by failing to offer diverse 

interpretations and relevant information that would help people assert more effective 

political control over their lives. But no one has drawn on these insights to construct a 

systematic critical conceptual framework, and apply this framework to concrete policy 

discourse as manifested in news coverage and elite rhetoric during a crucial historical period. 
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In another line of scholarship, political psychology researchers have produced an impressive 

canon on the micro-level mechanisms through which people encounter media messages and 

construct attitudes, but they have generally avoided questions of how these mental processes 

may operate to enable and constrain the power of dominant actors and institutions to shape 

ideological consciousness. Thus, I aim to shed light on the capacity of elite communications 

to influence public opinion in order to cultivate support for policies and political 

arrangements, and consequently, to draw out some of the broader democratic capacities and 

liabilities of news media in contemporary contexts of unequal power relations. 

Carrying out this research enterprise, I argue, requires melding theoretical 

perspectives on mass communication and public opinion that have conventionally been 

situated at odds with each other.  Mainstream social scientific scholarship offers a number of 

keen conceptual and methodological tools for collecting and analyzing evidence on the 

contours of media coverage, and on the psychological processes through which people 

engage with the news and express political opinions and perceptions. However, these 

paradigms are generally grounded in a positivist and behaviorist epistemological tradition 

that relies almost exclusively on quantitative techniques and tends to discourage the explicit 

consideration of normative dimensions or the critical interpretation of research findings. 

Thus, such approaches — despite their considerable insights — have significant blind spots 

for understanding how news media operates in larger sociopolitical contexts characterized by 

an uneasy mix of democratic values and practices, on the one hand, and deeply rooted power 

asymmetries, on the other. Certain critically oriented political and social theorists — such as 

Charles Lindblom (1977, 2001) and Steven Lukes (2005 [1974]) — have conceptualized 

communicative and ideational power in ways that begin to open up these questions from 

compelling angles. But ultimately, I argue, illuminating the democratic possibilities and 
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limitations of the mass media as it pertains to public opinion in the contemporary United 

States calls for a sustained engagement with neo-Gramscian approaches that focus on the 

related material and cultural dynamics of ideological domination and contestation. These 

theoretical perspectives, which are founded on a rejection of positivist epistemology and an 

affinity for qualitative methods, exhibit, nonetheless, striking correspondences with certain 

social scientific approaches to mass communications and political psychology. This largely 

unexplored conceptual relationship suggests the possibility for a fruitful cross-pollination to 

assist empirical investigation of media discourse and mass policy opinion during key 

historical conjunctures. 

I work through this theoretical perspective in a multi-method project that comprises: 

1) Comparative case studies employing quantitative content analyses and semiotic textual 

interpretations to explore two important episodes of economic and social welfare policy 

debate during the rise of the New Right — a) The Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 

(and its associated domestic budget cuts), and b) The Personal Responsibility and Work 

Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (i.e. “welfare reform”).  2) An experimental analysis 

to investigate the psychological mechanisms through which such media discourse might 

shape public opinion — thus generating signs of consent for neoliberal policy moves — and 

the individual-level factors that facilitate or inhibit the power of media to operate in this way. 

I demonstrate that U.S. mainstream news media — despite professional, popular and 

academic understandings that position it as a neutral arbiter of political ideas — covered 

these key episodes in ways that systematically favored neoliberal-New Right cultural 

interpretations and policy perspectives. The evidence that I uncover in my multi-method 

case studies suggests strongly that public opinion toward the Reagan economic plan and 

toward welfare reform would have been considerably less supportive had the mass media 
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(which is the key source of political information and policy arguments for the vast majority 

of Americans) offered more balanced, diverse and expansive depictions. My experiment 

shows that news discourse similar to what I found in the case studies can indeed shape poll 

results in the ways that I theorize, cultivating support for neoliberal-New Right economic 

and social welfare policies among popular constituencies — such as low- and middle-income 

people, and those who express strong values of socioeconomic egalitarianism — who 

otherwise would oppose such moves. 

Most political science treatments of the effects of news coverage on public opinion 

are relatively untroubled by the normative implications of communications influence: the 

existence of political parties that vie for the allegiance of voters — and the free play of 

diverse interest groups in the implicitly pluralistic conception of American politics that 

underlies these studies — typically lead researchers to presume that message “competition” 

(particularly in the realm of domestic policy) neutralizes any undemocratic influence on 

citizens (e.g. Chong and Druckman 2007a, 2007b). But my empirical findings — based on 

detailed, extensive and historically contextualized analyses of news content, combined with 

exploration of the causal impacts of realistic mainstream media coverage on mass policy 

preferences — cast serious doubt on these assumptions.4  

Mass communication scholars working in both a critical-cultural and in a social 

scientific context have called for empirical studies that bridge their formidable theoretical 

                                                           
4 An odd bifurcation of labor seems to characterize much of the social scientifically oriented wing of political 
communication studies. On the one hand, researchers who focus most closely on the effects of news coverage on public 
opinion have drawn on psychological paradigms to produce impressive accounts of the processes and mechanisms that link 
mass communications to citizen attitudes. However, these scholars often make questionable assumptions about what news 
content actually looks like (and about the influences that shape what appears in the media). This has generally led them to a 
sanguine view of the democratic implications of these processes (e.g. Zaller 1992; Chong and Druckman 2007a, 2007b). On 
the other hand, those who focus more on the contours of news coverage and the forces that shape that content have 
employed sociologically oriented approaches to produce compelling evidence of the anti-democratic character of media 
coverage (e.g. Bennett et al. 2007; Page 1996). The relatively few scholars who have merged empirical investigations of elite 
discourse, media content and public opinion with explicit normative analyses regarding the health of American democracy 
generally have emerged with pessimistic conclusions (e.g. Jacobs and Shapiro 2000; Gilens 1999).  
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divides to engage the propagation, circulation, acceptance and rejection of dominant 

ideological understandings on multiple levels of analysis (Page and Shapiro 1992; Reese 

2001; Tankard 2001; Carragee and Roefs 2004; Van Dijk 2006; Entman 2007). However, few 

have taken up this challenge, which can be summarized in Turner’s (2003 [1990]: 171) 

question, “how does one meaning win credibility and acceptance while alternative meanings 

are downgraded and marginalized?”5 Empirical scholars in some domains of American 

politics research have also exhibited a growing concern with the political implications of 

rising socioeconomic inequality, and have called for more cross-theoretical examination of 

the links between elite discourse, news coverage and public opinion in our historical context 

of business regulatory and social welfare policy retrenchment (see, e.g., Mettler and Soss 

2004).  

Thus, my project is a small step in the necessary task of building a trans-disciplinary 

mass communication research agenda that is theoretically and methodologically pluralistic, 

and thus able to train its sights on normatively inflected questions that implicate media 

studies, public opinion and political psychology, public policy, political economy and social 

theory. Ultimately, what appears in major news venues has crucial implications for people’s 

material conditions and socio-political capacities. That should be reason enough for scholars 

to challenge the obstacles that have blocked theoretically rich, empirically grounded and 

critically informed analysis. 

************************************************ 

In the next chapter, I elaborate the conceptual framework for my study, discussing 

the strengths and weaknesses of both social scientific approaches to mass communication 

and political psychology, and critical-cultural approaches to media, discourse analysis and 

                                                           
5 See Lewis (2001) and Gorham (1999) for compelling exceptions. 
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popular consciousness. I argue that expanding our knowledge of how news coverage can 

shape citizen consent for public policies and political arrangements requires melding 

elements of both approaches. And I offer a particular theoretical recipe for understanding 

these processes that draws on a major paradigm in empirical-psychological public opinion 

studies — John Zaller’s (1992) question-answering model, as applied through theories of framing 

and priming — and a major critical-cultural paradigm concerning how ideological power 

operates in mass consciousness — Antonio Gramsci’s (2005 [1971]) conceptualization of 

hegemony and popular common sense, as applied through Stuart Hall’s (1985) theory of 

articulation. I also sketch the historical context of my project and explain the critical-realist 

ontological-epistemological perspective from which I work, which relaxes the tensions 

between conventional scientific and cultural approaches to political communication research. 

Chapter 3 lays out my research design and describes my methodology, including my 

quantitative content analytical scheme, my textual interpretation framework, and the basic 

logic of my media experiment. 

Chapters 4 through 7 comprise my policy case studies — the tax and budget plan of 

1981 and the welfare reform legislation of 1996. Here, I combine thorough quantitative 

analyses of mass media coverage with qualitative discourse analyses of key political texts 

using the categories of critical semiotics. I demonstrate how the ideological interplay of 

hegemony and popular common sense was manifested in the concrete shape of news 

coverage and political rhetoric during these policy episodes, placing media content in a 

specific historical context characterized by unequal power relations, and suggesting how 

these climates of news coverage implicate public opinion, mass political engagement and the 

promises of democracy. 
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In Chapter 8, I present the results of an experimental media effects analysis that 

draws on the findings from my case studies. Here, I show that exposure to different forms 

of news discourse cultivates different ideological understandings of politics and different 

public policy preferences, interpreting these findings through Zaller’s and Gramsci’s 

surprisingly complementary analytical prisms. I also discuss what my empirical results 

suggest about the relationship between individual-level demographic and psychological 

factors, on the one hand, and larger processes of political and social power, on the other. 

In the final chapter, I review my study, assess its contributions and limitations, and 

show how my findings confirm and challenge existing literature on media, public opinion 

and the conservative policy shift. I also discuss what my theoretical framework and empirical 

evidence suggest about the specifically communicative dimensions of potential challenges to 

the New Right hegemony, about how we conduct media and other research, and about the 

prospects for practically engaged yet rigorous social science in a troubling era for democracy 

and economic justice.
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Chapter 2 -- Critical Media Theory and U.S. Public Policy: Conceptual Linkages 

and Historical Conditions 

I. Introduction 

In this chapter, I elaborate the theoretical bases and historical background for my 

study of mass media discourse on economic and social welfare policy, and the role this news 

coverage has played in cultivating popular consent during the rise of the American New 

Right under neoliberalism. I begin by situating my project in existing accounts of the 

conservative shift in domestic policy over recent decades. I survey studies that focus on 

partisan control of government, policy design and legislative strategy, and campaign 

mobilization by business interests, highlighting the need for systematic work on mainstream 

media’s role in shaping a favorable climate of mass opinion. 

  I then identify the considerable insights and limitations of mainstream social 

scientific accounts of public policy news coverage. I follow by discussing some theorists who 

pushed the epistemological, conceptual and normative boundaries of conventional 

paradigms, opening up intriguing angles by which to both explain and critique mass 

communication as a mechanism of social domination. Next, I elaborate the neo-Gramscian 

concepts of negative and positive ideology, hegemony, and popular common sense that constitute one 

plank of the theoretical platform on which I build my analysis. I follow by explaining my 

proposed synthesis of these critical-cultural understandings with social scientific-

psychological notions of media framing and priming, adding the second plank. 

After this conceptual discussion, I proceed to reconstruct the historical context of 

the rise of the New Right in the United States against the backdrop of the emerging 

neoliberal era of globalizing capitalism. I outline some of the instrumental political currents, 

major concrete policies and central discursive constructions that keyed the resurgence of 
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conservative forces to governmental and ideological dominance from the late 1970s onward. 

This discussion sets the stage for my multi-method empirical case studies of news coverage 

and political discourse in Chapters 4 through 7.  

The last pages of this chapter offer an explanation of my epistemological and 

methodological perspective. I rely on the critical realist paradigm to bridge orthodox 

approaches to communication grounded in positivist assumptions, on the one hand, and 

cultural approaches to political discourse informed by a critical post-positivist orientation, on 

the other. This section — which distinguishes my work from common understandings of 

both discursive postmodernism and scientific empiricism — sets the stage for the more 

detailed discussion of research design and techniques presented in Chapter 3. 

II. Economic Inequality and American Politics: Explaining the Rightward Shift 

Scholars have produced compelling accounts of the rightward swing in U.S. 

economic and social welfare policy since the late 1970s, connecting these changes to 

emerging socioeconomic trends — especially, the steep rise in income and wealth inequality 

— and to the shifting dynamics of political institutions. Many authors have explored the 

implications of the conservative trend for citizen engagement with government, raising 

questions about popular sovereignty and democratic accountability, and emphasizing in 

particular the troubling role of class-rooted inequalities in political voice, participation and 

policy outcomes (Ferguson and Rogers 1986; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000, 2002; Hacker and 

Pierson 2005a, 2005b, 2010; Jacobs and Skocpol 2005; Bartels 2008; Page and Jacobs 2009). 

However, scholars of American politics have yet to systematically explore the role of 

mainstream media in this historical narrative, in particular the ways in which news coverage 

— and the political discourse that it draws upon — might have shaped public attitudes to 

favor the rightward policy trend at key historical junctures. 
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Existing accounts of the conservative swing in economic and social welfare policy 

that examine mass opinion focus on partisan control of government, the timing of short-

term economic growth to coincide with Republican electoral victories and unequal policy 

responsiveness (Bartels 2008); corporate campaign spending and its effects on the agenda of 

the national Democratic Party (Ferguson and Rogers 1986); and internal political strategies 

and policy design tactics deployed by the ultra-conservative GOP leadership cadre (Hacker 

and Pierson 2005a, 2005b). These works tend to agree that Americans exhibit 

“programmatic liberalism” (Ferguson and Rogers 1986) or “pragmatic egalitarianism” (Page 

and Jacobs 2009) — i.e., while most people express abstract opposition to big government 

and support for private economic markets, survey results on general policy direction show 

solid support for progressive taxation and for many areas of social spending and business 

regulation (see also Page and Shapiro 1992, Ch. 4). Consequently, scholars — working from 

an initial normative presumption of democratic responsiveness — seek to understand how 

governing elites could nevertheless consistently enact specific programs that pull sharply in 

the opposite direction. 

While these accounts are compelling and largely persuasive on their own terms — 

and while some touch on the role of the news media — none squarely engage the concrete 

interpretations and information about the economy, social welfare and democratic politics 

that Americans have been exposed to during the conservative shift. We do not know why — 

despite solid evidence of the public’s pragmatic egalitarianism — large polling majorities 

have, in most cases, continued to express support for particular policies entailing significant 

cuts in social provision and regressive tax code reconfigurations. There is reason to suspect 

that media influence may have played an important role, however. We have evidence that 

national political elites — contrary to their nearly universal insistence that they do not 
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govern by  polls — increasingly (and in increasingly sophisticated ways) attempt to shape 

public opinion to legitimate policy stances that are favored by core ideological and financial 

supporters (Jacobs and Shapiro 2000, 2002; Jacobs 2005, 2011). In contemporary American 

politics, the ability to claim plausibly that “the people” are on one’s side can be a powerful 

weapon for presidential administrations and congressional leaders, a weapon that can 

complement internal bargaining, procedural maneuvering and policy design strategies. And, 

as I explain in Sections III and IV, we also know that mass communications can have 

significant — though limited — effects on public attitudes as expressed in polls: while media 

voices lack the capacity to bend popular preferences at will, their discourse can shape 

climates of opinion under certain individual-level and contextual conditions. 

However, scholars have yet to synthesize this knowledge about the ambiguity and 

apparent inconsistency of public attitudes toward the conservative policy shift, the 

significance of polling in contemporary U.S. politics, and processes of mass communications 

influence, to produce concrete empirical analyses examining precisely how news coverage — 

and the largely elite interpretations it circulates — may have contributed to the generation of 

a significant measure of popular consent during this historically pivotal period of reaction 

against the American welfare and regulatory state. My study seeks to do so by drawing on 

surprisingly complementary conceptual insights and methodological tools from social 

scientific research and critical-cultural theory. I turn now to this theoretical background. 

III. Mass Media Coverage of Public Policy Issues: Potential Elite Manipulation? 

Much scholarship in recent decades has examined news content on U.S. public 

policy issues and the forces that shape that coverage. And a wide range of this theorizing and 

research suggests that contemporary mass media environments are characterized by 

ideologically cramped and information-poor coverage that stifles capacities for popular 
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political agency and engagement. Unfortunately, however, communications scholars in the 

social scientific tradition generally have not built on this evidence and insight to pursue 

empirical studies designed specifically to explore the democratic quality of media discourse 

in terms of its capacity to represent ideological contestation during contemporary 

policymaking episodes. 

Studies have demonstrated that major U.S. media tend to restrict their coverage to 

reflect the range of debate among national Democratic and Republican Party elites, and also 

to emphasize and multiply the voices that communicate these perspectives by selecting 

sympathetic nongovernmental sources (Bennett 1990, 1996, 2009 [1983]; see also Hallin 

1994; Bennett et al. 2006, 2007; Zaller and Chiu, 1996). A number of organizational routines 

and professional norms and practices lead journalists to rely so heavily on officially 

sanctioned sources for information and policy perspectives, operating to reinforce 

mainstream news outlets’ close ties to centers of institutional political power (Sigal 1973; 

Gans 1979; Shoemaker 1991; Cook 1998; Bennett 2009 [1983]). Media coverage of interest 

groups and social movement organizations tends to favor the largest and wealthiest lobbies, 

and to depict protests and demonstrations sparsely and negatively, sidelining substantive 

policy demands and political perspectives (Danielian and Page 1994; Thrall 2006; Gitlin 

1980; McLeod and Hertog 1992; Wittebols 1996). Mainstream news content — especially 

television coverage — also is characterized by general narrative formulas and 

communications codes that marginalize policy substance and the institutional or structural 

context of political and social problems, possibly cultivating mass depoliticization and 

deference to established nodes of power (Cappella and Jamieson 1997; Iyengar 1991; 

Bennett 2009 [1983]; Bourdieu 1998; Gerbner et al. 2002; Shanahan and Morgan 1999). 

Finally, theory and empirical research on the political economy of mass media suggests that 
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for-profit corporate control — especially increasing conglomeration and commercialization 

— serves to reproduce and intensify all these news coverage tendencies (Smythe 2002 

[1981]; Herman and Chomsky 1988; Parenti 1989, 1993; McChesney 1999, 2004; McAllister 

2002; Bagdikian 2004). However, mainstream political communication researchers have 

offered little systematic elaboration or analysis of what such news production and content 

patterns might suggest about the larger possibilities for — and the limitations on — 

democratic mass media discourse on public policy issues in the contemporary era. 

Page and Shapiro’s (1992) distinction between elite “education” and “manipulation” 

of public opinion offers one promising analytical platform for addressing these questions by 

building on social scientific understandings of media content and attitude formation while 

foregrounding crucial questions that are usually left to explicitly normative political theorists 

and social critics. For these scholars, education is encouraged when officials and relevant 

institutions — such as news outlets — present a sufficient quantity of accurate and relevant 

information, and a wide enough spectrum of views, commentary and interpretations, such 

that the public is likely to express policy choices resembling those “it would make if it were 

fully and completely informed.” (Page and Shapiro 1992: 356) Conversely, manipulation is 

furthered when elites and media offer incorrect or deceptively selective information and an 

ideologically constricted range of interpretations: under such conditions, policy opinions are 

expected to diverge from those people would hold if they were aware of all relevant 

information and analysis. To be sure, these scholars understand their categories to be 

grounded in a thought experiment — in other words, they acknowledge that “full 

information” is a practical (and perhaps a conceptual) impossibility. Nevertheless, for Page 

and Shapiro (1992) the implicit democratic ideal — which we ought to try to approximate — 

consists of “autonomous preferences,” i.e. expressed opinions that flow from open 
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collective deliberations under conditions of discursive equality, free from ideational 

domination by the state, corporations and other powerful actors, institutions and interests. 

Also working in the social scientific mode of political communications and public 

opinion research, Zaller (1992: 313) offers a definition of “elite domination” that closely 

tracks Page and Shapiro’s conceptualization: “A situation in which elites induce citizens to 

hold opinions they would not hold if they were aware of the best available information and 

analysis.”1 But in the epilogue to his conceptual treatise on attitude formation, he offers just 

a bare sketch of the possibilities for elite domination, concluding cautiously that the 

purported ideological diversity of expert voices in the chains of news production — 

combined with robust partisan elite competition — makes such domination unlikely in 

contemporary American politics. Nevertheless, Zaller — whose seminal theoretical work on 

the micro-mechanisms of opinion formation I discuss in Section VI — suggests that 

sustained empirical analysis of the possibilities for elite domination of public opinion is in 

order. 

Still, few empirical researchers have heeded the call for studies to help us better 

understand how discursive power operates in concrete political contexts, and how mass 

communications processes can encourage or stifle capacities for popular control of public 

policy. As Lewis (2001: 102) writes, “the relation between the information commonly made 

available within a culture through the media and the ‘will of the people’ remains relatively 

unexplored.”2 Jacobs and Shapiro (2000) offer a rich case study-based account of elite 

                                                           
1 See also Mansbridge (1980: 25), Connolly (1993 [1974]: 64) and (Dahl 1989: 180) for similar perspectives from normative 
political theory on the conceptual shape of autonomous or authentic preferences in the context of democratic principles 
and practices. 
2 This is an area in which the balance between abstract theorizing — even by scholars operating generally within 
mainstream social scientific traditions — and concrete analysis is heavily weighted toward the former. See the essays in 
Margolis and Mauser (1989) and Le Cheminant and Parrish (2011) for some promising conceptualizations and empirical 
ventures. See Lau and Redlawsk (2006) and Lau et al. (2008) for related attempts to empirically study the determinants of 
what the authors label “correct voting.” 
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manipulation of public opinion through strategic communications offensives mounted by 

partisan actors in U.S. politics. They elaborate the concept of “crafted talk” to describe the 

rhetorical tactics that political elites deploy in order to cultivate polling results that signal 

apparent mass consent for public policy goals desired by narrow and powerful interests, 

which these elites may then point to as evidence of democratic legitimation. Particularly 

since the start of the Reagan era, partisan actors and interest groups — especially presidential 

administrations — have spent increasing sums on sophisticated polling and focus group 

research, psychological training, and communications technologies to mount such 

propaganda offensives (Jacobs 2005, 2011). However, while their analysis is based on a 

model that integrates news coverage in these dynamics of “simulated responsiveness,” 

Jacobs and Shapiro (2000) do not focus closely on the specific contours of media discourse, 

and the potential for news media itself to undermine or enhance democratic agency through 

the content it circulates. 

Thus, notwithstanding the promising explorations and tantalizing speculations of a 

few authors (e.g. Entman 1989; Page 1996), social scientific models of news production and 

content — for all their considerable strengths — have generated few sharp conceptual 

categories for evaluating the extent to which mass communications environments may be 

said to constitute democratic discourse on public policy issues. Consequently, for a number 

of reasons — methodological, epistemological-theoretical and, perhaps, normative — it 

appears that no one in this tradition has executed an empirical study aimed precisely at the 

heart of the matter: to what extent are contemporary news environments characterized by 

something approaching “the best available information and analysis”? To what extent is 

news coverage during crucial policymaking episodes likely to further “education” that 

cultivates citizens’ collective capacity for political agency, and to what extent is this content 
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likely to encourage “manipulation” of public opinion that stifles these popular-democratic 

potentials? I suggest that social scientists who study media often lack theoretical resources 

for tackling these questions, as well as the inclination for the intensive and multidimensional 

empirical analysis that would be required. 

Many mainstream scholars of political communication who otherwise have produced 

valuable accounts of news coverage and public opinion seem to hold normative 

presuppositions about the pluralistic nature of American politics — particularly during 

domestic policy debates — that foreclose systematic investigation of potentially anti-

democratic influences on popular attitudes (see, e.g., Chong and Druckman 2007a, 2007b on 

the baseline expectation of “frame competition”). But the conceptual and practical 

importance of democratic discourse in the contemporary mass communications context calls 

for much more attention than these matters have been given. News coverage of political and 

social affairs is an inherently evaluative phenomenon, and attempts to study it within 

conventional scientific-empiricist paradigms — for all the insights they generate — are 

significantly limited because their theoretical and methodological assumptions discourage 

forthright engagement with questions of power relations. A wider analytic framework is 

required for empirical analysis of media coverage centered on its potential to reflect and 

promote ideologically diverse patterns of democratic contestation. 

IV. Critical-Liberal Theories of Elite Influence: An Entry Point for Media as a 

Mechanism of Power 

A few theorists on the left edge of the liberal-democratic tradition have shed 

considerable light on processes that resemble what communication researchers have termed 

mass-mediated elite “manipulation” or “domination” of public opinion. These scholars have 

offered perceptive and imaginative analyses of mass communications as a mode of power 
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that cements dominant political-economic relations by cultivating popular consent. Because 

they are skeptical of the pluralist assumptions that inform conventional understandings of 

American politics and are troubled by many aspects of the capitalist state-corporate nexus, 

they have been more willing than most political scientists and scientifically oriented 

communication scholars to entertain the possibility that anti-democratic power relations 

might operate through the linkages between mass media and public opinion. But lingering 

epistemological-methodological roadblocks make concrete empirical analysis based on the 

concepts they elaborate difficult to execute. 

 For example, Lindblom’s notions of  the “circularity” of preferences (ibid: 1977) 

and the “assault on the mind” (ibid: 2001) that characterize contemporary polyarchies offer 

critical leverage on how communications dynamics sustain and justify unequal power 

relations and social domination. In these accounts by a scholar who was once a leading 

advocate of pluralist theory, political and business elites are consistently able to shape mass 

preferences in ways that are detrimental to popular interests — and in turn use these 

constructed attitudes as democratic legitimations in a dynamic akin to Jacobs and Shapiro’s 

(2000) “simulated responsiveness.” Despite considerable freedom of debate and information 

— especially on issues not closely tied to fundamental economic and foreign policy 

commitments — Lindblom argues that elite control of ideas and communication is 

widespread and significant: 

Core beliefs are the product of a rigged, lopsided competition of ideas…It is difficult 
for citizens who enjoy that freedom to remind themselves of how unequal the 
competition of ideas is and of how far governments still fall short of achieving a 
larger liberation of men’s minds to accomplish the degree of popular control that 
only then might be possible (Lindblom 1977: 212-13). 

Lindblom reserves a crucial role for mass media institutions and processes as sites for 

reproducing preference circularity. His ideas clearly resonate with Page and Shapiro’s (1992) 
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emphasis on misleading and ideologically constricted messages as constitutive of political 

communications environments that undermine democratic values and practices.3 

Lukes’ “third dimension of power” (2005 [1974]) offers another promising critical 

lens for  understanding how mass communications operates as a mechanism by which 

dominant social interests cultivate legitimacy, generate popular consent and assert political 

control. For Lukes, power works not only through the exercise or threat of raw force and 

coercion, or the explicit enforcement of binding decisions (the first dimension), and the 

institutional constriction of choice and issue agendas (the second dimension), but also 

through constraining influences on ideological consciousness.4 While scholars have 

persuasively critiqued Lukes’ account on ontological-epistemological grounds,5 his depiction 

of the “three faces of power” constitutes an important philosophical, methodological and 

substantive interrogation of many assumptions in positivist, behaviorist and pluralist views 

of politics. 

In a similar vein, Edelman’s (1967, 1977, 1988, 2001) work on “symbolic politics” 

has added significant critical inflections to American mass communications and public policy 

theory. His social constructionist account — which draws from continental European 

theories of language in the post-structuralist tradition — is centered on the maintenance of 

dominant power relations and worldviews through mass-mediated “spectacles” and rituals 

that foster popular quiescence, and reinforce privilege for wealthy and well-organized social 

forces. Though occasionally panned as simplistic and unsystematic, Edelman’s work 

                                                           
3 See, e.g., Lindblom (2001: 223): “Elites defend their political communications as a contribution to a competition of ideas 
such as has been prized in liberal and democratic thought. But the competition of ideas works, if at all, only when several 
conditions are met. First, the messages must challenge each other. And, in the contestation, loud voices must not silence 
others. Third, each of the contesting messages must contain some empirical content. Finally, the contestants must not 
depart too far from a respect for the truth. All of these conditions are in varying degrees violated in elite political messages.”   
4 As Lukes (2005 [1974: 27) writes: “To put the matter sharply, A may exercise power over B…by influencing, shaping or 
determining his very wants. One does not have to go to the lengths of talking about Brave New World, or the world of B.F. 
Skinner, to see this: thought control takes many less total and more mundane forms, through the control of information, 
through the mass media and through the processes of socialisation.” 
5 See Isaac (1987). 
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insightfully draws attention to how seemingly free political discourse can operate as a form 

of ideological control that stunts mass democratic potential. 

These critical conceptualizations of mass communications as a mode of ideational 

power brought long-overdue explicit consideration of structurally rooted class and corporate 

political influence to larger audiences in American social science at a time when such ideas 

sat uncomfortably with prevailing images of a “balanced” system where power was widely 

dispersed — and media had little or no significant implications for popular perceptions and 

behavior, damaging or otherwise.6 They also offered new theoretical vocabularies for 

discussing the larger social and political importance of the daily torrent of images and words 

in newspapers, TV programs, magazines and other media. But despite the aspirations of 

these theorists and their intellectual sympathizers, empirical analysis based on such categories 

of communicative power has proven difficult to conceive and conduct: systematic, sustained 

and concrete examination of mass media as a mechanism of ideological control — 

particularly in the context of U.S. public policy issues — has been rare.7    

This paucity of research is largely due to a set of interrelated epistemological and 

methodological obstacles centered on questions of what counts as evidence for third-

dimensional power’s effectivity: in Page and Shapiro’s (1992) terminology, how do we know 

                                                           
6 In the discipline of American mass communication, this is typically called the “minimal effects” era, which spanned 
roughly from the 1940s to the late 1960s. 
7 Lukes, a sociologist by training, presented his theory as a counter to behaviorist claims that any conception of power that 
supposedly operates “invisibly” — i.e. in ways that make it difficult or impossible to observe directly from the standpoint of 
orthodox notions of science — was unsuitable for empirical study.  
Inspired by his doctoral advisor, Gaventa (1980) produced an important historical-empirical study of how power’s third 
face played out in a severely exploited and marginalized Appalachian mining community. But while news media played a 
role in this story, Gaventa did not focus in any systematic or sustained way on mass communications. Instead, his work 
traced the operation of third-dimensional power at multiple levels and social sites over a long stretch of time, in a particular 
(and particularly isolated) geographic setting, rather than the specific ways in which media — on an national scale — can 
constitute a social site for the operation of ideological power during a specific historical moment characterized by key policy 
changes. 
While Edelman’s ideas are closely tied to the substance of public policy and the content of the news, he presented them 
more as a series of critical guides to inspire other theorists and empirical scholars, rather than as a rubric for a concerted 
research program. Despite some obstacles owing to Edelman’s postmodernist shadings, mass communications scholars 
influenced by his work have maintained that the theory of symbolic politics he elaborated is not only suitable for empirical 
analysis, but lends itself to a number of mainstream methodological tools, including quantitative techniques (Bennett 
1993a). 
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works” — and how it ought to work. In both these senses, ideologies are the frameworks of 

meaning through which people understand and act in the social world. 

Gramsci’s rubric for understanding the cultural glue of social relations, which is 

perhaps his most important and original contribution, offers a lens through we can magnify 

the positive face of ideology as a complement to the negative register stressed in other 

currents of the historical-materialist tradition. Reacting to orthodox readings of Marx that 

viewed social relations (and thus, ideological forms and political alignments) as mechanically 

determined — in a strong sense — by objective economic conditions, Gramsci’s philosophy 

of praxis posited an alternative understanding that stressed the internal relation of knowing 

and doing.8 In this view, ideology is not only destructive and constricting — as it mystifies 

and obscures social relations — but also constructive and enabling. In other words, by 

representing the world in language, imagery, consciousness and practice, ruling ideologies 

provide a set of more or less coherent cultural understandings, that, while they always 

legitimate social relations that in the main benefit dominant actors and interests, also 

simultaneously operate as frameworks through which less powerful actors can meet their 

perceived cultural, psychological and material demands and aspirations. Thus, only if 

dominant ideologies resonate at some level with what people understand as their needs, 

hopes and values can they be relatively effective at securing popular consent for social 

arrangements and political configurations that solidify and legitimate existing power 

relations. 

On a related plane, Gramsci’s understanding of ideology is importantly distinguished 

from other currents of the historical-materialist legacy by its non-essentialist insistence on 

the contingency of social relations — and thus, their amenability to intellectual critique and 

                                                           
8 This crucial aspect of the philosophy of praxis also plays a central role in critical-realist epistemology and methodology 
(Sayer 2010 [1984]). 
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is a “relatively autonomous” sphere of social relations, with real power to influence not only 

political institutions and cultural practices, but ultimately, the material-economic conditions 

that constitute the structure (Hall 1985: 113):  

It may be ruled out that immediate economic crises of themselves produce 
fundamental historical events; they can simply create a terrain more favourable to the 
dissemination of certain modes of thought, and certain ways of posing and resolving questions 
involving the entire subsequent development of national life. (Gramsci 2005 [1971]: 
184, emphasis added) 

Notably, because there are always tensions and latent contradictions along different 

dimensions of social relations — structure is emergent from practices, and, thus, does not 

have the coherence or durability of a fully “designed” or planned project — popular struggle 

against dominant power arrangements is always possible and, in some magnitude, practically 

evident.9  

Finally — and crucially in the context of this study — Gramsci’s notion of ideology 

stands in stark contrast to some orthodox readings of Marx  that viewed “science” and 

“ideology” as mutually contradictory and opposed categories, where science represents the 

objective Truth of History and social relations, and ideology is mere mystification and 

obfuscation.10 This means that his understanding is at odds with the ideas of a “false 

consciousness” that some have read into the thought of Marx and his colleague Friedrich 

Engels, which mechanistically determines (in the strong sense) the perceptions of the 

working class by simply hiding objective social conditions. These understandings (which Hall 

[1985: 97], drawing on Louis Althusser, critiques from a neo-Gramscian perspective), rest on 

an unwarranted empiricist rendering of knowledge, where some final Truth can be made 
                                                           
9 See also Sayer (2010 [1984]: Ch. 3, esp. 96-8) on the relations of structure and agency. 
10 These elements of Gramsci’s thought connect closely to his understanding of the place of “intellectuals” in  culture and 
social relations. While intellectual production (broadly including the work of scientists and professional scholars of all types, 
journalists, teachers, authors and the like) is not uniquely determined by its historical context — and thus, strictly enslaved 
to what its contemporary ideologies enable and forbid — this work is inextricably and necessarily bound up with the 
ideological formations of its historical time and place: thus, there is no objective or disinterested “scientific” insight that can 
be ripped from the social ensemble of its production and application, and held up as a final and irrefutable Truth to be 
opposed to some patently “false” ideology. 
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transparent fully independent of socio-cultural context and the discursive terms in which it is 

expressed.11   

Gramsci — and critical theorists influenced by his work — have certainly 

emphasized the positive dimension of ideology, both because of its pivotal role in their 

overall epistemological and theoretical framework, and because they were reacting against 

several related notions in orthodox Marxism revolving around strongly deterministic notions 

of history, the unquestioned priority of the base over the superstructure (or “economism”), 

mechanistic views of social relations, the idea of false consciousness, and the binary 

opposition of science and ideology. However, at the same time, the writings of Gramsci, 

Hall and others reserve a complementary role for the negative register of ideology. In other 

words, this theoretical framework endorses the notion that dominant thought-systems 

produce their effects by limiting, constraining and obscuring the social visions that are 

represented through public discourse, including at sites like mass media. Thus, there are 

historically contingent, structurally rooted limits to consciousness that — while not 

determinative in the strong sense — establish ideological parameters of cognition and 

communication that are difficult to dislodge.12  

Nevertheless, in Gramsci’s understanding, insurgent ideologies that question, 

criticize or repudiate the dominant order — what later theorists termed “counter-

hegemonic” conceptions — can be effective in mobilizing resistance by circulating 

oppositional ideas in ways that resonate with aspects of popular cultural understandings, and 

link up with people’s material conditions and aspirations in ways that generate new political 
                                                           
11 In any case, the textual warrant in Marx’s writings (and even in Engels’) for the idea of false consciousness — a concept 
which has been much criticized by those unfamiliar with the Marxist intellectual tradition and those openly opposed to it — 
is highly questionable (see McCarney 2005). 
12 It is important to emphasize that these concepts do not necessarily imply individual-level motives or conspiratorial bases 
— ideology in the main operates “behind the backs” of workers, employers, news producers, political elites and everyone 
else: in other words, while ideological effects result from complex relations among many specific thoughts and actions, they 
are not reducible to the behavior of particular agents, and their limitations and distortions affect all people, although in 
particular ways and to particular degrees depending on their social location. 
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projects. Through patient ideological struggle in many social venues, Gramsci urged a 

movement toward new popular-democratic conceptions of human relations that ultimately 

would erode the hierarchical distinctions between “leader” and “led.”13 This vision of 

political praxis — which he termed the “war of position” — introduces the key notions of 

hegemony and popular common sense, which are the main critical theoretical levers for my analysis 

of media discourse and mass consent during the rise of the American New Right in the 

neoliberal era.   

While some readings — or misreadings — of the complex body of work that 

emerged from his stint in a fascist prison during the 1920s and 1930s reduce hegemony to 

pure domination, Gramsci’s elaboration of this concept is compelling in large part precisely 

because he recognizes the inevitability of contestation and struggle in contexts of unequal 

social relations. Hegemony may be defined as the patterned and relatively durable — but 

never unchallenged or incontestable — reproduction of ideas, language forms and material 

practices that facilitate popular consent to power arrangements that sustain and promote 

dominant interests. Hegemony accomplishes this by naturalizing or normalizing dominant 

understandings as universal values that are in the common interest. In contrast to 

economically deterministic and mechanistic understandings of Marxism that view ideas, 

language and other cultural factors as inevitably subordinate epiphenomena to material 

forces, Gramsci placed a strong emphasis on mass and interpersonal communications as 

cultural-ideological processes with real and effective power to shape material arrangements, 

practical social relations and political alignments.  

                                                           
13 As Rupert (2005: 488) writes, popular struggle aims at “an emancipatory political culture and a social movement to enact 
it — not just another hegemony rearranging occupants of superior/subordinate social positions, but a transformative counter-
hegemony.” 
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Hegemony operates as a kind of “trench system” at multiple levels and in social 

domains across the formal state, civil society and economic sector, including families, 

schools, religious and voluntary organizations, political parties, business firms, government 

agencies, and the publishing and mass media sectors (which Gramsci termed ideology’s 

“most prominent and dynamic part” [ibid 1985: 389]).14 Just as a series of trenches might 

circle a fortress, repelling invaders, the construction of ideological meaning at these sites 

protects (always imperfectly and unevenly) the power of dominant social forces localized in 

the more evidently economic and political apparatuses. Because hegemony is never total or 

airtight, however, dominant ideologies are not only constructed and fortified through mass 

communications, but also, to some extent, challenged and resisted: as Makus (1990: 501) 

puts it, “although ideological formulations are resistant to change, they are not impregnable.” 

Contingent outcomes of various struggles over ideas — battles which in our historical 

context largely play out in media discourse — are pivotal for shaping economic and political 

power relations.15  

For Gramsci, popular common sense constitutes the multi-dimensional complex of 

ideas that equips people with conceptual maps for navigating social relations. Effective 

configurations of common sense operate in people’s consciousness as implicit theories of 

how they should and do relate to each other and to material life in multiple social venues 

that gain the force of taken-for-granted assumptions. However, unlike the ideal scientific 

theories of Gramsci’s time and ours, the popular common sense of any large and 

heterogeneous society is never seamless or fully internally consistent. Instead, common sense 

                                                           
14 In Hallin’s (1994: 12) words, Gramscian theories of hegemony in the context of communications propose that “cultural 
institutions like the media are part of a process by which a world-view compatible with the existing structure of power in 
society is reproduced, a process which is decentralized, open to contradiction and conflict, but generally very effective.” 
15 In addition to cultural dimensions, hegemony has crucial material faces: for example, hegemonic social groups (e.g., major 
corporate shareholders) incorporate certain subordinate groups (white-collar, middle-class professionals) in political-
economic projects that — while they primarily benefit dominant forces — offer limited material concessions (e.g. salaries 
sufficient to support comfortable homeownership) in order to generate consent and pre-empt challenge.  
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is a fragmented and often baldly contradictory amalgam of understandings drawn from 

various philosophical, religious and political currents that is “sedimented” in consciousness 

from a lifetime of experiences, including family, school, media and workplace socialization, 

interpersonal practices and relations, and more proximate encounters with mass 

communications. Popular common sense — which might include bits of (mis)information, 

cultural understandings, social narratives, formulas and stereotypes, shaded with degrees of 

emotional significance — provides people with a potential set of discursive resources for 

understanding and acting in the world. The hegemony of dominant forces and interests 

operates in part by capturing or activating socially resonant elements of common sense, thus 

constructing existing power relations as natural, inevitable or universally beneficial, and 

limiting or discouraging (though never foreclosing entirely) challenge and resistance.16 

Because the processes by which hegemony is constructed and cemented (and 

challenged through counter-hegemonic projects) are historically contingent and, in principle, 

open-ended, for Gramsci the particular shape and outcomes of these ideological operations 

are questions that can only be answered through rigorous empirical study, or what Turner 

(2003 [1990]: 181) calls “concrete practical analysis of ideological formations within 

cultures.” Indeed, one of Gramsci’s suggestions for beginning such a project was to 

undertake what scholars today might call content or discourse analyses — along with studies 

of news production routines — of particular sets of intellectual and popular publications 

(Gramsci 1985: 388-89). This stress on contingency and emphasis on the potential for 

contestation stems from Gramsci’s theoretical commitment to a view of human identities, 

relations and practices as socially and historically constructed — rather than rooted in a fully 

                                                           
16 As Rupert (2005: 487-8) puts it, “Gramsci understood popular common sense not to be monolithic or univocal…Rather, 
common sense was understood to be a syncretic historical residue, fragmentary and contradictory, open to multiple 
interpretations and potentially supportive of very different kinds of social visions and political projects.”  
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formed, abstract, naturalistic or religious essence that effectuates itself consistently across all 

contexts — from his intuition (elaborated and deepened by later theorists) of the polysemy 

of communication and the relative indeterminacy and instability of meaning, and from his 

early understanding of the complexity and ambivalent texture of human consciousness in 

popular common sense. Thus, in contrast to the anti-empirical flavor (in caricature and 

otherwise) of some forms of cultural studies — particularly those grounded in 

poststructuralist or postmodernist sensibilities — neo-Gramscian perspectives are well-

suited to the kind of sustained and concrete political and social analysis that can elucidate the 

role of mass media in the rise of the New Right over recent decades.   

Following the wider availability in English of some of his major works, Gramsci’s 

insights were revived in a new context by scholars associated with British Cultural Studies, 

especially in what has been called its “classical period” (Kellner 2002) between the early 

1960s and mid-1980s. Foremost among these is Stuart Hall, who became the most 

prominent in a group of scholars concerned with building a kind of Marxist-rooted critical 

theory that was positioned to illuminate the social, political and economic changes occurring 

in the neoliberal era, especially the role of culture broadly — and mass media in particular — 

in processes of ideological domination and contestation. 

Hall (1979 [1977], 1980a) elaborated a nuanced understanding of how people engage 

with cultural texts that powerfully encourage but can never fully guarantee the acceptance of 

dominant ideological understandings. He developed this “encoding-decoding” framework in 

part to enable scholars to escape what seemed to be an intractable divide between cultural 

studies theories that place essentially unlimited power in texts (e.g. news reports) — and the 

forces that produce them — to inculcate socially dominant meanings, on the one hand, and 

perspectives that ignore or marginalize larger political-economic processes and assume an 
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essentially unlimited audience independence and autonomy, in which people have boundless 

freedom to (re)interpret messages based on their own subjectivities, on the other.17 As Hall 

(1980a: 134) put it: 

Polysemy must not…be confused with pluralism…Any society/culture tends, with 
varying degrees of closure, to impose its classifications of the social and cultural and 
political world. These constitute a dominant cultural order, though it is neither univocal 
nor uncontested. 

Hall and colleagues at the University of Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies began from a concern with the crystallization and circulation of ideological 

representations that support capitalist power relations, and creatively reformulated this 

agenda to draw out social agency and the possibilities for counter-hegemonic cultural 

struggle. One of their goals was to understand the audience as a culturally differentiated and 

active generator of textual interpretations grounded in particular, materially framed social 

locations, and in the individual identities and aspirations that derive complexly from these.18 

But at the same time, by foregrounding questions of power and acknowledging structural 

limits to cultural production and reception, scholars in this tradition seek to complicate naïve 

(and, perhaps, increasingly pervasive) notions of extreme audience autonomy. As Sut Jhally 

expressed it, “so the question, then, is this: given the possibility of infinite meanings, why is 

it that in concrete and specific circumstances only a few meanings are given?” (Jhally 2005)   

Hall approached this question with a basic analytic framework that categorizes 

audience positions into those that construct “dominant” or “preferred” readings, those that 

produce “negotiated” readings, and those that impel “oppositional” or “resistant” readings. 

People who spin dominant readings (or “decodings”) generally understand media texts 

according to the perspectives from which they are produced (or “encoded”), which 
                                                           
17 For a critique of this tendency in contemporary cultural studies, which has been termed “cultural populism,” see Turner 
(2003 [1990]: 187-89). 
18 Hall originally formulated the encoding-decoding framework for the analysis of televisual texts, but the categories are 
transferable to print news, and, possibly, other forms of media. 
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effectuates these texts’ operation as legitimations of the existing order of power relations. An 

example here might be a white-collar middle manager watching an evening news story 

dominated by New Right voices and representations, and interpreting the impending labor 

strike it reports as the result of selfish demands by envious manual workers that threaten 

broad national prosperity and global competitiveness. Those who construct negotiated 

readings glean more contradiction and ambivalence from texts, but still construct their 

meaning within the basic limitations of dominant understandings. Often, these 

contradictions suggest limited challenges to existing power relations based on localized or 

narrowly class-based subjectivities, but fall short of fundamental opposition. An example 

might be an old-guard union worker in the same industry interpreting the impending strike 

as reported on the news from a narrowly economistic or business-unionism perspective — 

i.e. as a legitimate move to protect employees’ living standards — but nevertheless 

expressing an overall aversion to labor stoppages in general as a drag on the economy and a 

threat to innocent consumers, and accepting the inherent power of owners and managers to 

direct investment and production decisions. Those who spin oppositional readings react to 

media representations in a mode of fundamental challenge to dominant understandings, 

instead interpreting texts from the standpoint of an alternative or counter-hegemonic 

discourse. An example here might be a radical labor activist who — despite the conservative 

ideological flavor of most representations contained in the report — reacts to news of the 

strike with expressions of broad solidarity, and who interprets statements by company 

representatives, political elites and journalists as maneuvers to quash budding union 

militancy that has the potential to encourage a socialist transformation. Texts are encoded at 

the level of media production as the provisional outcome of a complex interplay of material, 

cultural, social and political factors that play out in specific institutional and organizational 
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contexts through professional norms and routines framed by structural tendencies in the 

political-economy of the news field. Tensions are present at all levels of the circuit, and 

domination and resistance are more or less evident throughout, but the pressures for major 

channels of mass communication to produce news that at least encourages dominant 

readings — and the power relations these readings support — are strong. 

At the same time, it is important to emphasize that no aspect of a particular audience 

social position or identity can guarantee any kind of reading — preferred, negotiated or 

resistant. These are complex and contingent operations that are always open to slippage due 

to the multidimensionality that characterizes texts and the forces that produce them — thus 

often resulting in news reports with significant opposition discourse, and sometimes even 

counter-hegemonic representations — the complications of audience psychology and 

consciousness, and the particular processes through which people experience and 

understand their subjectivities. Thus, simply being a woman, or a small business owner, or a 

Republican, or an African-American with a master’s degree, and so on, never mechanically 

determines one’s response to a media text (see also Turner 2003 [1990]: 173-4). 

Nevertheless, social position — which is always at some level connected (though not 

reducible) to the structural-material conditions that obtain in a given historical context — is 

a powerful shaper of textual responses that orients (though doesn’t guarantee) audience 

engagement with media. Thus, just as a Gramscian understanding of hegemony would 

indicate, Hall’s encoding-decoding framework suggests a recursive ensemble of material and 

structural conditions, political and social institutions, and cultural-ideological tendencies, 

registered both at the level of media production and at the level of audience reception (and 

these levels themselves are connected in complex ways). 
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Dominant social forces accomplish the (positive) ideological work of building and 

solidifying hegemony in part by circulating media texts that capture culturally resonant 

aspects of popular common sense and reformulate these components in ways that legitimate 

their power, thus securing consent through the generation of preferred readings. As Hall 

(1988: 46) wrote in an analysis of Thatcherism: 

The first thing to ask about an ‘organic ideology’ that, however unexpectedly, 
succeeds in organizing substantial sections of the masses and mobilizing them for 
political action, is not what is false about it but what about it is true. By ‘true’ I do not 
mean universally correct as a law of the universe but ‘makes good sense.’ 

Again, because hegemony is never all-encompassing, audiences can and do engage in 

negotiated and — to a lesser extent — oppositional readings as well. And of course, the 

specific contours of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic media discourse, and preferred, 

negotiated and resistant audience readings, is ultimately an empirical question that must be 

addressed with reference to particular historical conditions. However, in the context of 

systematically unequal and hierarchical social relations, the material and political forces that 

impinge on both media production at the structural, institutional and organizational levels, 

and on reception as it is framed by the social positions of audiences, generate strong 

tendencies toward dominant readings and toward negotiated readings of a very limited kind. 

This limiting and constraining dynamic manifests ideology’s negative dimension. 

But how do these understandings of the ideological implications of media texts relate 

to social scientific accounts of news coverage and attitude formation? In other words, what 

links macro-social cultural representations to the specific ways in which popular political 

consent is shaped and registered in contemporary American public policy debates? I turn to 

these questions in the next section, where I connect neo-Gramscian conceptualizations of 

discursive power to the psychological mechanisms that channel public opinion in concrete 

political contexts. 
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VI. Framing, Psychological Ambivalence and Common Sense: A Proposed 

Theoretical Synthesis  

Gramsci’s elaborations of hegemony and popular common sense, and Hall’s 

extensions of these concepts in his work on the encoding and decoding of media artifacts, 

exhibit striking parallels to an influential social scientific understanding of individual-level 

processes of political cognition and expression. These connections, which appear not to 

have been explicitly traced by scholars from either the critical-cultural or empirical-scientific 

wings of mass communication research, center on the relationship of media content to 

attitudes and perceptions as expressed in opinion surveys. My conceptual understanding of 

news coverage and the cultivation of popular consent to the conservative policy turn in the 

United States is grounded in the synergy promised by this theoretical combination. 

According to the psychological perspective on attitude expression best exemplified 

by John Zaller’s “question-answering model,” mass opinion is characterized neither by pure 

randomness and arbitrariness rooted in general ignorance and lack of political interest (see 

Campbell et al. 1960; Converse 1964; Converse and Markus 1979), nor by strong “true 

attitudes” rooted in citizen rationality and competence, which can be accurately determined 

after peeling away layers of unsystematic measurement error. Instead, most people’s 

understanding of political and social affairs is characterized by a large degree of ambivalence.19 

In other words, we tend to possess a range of often apparently conflicting — yet sincerely 

and genuinely held — “considerations” that might be relevant to political and public policy 

issues (Zaller 1992; Zaller and Feldman 1992).20 These considerations cumulate over years of 

                                                           
19 See Hochschild (1981) for rich empirical evidence of Americans’ complex and ambivalent understandings concerning the 
interplay of social justice and economic freedom. 
20 “Consideration” in this sense refers essentially to any mental construct that could potentially be used by a survey 
respondent in forming an answer to a question (for my purposes, primarily questions about specific economic and social 
welfare policy items). Thus, considerations need not be confined to well-developed arguments based on evidence and 
logical reasoning processes. In fact, typically considerations are more likely to comprise fragments of factual (or incorrect) 
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socialization processes, including concrete experiences and engagement with mass and 

interpersonal communications of various kinds. When survey respondents encounter 

political and public policy questions, they draw on the considerations that are most salient 

for them at the time. Saliency requires in the first place that considerations be accessible in 

working memory, and both accessibility and salience in turn are strongly influenced by 

frequent and recent exposures in communicative processes that prime these considerations.  

This understanding of message processing and political attitude expression has been 

linked to a theoretical framework in cognitive psychology called the “associative network 

model of memory.” (Taber 2003: 442-46) According to this perspective, we can represent 

relationships among concepts in the mind through a web-like structure, where nodes are 

linked by explicit and implicit associations of varying strength and emotional force that form 

through socialization and communications processes over time. For instance, the more often 

that people discuss or hear about “freedom” in association with “private property,” the more 

strongly these considerations become connected in their mental networks as members of 

particular conceptual clusters. So, when these people watch news reports containing 

rhetorical constructions of “freedom,” it becomes more likely that both “freedom” and 

“private property” will be made accessible and salient, and thus emerge as working resources 

for choosing answers to survey questions to which they seem relevant.21 Thus, poll results 

are temporary constructions or moments of expression that — while usually grounded in 

plausible socio-political concepts or images, rather than being based on random or arbitrary 

factors — are nonetheless derived from the mix of considerations that are accessible and 

salient at the time. 
                                                                                                                                                                             
information, images and stereotypes, affectively colored objects and memories, assumptions about “how the world works” 
based on widely held cultural narratives, and general social beliefs and value claims about, for example, who is deserving of 
sympathy and assistance, who is normal and who is deviant etc.  
21 See also Lakoff (2011) for evidence from cognitive science suggesting that culturally resonant and politically 
consequential conceptual activations of this sort entail specific physical changes in the brain. 
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Moreover, considerations that are primed often — especially over long periods of 

time — become chronically accessible. In other words, they are almost always in the “top of the 

head” reservoir of mental constructs available for deployment in answering survey questions. 

For most members of the mass public, I suggest that chronically accessible (and salient) 

considerations are precisely those that are culturally resonant — i.e. they are considerations 

that constitute major discursive elements in the dominant “superstructure” of society, which, 

because it is “determined” (in the weaker sense of the term defined by my quotation of 

Stuart Hall in the previous section) by the material forces that constitute the political 

economy of mass media and other hegemonic sites, encourages preferred readings of news 

texts. In the vocabulary of social scientific approaches to communication, the words and 

images in mass media coverage frame political and social phenomena in ways that prime 

particular considerations. We can think of a frame as a conceptual and discursive package — 

manifest in sound, writing or visual images — that explicitly or implicitly highlights certain 

aspects of an issue and downplays or obscures others, thus suggesting particular 

constructions of social problems and particular actions to address them (Entman 2007).22 

Media framing-through-priming is one crucial pathway by which considerations become 

accessible and salient to audiences, and thus operative as criteria by which to answer poll 

questions probing support for public policies.  

This perspective on news reception and attitude expression implies that people will 

likely have as accessible and salient whatever mix of considerations that is primed by the 

frames that typically appear in the kinds of media with which they regularly engage. Thus, 

the informational texture and discursive diversity of mass communications environments — 

                                                           
22 For the voluminous social scientific literature in political psychology and communication studies on framing and priming, 
see, e.g., McLeod et al 2002; Roskos-Ewoldsen et a. 2002; Kinder 2003; Chong 1993; Chong and Druckman 2007a, 2007b; 
Entman 1993, 2004, 2007. 
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which, while their specific manifestations are always ultimately an empirical question, 

nevertheless are powerfully influenced by the political-economic forces that impinge on 

news outlets as hegemonic institutions — constitute a major factor shaping how people 

respond to survey questions. 

Certainly — and just as Stuart Hall’s encoding-decoding framework implies — 

because the particular social locations of audience members (marked, for example, by 

economic class, race and ethnicity, gender, sexual identity, educational background and so 

on) generate different socialization, interpersonal communications and other experiential 

processes that impact the substance and range of considerations that people acquire, even 

the limiting hypothetical case of regular exposure to mass communications environments 

that uniformly present dominant ideological visions could never produce preferred readings 

across the board: As Jhally (2005) put it: “No one else has lived, or can live, by definition, 

precisely the life you've lived, I've lived, anyone has lived…The combination of discourses 

that surge through us as we try to make sense of the world is absolutely unique.” In addition, 

just as a neo-Gramscian perspective on media discourse would suggest, even mainstream 

commercial news — especially under the historical conditions of formally free expression 

that obtain in the United States — rarely circulates representations that are fully supportive 

of dominant social forces (Hall 1979 [1977]). And, of course, there are other 

communications media — specialized journals of public affairs, alternative Internet news 

sites, social movement publications — with which some people engage regularly and which 

may be conceptualized as counter-hegemonic venues that cultivate critical social 

orientations, in large part by priming oppositional sets of considerations. This means that 

audiences are never completely vulnerable to framing influence and that some resistance to 
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or repudiation of media messages — seen in negotiated and oppositional readings — is both 

theoretically possible and practically evident. 

Moreover, while a degree of ambivalence at some level likely characterizes the 

thinking of even the most politically conscious and committed people, those who spend 

much time and energy attending to mass communications and discussing public affairs — 

including in some cases through exposure to media and venues of interpersonal exchange 

that challenge dominant understandings and power arrangements through counter-

hegemonic operations — are more likely to organize their considerations consistently and 

coherently, hold to them confidently, and connect them directly to explicit visions of society, 

to particular policy issues, and to their own concrete experiences and material interests. 

Nonetheless, despite these real and significant limits to ideological control in the interests of 

dominant forces — or in Page and Shapiro’s (1992) words, “elite manipulation of public 

opinion” — the major point remains that people’s social understandings and political 

preferences are deeply reflective of the communicative contexts in which they are enmeshed. 

In the current historical situation, these contexts centrally include the hegemonic mass media 

and the ancillary institutions that surround it, such as the advertising complex that provides 

the bulk of its revenues, and the increasingly sophisticated public relations arms of state 

apparatuses, political parties, corporations and interest groups. 

I want to suggest that we think of Zaller’s (1992) considerations as micro-

psychological analogues to Gramsci and Hall’s elements of popular common sense. Like the 

components of common sense, considerations cumulate over time from various 

socialization, experiential and communicative processes localized in social venues such as the 

family, formal educational system, religious and voluntary organizations, workplaces, 

neighborhoods and mass media — which are simultaneously identified in neo-Gramscian 
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theory as concrete sites at which hegemony is constructed, fortified and challenged. Also like 

the elements of common sense, considerations are characterized by degrees of ambivalence, 

fragmentation and contradiction — particularly among the majority of the mass public in 

our historical context that has relatively few opportunities and relatively little inclination for 

developing factual political knowledge, or for engaging in the active, critical thought and 

consistent social practice, that can help elaborate and hone their understandings into more 

coherent frameworks for analyzing and acting in the world of public affairs.23 And like 

hegemonic ideological operations, in which dominant social forces — working through 

institutions such as the news media — selectively evoke culturally resonant components of 

popular common sense in configurations that justify, promote and reinforce patterns of 

privilege and subordination, we can understand framing-through-priming as an individual-

level mechanism by which mass communications messages psychologically activate certain 

clusters of considerations, which feed into polling responses that political elites deploy as 

legitimations of dominant power relations — and the public policies that support and 

further these arrangements. Thus, “mental equipment” (Larrain 1996: 61) — i.e. the 

psychological processes through which people perceive (or construct) the political and social 

world — plays an important part in ideological operations, although these dynamics are 

subtle, complex and never totally effective from the perspective of dominant interests. In 

sum, the processes by which media coverage shapes survey responses constitute one crucial 

instantiation of the dynamic through which dominant forces cultivate popular consent by 

circulating discourse — which we may categorize analytically into linguistic or visual frames 

— at a major hegemonic social site where common sense is constructed, (re)formulated and 

reinforced. 

                                                           
23 On the relationships connecting political and public policy knowledge, socio-economic status and political power in the 
contemporary United States, see Delli Carpini and Keeter (1997). 
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Stuart Hall’s conceptual elaboration of social articulation also resonates strongly with 

the micro-psychological “question-answering” model of opinion expression. Articulation in 

the interplay of mass consciousness and culture refers to the processes by which particular 

discursive constructions of social relations become connected to: 1) other discursive-cultural 

formulations, 2) political movements, which in my context include policy proposals, 3) 

rooted social positions and identities (what social-scientific public opinion scholars might 

call “predispositions”), and 4) material or structural conditions (Hall 1985; Makus 1990). 

Crucially, these connections are not logically or historically necessary, but nor are they 

random or arbitrary. Rather, they are the product of social forces working to gain or solidify 

popular allegiance. Forging such links, thus, is contingent on particular historical conditions 

and political actions — including, I argue, mass media dynamics. These connections are 

always to some extent unstable, but in particular historical contexts they nevertheless can be 

quite durable and effective in constructing hegemonic conceptions that legitimize dominant 

power relations.24 

Like the mental considerations about social life and public affairs posited by John 

Zaller and social scientific researchers inspired by him, the discursive elements (or bits of 

popular common sense) that are articulated in consciousness under Stuart Hall’s framework 

are fragmentary ideas drawn from a variegated fount of ideological currents and internalized 

through socialization. As Hall (1985: 111) put it, “common sense thinking contains what 

                                                           
24 Like hegemony itself, articulation in Hall’s formulation is a multi-dimensional concept, and not all senses of the term are 
directly relevant to my analytic framework on attitude expression. 
At the level of macro-social discourse, articulation describes how dominant forces link different class and group interests 
under a certain hegemonic conception and political project. And then there is the critical scholar’s conscious attempt to 
rearticulate discursive, social and material elements in ways that will further new understandings that carry emancipatory 
possibilities. As Hall (1985: 95) put it: “The aim of a theoretically informed political practice must surely be to bring about 
or construct the articulation between social or economic forces and those forms of politics and ideology which might lead 
them in practice to intervene in history in a progressive way — an articulation which has to be constructed through practice 
precisely because it is not guaranteed by how those forces are constituted in the first place.” On this mode of “ideological 
struggle,” see also Hall (1985: 112-13). Such active political intervention, which I engage in the section on epistemology at 
the end of this chapter and in Chapter 9, is central to my understanding of critical media analysis.   
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Gramsci called the traces of ideology, ‘without an inventory.’” In our historical 

circumstances, elite communications — circulated primarily through media outlets — 

connect (or articulate) certain concepts to each other, to policy issues, and to material 

conditions by encapsulating them in culturally resonant frames. As a result, mass 

communications prime particular sets of considerations in ways that forge connections in 

consciousness between them, and connections between considerations, material conditions 

(such as the state of the economy), social predispositions (marked — however imperfectly 

— by variables like income level and race), and public policies. Finally, in a formulation that 

evokes cognitive psychology’s associational network model of memory, Hall (1985: 104) 

contends that “ideologies do not operate through single ideas: they operate in discursive 

chains, in clusters, in semantic fields, in discursive formations. As you enter an ideological 

field and pick out any one nodal representation or idea, you immediately trigger off a whole 

chain of connotative associations.” Thus, in social scientific parlance, communicative frames 

that prime a certain consideration secondarily activate other considerations to which this idea 

is connected in audiences’ mental networks as a result of previous socialization processes, 

both mediated and experiential. 

For example, a set of statements circulated on television news by Republican elites 

and Clinton administration officials under the frame of welfare dependency might link (or 

articulate) the concepts of paid private-sector employment, self-discipline and relative 

prosperity, on the one hand, as opposed to federal government social assistance, 

dependency, sloth and poverty, on the other (fragments of popular common sense), and 

further articulate these elements with welfare reform as a policy. Media messages prime these 

considerations (or elements of common sense) — which may also connote sub-articulations 

to conceptions of race and gender — for a middle-class viewer (social position or 
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predisposition), who is being compelled to work longer hours (material conditions), thus 

activating such connections when this viewer is asked whether he favors welfare reform. 

When certain sets of articulated and culturally resonant frames appear frequently in news 

media and are rarely challenged by alternative constructions, this process results in the 

articulation in audience consciousness of fragments of common sense that may spur 

politically significant effects on public opinion polls. Such polls are then deployed by 

political elites to signify consent for their preferred policies — and the power relations that 

underpin and are promoted by them.      

As I suggested in Section V, the perspective on ideology that I draw from to conduct 

concrete media analysis allows me to steer clear of a simplistic and mechanistic reliance on 

notions of false consciousness that not only fail to recognize the constructive role of 

ideology, but depict people as irredeemable dupes who inherently lack the capacity to 

understand which policies will promote their interests and values. Hall’s encoding-decoding 

categories — understood with reference to social scientific perspectives on the relationships 

between communication frames and the micro-processes by which media messages operate 

to activate considerations — acknowledge the relative interpretive and attitudinal autonomy 

of newspaper readers and TV audiences (rooted in the complexities of linguistic 

representation, human cognition and consciousness, and the material and social influences 

on these). Such perspectives on audience agency and critical potential, understood in relation 

to the relatively unstable character of hegemony at the level of macro-social discourse, also 

highlight opportunities and capacities for popular political struggle: people can and (to some 

extent) actually do challenge dominant readings of the news, and insurgent social 

movements and oppositional political actors can (in theory) present alternative visions that 
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are effective in harnessing aspects of common sense to emancipatory social practices and 

political projects that people will embrace.  

But at the same time, the framework I offer recognizes the real — i.e. structurally 

and materially based — limits on the freedom to interpret communication artifacts 

independently and form “autonomous policy preferences.” Gramsci, Hall and others in this 

intellectual tradition recognize that the material structures of political economy impel news 

media to privilege dominant representations, so the ideological battles that occur on the 

terrain of the news — or “framing contests,” in the parlance of social scientific mass 

communications theory — are not “fair” in the pluralistic sense of the term: the limiting and 

distorting dimensions of ideological operations in mass media constitute a complementary 

dimension to the constructive and productive faces, stunting possibilities for deepening and 

extending human freedom and collective autonomy by systematically refracting the social 

world to the benefit of powerful interests.  

Of course, in the state-civil society configuration that prevails in capitalist-

democracies like the United States, direct government censorship in the realm of domestic 

policy discourse is very rare. Moreover, legal frameworks and cultural traditions have created 

a public sphere in the form of the news media that is — in theory — open to nearly anyone, 

along with liberty of association and formally free elections. This means that there are 

numerous potential opportunities for criticism, opposition and even counter-hegemonic 

resistance — social forces that to some degree challenge dominant understandings, policy 

directions and power arrangements are not forbidden from circulating discourse that will 

capture other elements of common sense (or reconfigure the same elements that dominant 

forces are activating), and articulate them to alternative political projects and visions of 

society. And popular constituencies can use their own concrete social and material 
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experiences to interpret these new discursive constructions in ways that challenge dominant 

forces, voicing opposition to policies that subvert their interests and values through public 

opinion polls, and mounting insurgent mobilizations that exert organized pressure on the 

state apparatus and powerful interests.25  

In sum, hegemonic institutions such as mass media constitute sites at which 

contending social forces struggle to present discourse that can activate elements of common 

sense and articulate them to political visions comprising desired public policy directions and 

power arrangements. These ideological operations, I argue, work through the mechanisms of 

communications framing and priming, and their interaction at the individual level with the 

complex and ambivalent amalgam of mental considerations that make up the popular 

common sense that we acquire socially. However, dominant forces have a decided advantage 

in these struggles through structural constraints working at the level of news production (i.e. 

the broad political economy of media-government-corporate relations), and at the level of 

audience reception (through socioeconomically rooted disparities in political knowledge and 

patterns of consciousness). 

This theoretical framework is well-positioned to fuel concrete analysis of such 

ideological dynamics as they have operated through mainstream news coverage, political 

discourse and public opinion in the rise of the New Right during the neoliberal era: its 

nuanced conceptualizations are remarkably consistent with current social scientific 

understandings of micro-level communications reception and attitude expression; its 

relational ontology and epistemology (which I explore more fully in Section VIII) is 

                                                           
25 Ultimately, such counter-hegemonic dynamics might result not only in immediate policy changes, but also in shifting 
political party alignments, the creation of new parties, and the election of candidates to public office who would begin to 
dismantle the political props for corporate power, militarism, racism, patriarchy and related oppressions, perhaps even 
challenging neoliberal capitalism itself. While various forms of resistance to the New Right and to neoliberalism generally 
have occurred around the world, sustained challenge on this scale has not emerged in the United States over the last 30 to 
40 years. 
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amenable to multi-methods critical analysis at the level of culture and communication, and 

of material structures and conditions, while its conceptual focus foregrounds the normative 

questions of power that are too often sidelined in conventional academic treatments of the 

media; and its core substantive concerns — i.e. the political dynamics of class power under 

(and beyond) the social conditions of capitalism — provides the broad problematic for my 

empirical analyses. In the next section, I prepare the ground for these analyses by sketching 

the historical context of my study and elaborating some major policy directions and key 

discursive moves that have characterized the rise of the New Right during the neoliberal era. 

VII. Neoliberalism in Historical Context and Political Practice: The American New 

Right from Carter’s Malaise to Reagan’s Revolution to Clinton’s Capitulation    

Neoliberalism as a political-economic framework for the operation of capitalism 

traces its immediate roots to the post-World War II period with the theories of scholars like 

the economist Milton Friedman and the political philosopher Friedrich von Hayek, now 

intellectual luminaries of the New Right. Its march into the centers of institutional power in 

the United States can be traced to the late 1960s and early 1970s, as the end of the post-war 

expansion led to a crisis of “stagflation” that opened space for an emerging bloc of 

governmental and business elites to offer a new political-economic and ideological-cultural 

framework. This broad understanding would facilitate social practices and public policies to 

ensure continued profits and viability for the capitalist political-economy through which the 

power of these elite interests was constituted. By the end of the 1970s, neoliberal doctrine — 

which was positioned to address developments such as intensifying competition from the 

resurgence of the previously war-ravaged economies of Europe and East Asia, new 

productivity-enhancing technologies, the worldwide run-up in energy prices, and 

deindustrialization facilitated by liberalized global trade arrangements, which marked the end 
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of the Fordist era of mass industrial production and elevated finance capital to pre-eminence 

in the United States — would replace the Keynesian-liberal approach that was dominant in 

national policymaking circles since the New Deal (Harvey 2005). And by the mid-1990s, the 

basic economic and social welfare policy rationales of neoliberalism — and its core 

discursive assumptions and parameters — would be firmly entrenched as the mainstream 

elite analysis, favored in modified form even by the power centers of the national 

Democratic Party, as represented in the Clinton administration (Meeropol 1998). 

As the great post-World War II boom wound down at the beginning of the 1970s, 

the American economy entered a prolonged period of low growth rates, high 

unemployment, stagnating real incomes and wages, rising inflation, and falling corporate 

profit rates (Ferguson and Rogers 1986; Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005). The policy tools 

usually employed to reverse these trends appeared not to be working: for example, 

mainstream economists until the 1970s thought that steeply increasing inflation and 

unemployment could not occur simultaneously, and that the fiscal and monetary policy 

approaches to curbing one rate would typically lead to increasing the other. For a variety of 

reasons related to changing global economic conditions, this “demand-management” 

approach relying on interest rate adjustments and tax and spending policies proved unable to 

break the hold of stagflation and the apparent political “malaise” that accompanied it.26 Into 

the breach stepped a cadre of scholars espousing neoliberal tenets, including a small but 

soon to be influential set of economists touting “supply-side” fiscal theory. 

These experts advocated steps that promised to dramatically scale back the role of 

the state in market activity, allowing for a more efficient allocation and productive 

                                                           
26 President Jimmy Carter in 1979 famously inventoried the country’s seemingly intractable brew of economic, social and 
cultural problems — and prominently attacked material self-centeredness and empty consumerism — in a national address 
that has subsequently come to be known as the “malaise” speech, after the label affixed to it by White House pollster 
Patrick Caddell.  
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deployment of national resources. In terms of fiscal policy, this meant large tax cuts designed 

to spur savings, entrepreneurship and investment, and the severe reduction or elimination of 

government programs (particularly at the federal level) — with the key exception of military 

and domestic security expenditures. Particular targets for cutbacks were redistributive 

programs in health care, housing, social insurance and income assistance; public goods 

provision such as mass transit and subsidized jobs initiatives; and programs to regulate 

business activity in finance, labor relations, wages, worker health and safety, environmental 

quality, consumer rights, and telecommunications. Unions — as the major working class 

political institution in the post-World War II era — have been a key casualty of neoliberal 

federal policy overhauls, which have often been justified in the culturally resonant language 

of business “flexibility.” Pro-corporate statutes, regulatory enactments or non-enforcement 

of existing protections, and administrative tools have all decreased the power of labor by 

making it more costly to stage strikes and more difficult to organize new workplaces.27  

Overall, the neoliberal rationale for these moves is that most government spending 

and regulation — with the exception of areas deemed to help markets operate effectively, 

such as military power and domestic law enforcement — was a drag on the economy, 

reducing incentives for (and raising the costs of) productive, private, profit-oriented activity 

(Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005; Baker 2007). Military expenditures — while constituting a site 

of some political tension and contradiction from the standpoint of the neoliberal-New 

Right’s avowed anti-statist convictions — were central to the conservative domestic project, 

especially during the Reagan years and during the George W. Bush administration. Such 

spending was a major factor spurring economic growth during the mid- to late-1980s, 

                                                           
27 I discuss the Reagan administration’s watershed firing of striking federal air-traffic controllers in Chapter 5. The president 
rhetorically ratcheted up his response to the PATCO union during a press conference at the signing ceremony for his 1981 
tax plan. 
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growth that was typically attributed in popular forums to cutbacks in domestic social 

spending, regulation and — especially — taxes.28 In the domain of tax policy, the idea was to 

harness the innate human desire for a rising material standard of living in order to promote 

private-sector work and savings by the labor force, and productive capital investments by 

businesses. This was to be achieved largely through heavy “across-the-board” (or flat-rate) 

income tax cuts, reduction of capital gains taxes, and incentives for firms to invest in new 

physical infrastructure and technologies. Ultimately, according to supply-side theorists, these 

tax cuts would not only spur job creation and retention while simultaneously boosting 

productivity and curbing inflation, but would increase government revenues and melt away 

the federal budget deficit, in spite of increased military and security expenditures (Greider 

1982; Phillips 1990; Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005; Baker 2007). 

Ronald Reagan’s tax and budget plan of 1981, which is one of two empirical cases I 

examine, was the major initial offensive in this policy turn founded on neoliberal ideas. 

Other key episodes included a number of moves since the late 1970s designed to ease 

business regulation through statute, administrative appointments and agency rule changes; 

the uneven but significant scaling back of income assistance, social insurance and health care 

programs during the 1980s; the bipartisan austerity budget and tax blueprint that resolved 

the partial government shutdowns of the mid-1990s; the massive welfare overhaul of 1996 

(my second policy case), which ended the federal guarantee of cash assistance for poor single 

mothers and placed new restrictions on benefits enforced by punitive sanctions; the various 

pro-business trade policy initiatives of the late 1990s and early 2000s (most prominently, the 

North American Free Trade Agreement and the construction of the World Trade 

Organization); the George W. Bush administration tax plans of 2001 and 2003, and the (so-

                                                           
28 For a popular neoliberal defense of 1980s fiscal and economic policies written by the editor of The Wall Street Journal, see 
Bartley (1992). 
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far) stalled initiative to partially privatize Social Security, launched by the Bush 

administration in 2005. While the neoliberal turn in domestic economic and social welfare 

policy was not fully effective — for example, right-wing forces faced substantial resistance 

on some issues from liberal Democratic members of Congress during the 1980s and the 

Clinton administration during the 1990s — the cumulative effect has been to sharply 

redistribute before- and after-tax income upward, to arrest the steady drop in poverty rates 

that had occurred until the 1970s, and to exacerbate wealth and income inequality to levels 

not seen since the 1920s (Phillips 1990; Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005; Baker 2007; Morgan 

2007).  

We can understand the development of neoliberal policy as a project to restore class 

power — both in the formal state apparatus and explicitly political sectors, and in the 

workplace and civil society — after a long period during which the structure of the post-

World War II political economy made more broadly shared prosperity, and basic social 

rights and protections, acceptable to most major business interests and governing elites. The 

pre-eminence of the United States in the global economy and financial structure — 

combined with demand-management policies at home and the post-war bargain or “truce” 

between corporate capital and bureaucratized labor (Davis 2007 [1986]: Ch. 2; Moody 1988: 

Ch. 2-3) — created a situation in which rising real wages and rising business profit rates co-

existed (although the latter increased faster than the former), and recessions were short and 

shallow (Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005). Beginning in the late 1960s and early 1970s, these 

conditions steadily dissipated, and space emerged for a new political project that would 

address the changed structural circumstances and re-energize corporate dominance, while 

securing a level of mass allegiance. Neoliberalism, I argue, found a potent political and 

cultural vehicle in the New Right. 
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The roots of the American New Right can be traced to the various anti-communist, 

nativist and conservative-traditionalist groups — many touting conspiracist narratives — 

that flourished on the margins of national politics during the early and middle Cold War 

period (Kazin 1995; Diamond 1995; Berlet and Lyons 2000). Its march from the fringes of 

legitimacy and power to the centers of governance and national policymaking involved 

patient political organizing, intellectual production, cultural struggle and financial 

mobilization. Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater, who lost the 1964 election to Democratic 

President Lyndon Johnson in a landslide, was the first major-party candidate who might be 

considered a proto-representative of the New Right. At the time, Goldwater’s ultra-

conservative cast was a decidedly minority profile in the national Republican Party. But over 

the next 15 years, the economic, political and cultural landscape changed sufficiently such 

that Reagan could not only win the GOP primary as the clear candidate of the right, but 

could capture the presidency in a last-minute, come-from-behind electoral vote landslide, 

offering an optimistic vision of nationalist renewal, market entrepreneurialism and traditional 

American values that contrasted sharply with Carter’s apparent pessimism and calls for self-

sacrifice. The former Hollywood actor and California governor’s victory inaugurated an era 

during which the basic ideas that undergird neoliberalism have gained force and currency, 

even through intermittent periods of Democratic congressional and presidential control 

(Ferguson and Rogers 1986; Block et al. 1987; Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005): the 

gravitational center for national policy and political discourse has shifted, as conservative 

forces consolidated their (provisional) victory in the Gramscian war of position. 

A key factor in the synergy of neoliberal economic doctrine and conservative politics 

in the United States more generally centered on the combination of radically pro-market 

ideas favorable to corporate elites and the new breed of economists and policy experts, on 
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the one hand, with a kind of right-leaning populist discourse holding strong and racially 

charged roots in the Deep South, on the other. To build a coalition of middle- and working-

class voters and political activists who could recognize their interests and values as being 

advanced by the neoliberal agenda required an appeal to — and a powerful re-articulation of 

— elements of American popular common sense that construct federal politicians and 

bureaucrats (and their cosmopolitan, urban-based enablers in the academic, media and 

nonprofit “special interest group” establishment) as the major obstacles to freedom and 

prosperity for ordinary “middle Americans.”29 Even in its left-leaning incarnation of the late-

19th century, populism harbored currents of nativism, religious exclusion, cultural 

authoritarianism and outright racism; these threads became stronger and more virulent as the 

nemesis was slowly transfigured from greedy bankers and industrial magnates to liberal 

Washington politicos and bureaucrats (and their intellectual legitimizers), and as the civil 

rights movement provoked a white supremacist backlash in the former Confederate states 

(Kazin 1995: Ch. 9).  

However, while groups that espouse egregiously racist, anti-immigrant and associated 

conspiratorial worldviews have continued to play important roles as sources of energy in the 

broader New Right movement (Berlet and Lyons 2000), a crucial factor in the rise of this 

political configuration to institutional power has been the rhetorical downplaying of such 

acscriptively anti-egalitarian perspectives, which by the 1970s and 1980s had become 

increasingly unacceptable in mainstream political discourse in the wake of the so-called 

“rights-revolution” (Kazin 1995; Berlet and Lyons 2000). These appeals were replaced by 

ostensibly color-blind rhetorics articulating what were expressed as traditional American 
                                                           
29 This amorphous term, a favorite of New Right authors, appears to connote farmers, manual laborers, small business 
owners and employees, small-town residents in general, and even people who live in the geographic area between the 
(urbanized, cosmopolitan, left-leaning) East and West Coasts. As Ehrenreich (1987: 170, n. 3) remarks, the label “is itself 
ideologically interesting, in that it unites the blue collar auto worker and the wealthy car dealer, the security guard and the 
bank manager.”   
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values of market individualism against collectivist oppression by the federal government and 

allied social institutions, especially nonprofit organizations, charitable foundations and labor 

unions. Much of this discourse had an implicit, coded racial undertone (Edsall and Edsall 

1991; Quadagno 1994; Fording 2003), but the virulent anti-egalitarianism of earlier elements 

of right-wing populism was obscured or rejected by the rising generation of movement 

leaders in the early 1970s. 

Key to the New Right’s hegemonic discourse has been the articulation of “freedom,” 

“liberty” and “choice” with the competitive behavior of atomized individuals — as well as, 

by extension, nuclear families and business firms — in private market transactions.30 Such 

connections have always been salient in American political culture and popular common 

sense, but the rising right-wing forces of the 1970s and 1980s managed to solidify these links 

in ways that have generated significant (though by no means monolithic) patterns of public 

consent for their favored economic and social welfare policy regimes. This has been 

accomplished by yoking these neoliberal conceptions to culturally resonant currents of 

populism, and channeling grassroots economic and social frustration against government 

social provision and economic regulation. In this narrative, New Right leaders — inside and 

outside state apparatuses — have constructed themselves as rebels, dissidents, even 

“revolutionaries” (often with roots among the working or lower-middle classes, or small 

entrepreneurial strata), champions of the common, patriotic (implicitly white) citizen of 

“middle America,” out to restore government to its proper role. These invocations have 

persisted even as the conservative wing of the Republican Party has had partial or full 

                                                           
30 As UK Prime Minister (and Reagan confidante) Margaret Thatcher put it, there is “‘no such thing as society, only 
individual men and women’ — and, she subsequently added, their families. All forms of social solidarity were to be 
dissolved in favour of individualism, private property, personal responsibility, and family values.” (Harvey 2005: 23) 



56 
 

control of the national executive or legislative branches for most of the last 30 years, 

including a pair of two-term presidencies held by clear representatives of the New Right.31 

This discourse has radically separated the private economy from the state apparatus (or, what 

Gramsci terms “political society”), constructing a binary, zero-sum logic in which more 

authority and resources for one element simply equates to less for the other.32 Ideologically, 

the effect has been to further de-politicize the economy and aspects of civil society and 

subject them to market imperatives by targeting the agents and mechanisms of (especially 

federal) government social provision, business regulation and labor organization. In this way, 

mass political, economic and cultural grievances have been rechanneled onto national 

politicians, judges and bureaucrats; their allies in academia, media, unions and non-profit 

advocacy organizations; and the “unproductive” social constituencies that benefit from these 

forces. As I discuss in my case study of welfare reform discourse in Chapter 7, the effect of 

this discursive separation has been to obscure a new material recombination of state and 

economy as neoliberal norms and practices have colonized government policy and 

administration, and as business representatives have played increasingly direct roles in the 

political and administrative process (Phillips 1990; Frank 2008). As Harvey (2005: 77-8) 

writes, “the boundary between the state and corporate power has become more and more 

porous.”33 

                                                           
31 References to “revolution” are rife in New Right cultural material, most prominently in the frequent invocations of the 
“Reagan revolution” of 1980 and the “Republican Revolution” of 1994, as well as the local “tax revolts” that began with 
California’s Proposition 13 in 1978 (Frank 2008). On the discursive implications of the latter episode, Kazin (1995: 263) 
remarked, “the image of their movement as a populist insurgency rapidly passed into conventional wisdom — along with 
the language its organizers had used to describe themselves.” 
See also the biography of George W. Bush, titled Rebel in Chief, in which the president was said to “operate in Washington 
like the head of a small occupying army of insurgents…He’s an alien in the realm of the governing class, given a green card 
by the voters.” (Frank 2008: 48) 
32 This ideological separation of the state (or politics and civic life) from the market — and the simultaneous construction 
of the economic system as apolitical — is fundamental to capitalism (see, e.g., Rupert 2005: 484-5; Swanson 2008). I argue, 
however, that neoliberalism as propagated through the New Right has intensified the dynamic, signifying this naturalization 
of the market through culturally evocative rhetorical representations that are advancing class power in forceful ways.      
33 Among many examples, this can be seen in the successive federal administrative reform efforts since 1980 that have 
focused on “cutting red tape,” reducing the public workforce, contracting out services (even including, increasingly, security 
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Thus, as an ascendant force in institutional politics, the New Right has blended pro-

business tenets that were always in favor among key social bases of American conservatism 

— particularly since the rise of large corporations after the Civil War — with a grassroots, 

right-leaning populist rhetoric exalting the aggrieved (and implicitly white) small farmer, 

merchant and manual worker, stripped of much of its directly racist cast. In effect, the New 

Right re-articulated the discursive lines of populist antagonism from enmity against 

exploitative bankers, railroad magnates, industrialists and corrupt, pro-corporate politicians, 

to anger at parasitic, center-left federal politicians and judges, bureaucrats, intellectuals and 

lower-status clients.34 Notions of class have been redrawn in a way that blurs or erases the 

lines of social status and political power that capitalist markets inscribe by virtue of people’s 

role in economic production and the related stratified allocation of material privilege in the 

forms of income and wealth. 

Instead, New Right voices have constructed a narrative whereby government 

officials themselves — and associated left-leaning interests — are cast as a “class” that 

exploits and oppresses competitive market actors generally in the interests of a collectivist 

project that ultimately serves “unproductive” and “undeserving” social elements (including, 

implicitly at least, racial minorities and immigrants).35 This populist texture denies the crucial 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and military operations), and outright privatization. In a signal of the force of the new conservative hegemony, the 
“reinventing government” initiative spearheaded by Democratic Vice President Al Gore was suffused with neoliberal 
rhetoric and practices, as exemplified in the concept of “entrepreneurial government,” which constructs citizens (and 
businesses) as “customers.”  (Levine 2004 [1978], Caiden 2004 [1981], Hood 2004 [1991], Osborne and Gaebler 1992, 
National Performance Review 2004 [1993]) 
34 As Kazin (1995: 261) wrote of the 40th president’s propensity to invite comparisons to Franklin D. Roosevelt: “Reagan 
was fond of quoting the Democratic icon to signify that he, too, was engaged in transforming a hapless government that no 
longer served average citizens…Observes the biographer Lou Cannon:… ‘He undermined the New Deal in its own 
vernacular.’” 
35 Thus, the so-called “new class” (Block et al. 1987; Kazin 1995) was seen as using state power to place obstacles in the 
way of the natural, competitive flourishing of (inherently unequal) talents, virtues and capacities in the (again, natural, even 
divinely ordained) private market. As Harvey (2005: 65-6) wrote of the philosophical logic of neoliberalism: “Individual 
success or failure are interpreted in terms of entrepreneurial virtues or personal failings (such as not investing sufficiently in 
one’s own human capital through education), rather than being attributed to any systemic property (such as the class 
exclusions usually attributed to capitalism).” This discourse draws heavily on the anti-elite ethic of “producerism” that has 
long played a key role in American right-wing populism (Berlet and Lyons 2000). In Chapter 5, I analyze Reaganite political 
rhetoric with reference to the producerist narrative. 
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role of popular social forces — such as the labor movement of 1930s and the civil rights 

movement — in building major aspects of the American social welfare and business 

regulatory state (Ehrenreich 1987; Piven and Cloward 1977; McAdam 1999 [1982]; Morone 

2003). Neoliberal-New Right forces seek to undo these social achievements in the name of 

entrepreneurial freedom and market efficiency precisely by framing them as elite schemes that 

harm ordinary workers. In doing so, their discourse draws on longstanding threads of 

American common sense suspicious of state power — particularly “interference” in the 

economic realm (Hartz 1983 [1955]) — that had been significantly (though incompletely and 

unevenly) neutralized or de-emphasized during the post-New Deal era. It has transcribed 

this configuration of ideas in a powerful populist rhetoric, while simultaneously stressing a 

market fundamentalism drawn from neoliberal theory.36 

Another set of crucial ingredients in the discursive reconfiguration that operated to 

channel neoliberalism through conservative institutional politics was a powerful cultural 

appeal to moral traditionalism and patriarchy, increasingly represented in specifically 

Christian rhetoric. Beginning in the 1970s, a group of newly politically conscious 

conservative evangelical and fundamentalist church organizations mobilized against what 

they saw as American society’s descent into sexual license and spiritual degradation. Allied 

with a resurgent segment of traditionalist Catholicism especially energized by the Supreme 

                                                                                                                                                                             
For a perceptive discussion of the New Right’s designation of this “new class,” see Ehrenreich (1987: 165-70). Ironically, 
the term “new class” was appropriated from a critique of Stalinism that had been mounted by independent socialists (Kazin 
1995: 349, n. 22). 
36 Such a blend of market-libertarian tenets and right-leaning populist rhetoric may be viewed as a response to the 
contradictions in theory — and, especially, in practice — of neoliberalism as an ideological-political project (Harvey 2005). 
This can be seen in its suspicion of democracy and popularly representative institutions, its endorsement of expert-based 
politics and top-down governing arrangements, and its clear willingness to deploy government power on behalf of business 
interests, despite its glorification of “free” enterprise and unfettered competition (ibid: 66-7, 69-70). These contradictions 
have created instabilities and pockets of resistance in certain areas of public policy, with important implications for the role 
of the state under neoliberal control (Harvey 2005: 64-86). 
New Right charges of “liberal elitism” are thrown into striking relief by Nixon Vice President Spiro Agnew’s statement that 
he didn’t think “‘there’s any particular gain to be made by debating on streetcorners…You don’t learn from people 
suffering from poverty, but from experts who have studied the problem.’” (Ehrenreich 1987: 173, citing Witcover [1972: 
265]) 
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Court’s 1973 endorsement of abortion rights — and even some elements of conservative 

and orthodox Judaism — these forces undertook a series of widespread, coordinated 

campaigns of civic organizing, political fund-raising and cultural advocacy (Ehrenreich 1987; 

Kazin 1995: 255-60; Morone 2003: Ch. 15; Harvey 2005: 49-50). While there are potential 

contradictions between this Judeo-Christian moral communitarianism and the neoliberal 

market individualism propagated by newly energized business interests,37 the New Right has 

succeeded in articulating certain key connections among these elements, thus constructing a 

culturally resonant and internally coherent narrative linking economic “freedom” with 

personal “morality” — and even moral authoritarianism, as some segments have endorsed 

the aggressive use of state power to promote orthodox values and stigmatize or criminalize 

cultural deviance. This has involved the forging and reinforcement of (often, implicitly color-

coded) connections in popular common sense among economic self-reliance, personal 

discipline and denial of physical gratification, conventional gender roles, and just material 

reward (so long as that reward does not include or encourage behavior deemed immoral).38 

Finally, while not figuring prominently or directly in the news coverage and political 

discourse on economic and social welfare policy I explore in this study, the role of 

militaristic nationalism and aggressive foreign policy should not be understated in the 

ascendancy of neoliberalism through the rise of the New Right. Particularly during the 

Reagan administration, strong articulations of American market-capitalist liberty with 

populist moral traditionalist values — as against the totalitarianism of “godless 

Communism” (and, as the era progressed, militant Islamist terrorism) — were constructed 

                                                           
37 See Ehrenreich (1987: 183-89) for a discussion of some of these tensions in the context of capitalist consumer culture. 
38 On the connection within the New Right framework between “the new class” and social “permissiveness” (especially 
among the poor), see Ehrenreich (1987: 176-8). These particular dynamics were most prominent in the context of my study 
during debate over the 1995-1996 welfare reform law, presented in Chapters 6 and 7. 
For discussion of the theological sources and political implications of the several strands of conservative Christianity that 
have united in social activism under the New Right, see Berlet and Lyons (2000: 205-13). 
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and solidified.39 Such discursive threads were manifested in economic and social welfare 

policy discourse by positioning this traditionalist, patriotic vision of “the people” in 

opposition to left-leaning elites who favor rapprochement with international communism, 

impose costly modernist socioeconomic engineering, and seek a breakdown of moral order 

under the purported influence of the 1960s New Left and counterculture.40        

Neoliberalism’s discursive and practical manifestation in the vehicle of the American 

New Right was made possible by a multifaceted and aggressive political remobilization of 

corporate interests beginning in the early 1970s. These efforts fueled a growing assortment 

of think tanks, media organizations, electoral mobilization apparatuses and advocacy groups 

that have made major interventions through political fund-raising, organizing and cultural 

production (Zinn 1980: 546-49; Kazin 1995: Ch. 10; Berlet and Lyons 2000: 218-220; 

Lapham 2004; Harvey 2005: 43-4; Frank 2008). Especially important was the effort by 

business interests to pool resources and converge on broad policy agendas to serve a set of 

common goals centered on attacking the social welfare and business regulatory state and 

undermining the power of organized labor both in the workplace and in the formal political 

arena. These forces were much less closely networked and effectively organized during the 

New Deal-post-World War II-Great Society period: in that political-economic climate, 

business tended to pursue more particularistic goals along regional, firm or sector lines, and 

was unable or unwilling to mount a concerted push for fundamental changes that would 

recharge class power. But now, encountering new structural conditions, facing an 

increasingly weak political foe in the national Democratic Party and its allies, and chafing 

                                                           
39 For a revealing and carefully documented account of the cultural, political and economic links between key U.S. New 
Right groups and right-wing authoritarian regimes and guerilla movements in Africa and Latin America during the 1980s, 
see Frank (2008: Ch. 3 and 4). 
40 These connections are apparent during the signing ceremony for the Reagan tax plan (which I analyze in Chapter 5), 
when TV audiences heard the president rhetorically attacking the Soviet Union even as footage of the event signified key 
elements of right-wing producerism as articulated with conservative economic policy. 
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under mounting taxes and regulations in environmental quality, worker rights and consumer 

protections, corporate interests were, as one writer put it, “learning to spend like a class.” 

(Harvey 2005: 44)41 

Neoliberalism’s marriage — partly of principle, partly of convenience — with right-

leaning American populism in recent decades has helped to create discursive and material 

conditions for the emergence of a highly effective hegemony in mainstream news coverage 

and mass consciousness. In the absence of a powerful re-articulation by opposition social 

forces, the normalization of these constructions has smoothed enactment and entrenchment 

of key elements of the neoliberal economic and social welfare policy regime. As Hall (1988) 

argues in his analysis of the ascendant conservative hegemony in the UK that operated in 

parallel with the American New Right,42 Thatcherism was a powerful cultural force that 

demanded to be reckoned with (and resisted) on that plane. In other words — and contrary 

to the views of much of the British institutional and intellectual left at the time — the 

                                                           
41 See, for example, the 1971 memo to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce from Lewis Powell, who was soon to be nominated 
by President Richard Nixon to the Supreme Court; as Powell put it, “‘the time has come — indeed it is long overdue — for 
the wisdom, ingenuity and resources of American business to be marshaled against those who would destroy it.’…The 
National Chamber of Commerce, he argued, should lead an assault upon the major institutions — universities, schools, the 
media, publishing, the courts — in order to change how individuals think ‘about the corporation, the law, culture, and the 
individual.’” From 1972 to 1982, chamber membership grew more than fourfold, to over 250,000 firms. (Harvey 2005: 43) 
For an example of this broad re-mobilization of business interests during the Reagan era, see the May 12, 1981, Associated 
Press story reporting that the American Bankers Association had broken a long policy of “political neutrality” — i.e. only 
commenting on and lobbying for policies with direct relevance to the banking sector — to explicitly endorse the 
administration’s tax plan, domestic budget cuts and efforts to curb industry regulations. 
42 While many of the social conditions and political configurations that gave rise to the New Right in the UK and the 
United States differed because of the historically specific trajectories of the two nations (Harvey 2005: 55-63), the general 
impetus of both movements was similar: to fuel a resurgence of business class power by yoking it to a right-wing populist-
traditionalist appeal rooted in visions of national rebirth, laced with explicit or implicit racism and xenophobia, militarism, 
punitive constructions of criminal justice, social conformism and cultural authoritarianism glorifying the patriarchal family. 
In the realm of economic and social welfare policy, the drive in both cases was toward regressive tax reduction, state 
benefits retrenchment, attacks on union solidarity, the lifting of corporate regulations, privatization, “entrepreneurial 
governance,” and trade and international investment arrangements friendly to transnational capital (Hall 1988; Clarke 1991; 
Larrain 1996: 65-69). The similarities between the Thatcherite and Reaganite projects were no accident, because these 
visions and their associated policy programs were enframed (or “determined,” in the weaker sense of the word) by changing 
global economic forces that induced a crisis of capitalism. 
Such strong links are evident in an Associated Press story reporting on Thatcher’s first state visit to the White House in 
February 1981, in which the UK leader “applaud(ed) Reagan’s ‘massive’ election victory and his program to cut federal 
spending and income taxes;” assailed “the growing involvement of the government in the economy and people’s lives;” and 
expressed optimism for Reagan’s policy success. White House Press Secretary James S. Brady said the personal connection 
between the two heads of government— who were said to share “lavish dinners” while discussing foreign and domestic 
affairs — made it “difficult to pry them away from each other at the end. Their chemistry is right…They hit it off.” 
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conservative resurgence had to be challenged not only on the level of institutional electoral 

strategy and policy contestation narrowly conceived, but also on the level of ideas and 

understandings of the world that connect people’s everyday experiences to larger social and 

political visions. In other words, the rhetoric and imagery presented by the new breed of 

Thatcherite elites — and amplified, though not without contradiction and contestation, in 

media discourse — resonated with culturally powerful components of ordinary Britons’ 

common sense.43 Conservative forces presented a vision of political, economic, social and 

cultural relations that appealed to large segments of the UK mass public because it evoked, 

and creatively recombined, key fragments of popular common sense. In contrast, Hall 

argued, left leaders lacked the imagination, capacity or inclination to forcefully counter the 

right in the struggle over ideas with culturally powerful visions that could resonate with other 

components of British common sense. Thatcherite discourse offered people an interlocked 

set of culturally plausible and materially effective resources for understanding the world and 

acting politically in the new historical context of neoliberalism, thereby affirming the value of 

key aspects of their identities and social lives. 

A similar set of dynamics occurred in the interplay of mainstream news discourse, 

mass consciousness, and economic and social welfare policy opinion during the rise of the 

American New Right: the Reagan administration and its allies linked their regressive tax 

agenda to culturally powerful elements of popular common sense such as “freedom” from 

government “interference,” individual economic initiative and consumer “choice,” while 

bipartisan advocates of welfare reform tied their goals to “personal responsibility” and the 

end of pathological social “dependence” that breeds crime and disorder. These pervasive 

representations at the same time operated to address material needs and aspirations for 

                                                           
43 As Hall (1988: 167) wrote, “what Thatcherism as an ideology does, is to address the fears, the anxieties, the lost identities, 
of a people. It invites us to think about politics in images. It is addressed to our collective fantasies.” 
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significant segments of the population, through promises of increased job opportunities, 

larger paychecks and reduced government deficits (and thus, reduced future tax obligations) 

in the first case, and tax savings, reduced deficits (again) and physical security in the second 

episode. When frames drawing such connections circulated through mass media frequently 

— with little opposition from left-of-center political elites and nongovernmental voices — 

they operated to prime fragments of common sense (or “considerations,” in John Zaller’s 

terminology) in particular configurations that generated politically effective rationales for the 

right turn in economic and social welfare policy. Moreover, I argue, the domination of news 

coverage by official voices in general — and by depictions of politics as an elite-level game 

— operated through these same psychological mechanisms to disconnect public affairs and 

policymaking from the fabric of people’s everyday lives, possibly encouraging the sort of 

popular political cynicism and passivity that neoliberalism prefers. 

Scholars have long noted what appears to be most Americans’ simultaneous 

“philosophical conservatism” and “operational liberalism” when it comes to economic and 

social welfare policy in the contemporary historical context. Consistent polling majorities 

express abstract opposition to “big government,” decry state interference in the economic 

realm, claim that the government “wastes a lot” of tax money, and generally favor private 

enterprise over state action (Feldman and Zaller 1992; Page and Jacobs 2009). And in recent 

decades people are much more likely to label their general ideological views as 

“conservative” than “liberal.”44 At the same time, when survey items are worded as 

pragmatic questions of general policy, majorities or substantial pluralities have long 

expressed durable support for a number of key social welfare and business regulatory 
                                                           
44 According to a recent academic survey, more than 70 percent of Americans believe that “our freedom depends on the 
free enterprise system.” These ideas connect to the widespread belief in the American dream of upward economic mobility: 
more than three out of four people —  including majorities of nonwhites, more than 70 percent of low-income Americans 
and more than half of unskilled white workers — believe that “it’s still possible to start out poor in this country, work hard 
and become rich.” (Page and Jacobs 2009: 51-2) 
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programs, including Social Security, Medicare, job-training, public education and a higher 

minimum wage. In addition, more people say they want to increase the tax responsibilities of 

corporations and the wealthy than want to decrease them, and mass support for the general 

principle of progressive taxation is strong, nearing 50 percent even among self-identified 

Republicans and high-income people (Page and Shapiro 1992: Ch. 4; Cook and Barrett 1992; 

Page and Jacobs 2009).45 Majorities even express strong support for increased spending on 

programs to help poor people — when the word “welfare” is not used in the question 

(Gilens 1999). However, during major debates about specific public policy initiatives, polling 

majorities over the last 30 years have usually — although not in all cases — expressed 

ultimate support for the more conservative position (i.e. the course advocated aggressively 

by the neoliberal-New Right): majorities favored Reagan’s tax and budget agenda, supported 

welfare reform, opposed the Clinton health care plan, and endorsed the Bush tax cuts of 

2001 and 2003.46 Thus, in the bounded contexts of concrete episodes of institutional policy 

debate — characterized by widespread mainstream news coverage and elite communications 

campaigns — a picture of strong popular consent for the neoliberal turn in economic and 

social welfare policy emerges. 

The complexities and ambiguities apparent in this basic three-level structure of 

American mass opinion can be illuminated by the Gramscian-Zallerian conceptual 

framework I elaborate here. Americans’ “philosophical conservatism” may be a durable 

residue of hegemonic socialization into general anti-state, pro-market orientations that, while 

a long-running feature of U.S. political culture and popular consciousness, have grown in 

                                                           
45 Incredibly, a 2007 survey shows 56 percent support for the notion that “our government should redistribute wealth by 
heavy taxes on the rich;” this result — which came despite a prompt informing respondents that the idea was controversial 
— appears to be an all-time high for the question, and came even before the 2008 financial crisis and subsequent recession 
(Page and Jacobs 2009: 85). 
46 The notable exception to this trend was the Bush administration’s proposal to begin privatizing Social Security, which 
never garnered majority polling support. I speculate on possible explanations for this anomaly in the conclusion to my study 
in Chapter 9. 
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salience during the neoliberal era: when people encounter these kinds of survey items, the 

larger number of them express support for the conservative position because the generalized 

language of the questions primes culturally powerful considerations in popular common 

sense. On the other hand, people’s substantial support for generally framed policy directions 

encompassing key aspects of the social welfare and business regulatory state may be 

anchored in patterns of socialization constituted by more direct experiences with these 

programs, flowing from concrete social predispositions: receiving a Social Security check — 

or being close to someone who does — having one’s basic medical services covered by the 

government after the age of 65, not having to pay tuition to send one’s children to school 

through 12th grade (and funding these programs through a tax system weighted toward those 

with the most ability to pay) are closely connected to most Americans’ everyday experiences, 

and have relatively transparent and direct implications for their material well-being. These 

attitudes, cultivated by the former New Deal-Great Society hegemony that expanded and 

solidified the social welfare and business regulatory state, result from articulations of 

common sense sedimented through concrete experiences in social venues like the family and 

the school system. 

However, because most people do not pay close and frequent attention to national 

political affairs and public policy debates, the onset of highly charged episodes characterized 

by widespread news coverage and heavily circulated political discourse creates conditions 

under which opinions about specific policies expressed in polls can be especially open to 

mass communications influence. In a number of cases during the neoliberal era, New Right 

forces have successfully articulated a social vision that strengthens and connects key 

“philosophically conservative” strands of popular common sense to a particular political project 

that includes specific public policies — and to people’s concrete material experiences. In a 
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manifestation of ideology’s positive register, most words and images that citizens 

encountered on commercial television news and in mass-market papers — whose producers, 

anchors, editors, reporters and sources are key examples in our historical context of what 

Gramsci called “intellectuals” — portrayed these policy issues in ways that resonated with 

key popular social and economic aspirations, while crystallizing and activating culturally 

resonant components of common sense. 

At the same time, the New Right could not be very effective in cultivating consent 

for neoliberal policy moves unless media discourse also operated in the negative ideological 

dimension to mystify, distort, limit and even, sometimes, outright deceive — in Page and 

Shapiro’s (1992) language, to “manipulate:” it is implausible that large numbers of Americans 

who would be materially disadvantaged in significant ways by this right-flank assault on New 

Deal-Great Society political-economic arrangements would actively signal their acquiescence 

in opinion polls unless they were — at least provisionally and temporarily — persuaded that 

they would benefit from these moves.47 Thus, as I show in the case studies in Chapters 4 

through 7, mainstream news clearly favored New Right voices and frames — in part because 

opposition forces (for a variety of complex reasons) failed to articulate alternative discursive 

                                                           
47 While this negative ideological distortion was not simply (or even primarily) the outcome of conscious strategic 
communication campaigns, we should not minimize the importance of these. This stage of my study will not empirically 
engage questions of elite intentionality vs. structural or institutional influences that refract the forms and substance of news 
coverage. As I discuss in Chapter 9, addressing this matter would require, among other tasks, archival research on the inner 
workings of the growing state and civil society communications institutions that accompanied the rise of the New Right. 
Such analyses must address the role of emerging conservative intellectual and public-relations apparatuses, such as the 
Heritage Foundation and Hoover Institution, which were financed by wealthy corporate donors through sources like the 
Olin, Coors and Scaife foundations. 
From a larger conceptual standpoint, intentionality is a secondary — though important — question: I believe that 
exploration of potential “elite manipulation” — or the circulation of ideological representations that legitimate dominant 
power relations — should be guided by reference not so much to the goals or intentions of particular media 
communicators, as by the nature and implications of messages in terms of popular democratic prerogatives and capacities. 
As Edelman (1988: 125) writes, “explanation is more adequate when it deals in actions, structural conditions and 
consequences than when it deals in the attribution of intensions.” At the same time, my understanding of the negative 
dimension of ideology in terms of media distortion and misrepresentation includes the assumption — which is supported 
by growing empirical evidence in the American context (e.g. Jacobs and Shapiro 2000; Jacobs 2011) — that “individual 
consciousness or intention” (Larrain 1996: 48) does play some significant role in these dynamics, and that ideological 
operations sometimes do “function like conscious class propaganda” (ibid: 31), in the sense of carefully designed 
communications offensives meant to mislead audiences in the service of certain power arrangements or political projects 
(on “propaganda” defined in this way in opposition to “persuasion,” see Johnson-Cartee and Copeland 2004). 
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packages that construct other configurations of common sense, material conditions and 

aspirations, and public policies. The result has been the consistent priming or activation of 

conservative-leaning mental connections in the context of particular policy episodes. Such 

dynamics are especially powerful when the proposals at issue are technical and arcane: 

because of its political-economic position and the professional routines this encourages, 

mass media is unlikely to circulate concrete policy information that might encourage 

skepticism of the attractive and culturally resonant claims offered by elite interests. Thus, 

media discourse has operated on two levels to shape substantive popular understandings in 

ways that furthered neoliberal policies and power configurations: first, the frames circulated 

by New Right (and later, “New Democrat”) voices — though ideologically constructive in 

that they offered powerful discursive and material articulations — were systematically partial 

and limited in their representations of public policy and political economy. Second, these 

views were pervasive in mainstream news and infrequently criticized or challenged by 

counter-frames from elites, let alone by counter-hegemonic interpretations from non-

governmental social voices. 

Certainly, Reagan, Gingrich and their allies were not uniformly successful in enacting 

their desired policies, although in the realm of domestic social welfare, taxation and 

economic regulation broadly conceived, they were arguably more successful than is often 

supposed. However, neoliberal-New Right forces were stunningly successful in changing the 

terms of discourse — i.e. shifting the way many Americans think, talk and write about these 

issues — which consequently helped to change not only many material aspects of state 

administration and policy outcomes, but also shifted the sets of social and economic visions 

that are afforded space on the legitimate national agenda, thus engendering further policy 

victories. These successes were both reflected in and reinforced through the negative 
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ideological operations of a systematically constrained news media discourse, even as 

hegemonic communications were effective in generating mass consent for the right turn by 

evoking and activating — via positive ideological operations — selectively reconfigured 

elements of American popular common sense, as expressed through polls on major issues at 

this historical conjuncture. 

From a neo-Gramscian perspective, it should be no surprise that the New Right has 

not been totally effective in moving policy discourse, agendas and outcomes, nor that core 

elements of its vision have survived in modified forms during periods of Democratic Party 

control of state apparatuses: hegemonic processes do not involve seamless domination, and 

total or final victory. Rather, they are concerned with the discursive and material stitching 

together of coalitions under a dominant ideological vision and socioeconomic-political 

project. Indeed, we can understand the Clintonite New Democrat phenomenon (which we 

may be seeing in a somewhat different guise in the Obama administration) as a strategic 

move by certain party factions to incorporate themselves into the conservative hegemony. 

To be sure, there are real and materially consequential differences between the New 

Democrat social vision and domestic policy program, on the one hand, and the Reaganite-

George W. Bush project, on the other, that should not be minimized.48 However, these 

differences obscure an important underlying ideological unity within the basic neoliberal-

New Right hegemony, which has acted as a kind of force field generating discursive and 

policy tendencies that have proven difficult to break, and have defined the grounds of 

struggle in the class politics of contemporary U.S. domestic policy. In these ways, the 

hegemonic project that took shape in the 1970s and 1980s and became consolidated by the 

1990s was relatively effective in neutralizing potential critics — such as major Democratic 

                                                           
48 On the substantial economic policy and performance differences under Democratic and Republican presidents over the 
last 50 years, see Bartels (2008). 
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Party elements and supporting center-left institutions — and marginalizing core opponents 

in left-liberal political and radical non-governmental groups.49 

Considerable tension, unevenness, contradiction and instability characterized the 

mass media-public opinion processes by which a measure of popular consent for the 

neoliberal domestic policy order was achieved. My case studies will demonstrate that news 

coverage of the 1981 tax and budget plan and the 1996 welfare reform law was not 

homogeneously friendly to New Right voices and themes, and, further, that political views 

outside the conservative hegemonic framework — and even outside the dying New Deal-

Great Society conception — were developed and propagated by elite and nongovernmental 

actors. And my experimental evidence on the individual-level mechanisms by which such 

ideological conceptions can influence expressed policy preferences will show that many 

people exposed to strongly hegemonic discourse in the form of realistic news texts do 

critically evaluate and resist these messages. However, as I discuss in Chapter 9, while they 

stress ideological instability and the possibilities for challenge and struggle, neo-Gramscian 

understandings of hegemony and common sense — as applied empirically to major 

contemporary U.S. policy debates — also indicate that nothing approaching overwhelming 

popular consensus as expressed in polls is necessary to fuel changes in governance with 

momentous implications for material power arrangements and social conditions.  

VIII. Epistemology and Empirics: Science as Descriptive, Explanatory and Critical  

To undertake an empirically grounded and systematic analysis of news media 

discourse geared toward critically illuminating ideological operations requires engaging some 

thorny epistemological matters that have long bedeviled scholars in both the scientific-
                                                           
49 As Harvey (2005: 63) wrote of Reagan and Thatcher: “Their genius was to create a legacy and a tradition that tangled 
subsequent politicians in a web of constraints from which they could not easily escape. Those who followed, like Clinton 
and (UK Prime Minister Tony) Blair, could do little more than continue the good work of neoliberalization, whether they 
liked it or not.” Blair’s so-called “New Labor” accommodation with the neoliberal hegemony is a close analogue to the 
Clintonite-New Democrat ideological response in the United States. 
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empirical and critical-cultural wings of mass communication research. As I suggest in Section 

III, many positivistically oriented scholars who subscribe to a strong ethic of scientific 

neutrality and objectivity have shied away from studying phenomena like “elite manipulation 

of public opinion” because of reluctance to pass judgment on questions of truth and 

falsehood in political discourse, and thus have been unable to grasp what a mass media 

environment presenting “the best available information and analysis” (Page and Shapiro 

1992) might look like. At the same time, many contemporary cultural studies authors — 

especially those heavily influenced by poststructuralism and postmodernism — have tended 

especially to reject negative understandings of ideology because these conceptualizations 

seem to imply an elitist view of professional intellectuals as qualified to make judgments of 

“Truth” in social reality that are presumed illegitimate from a post-positivist perspective. 

Such evaluations, according to this perspective, are said to be valid only from the uniquely 

partial and specific subject-position — as well as from within the particular “discourse” — 

of the scholar.50 Moreover, the standards of rigor to which we might plausibly peg an 

analysis such as the one I present have proved elusive to scholars in both broad traditions of 

media research. In this final section, I briefly situate my approach — which relies on “critical 

realism” (Sayer 2010 [1984]; Isaac 1987) — in this contested epistemological field. In so 

doing, I introduce the strategies for news coverage and public opinion analysis that I 

describe more fully in Chapter 3. 

There has been much discussion — sometimes bordering on intellectual combat — 

about the apparently incommensurable assumptions of broadly critical-cultural approaches 

to mass communication, on the one hand, and so-called scientific-empirical perspectives, on 

                                                           
50 Some have gone so far as to make the strong claim that the concept of “ideology” itself has lost theoretical and practical 
value (if it ever had any) in the freewheeling postmodern era of infinitely open texts, decentralized and untamable 
information networks, resistance through the “pleasure” of consumption, and localized identity politics (Turner 2003 
[1990]: 181-9)                                                             



71 
 

the other.51 My study offers a way to bridge these divides through the critical realist approach 

(Sayer 2010 [1984]; Isaac 1987). Critical realism’s aim is to use a variety of methods to 

explicate the causal powers and mechanisms that operate in particular historical contexts, 

while remaining grounded in a commitment to social critique based on the inescapable 

differences between studying human and non-human phenomena. Moreover, unlike strong 

versions of interpretivism and social constructionism, critical realism simultaneously 

emphasizes some crucial similarities between social science and natural science, based on an 

acknowledgement of the materiality of human relations. Because outcomes are always open-

ended, causal mechanisms are not determinative in the strict sense; rather, they establish the 

major tendencies — or conditions of possibility — for political and social relations that may 

or may not be activated in particular contexts, may or may not produce directly observable 

empirical regularities, and usually operate in complex ways on multiple levels of analysis.52 

Thus, valid empirical work requires abstracting particular — and partial — dimensions from 

complex sets of concrete relations, identifying necessary and contingent causal mechanisms, 

and producing an account that — while always fallible and limited — is nevertheless 

grounded in evidence and cohesive argument. I approach my work from the assumption that 

doing empirical research does not necessarily imply an “empiricist” philosophy of science, a 

positivist epistemology or a strictly behaviorist notion of scientific laws and causality. 

Knowledge is never completely unbiased (in part because social phenomena are “concept-

dependent,” though certainly not reducible to concepts); there are no final, definitive or 

                                                           
51 As Lewis (2001: 5) writes of the often-territorial relations between quantitatively oriented public opinion and media 
researchers and qualitatively-oriented scholars of cultural studies and critical theory, “both sides have often focused more 
on the egregious aspects of the other than on their more careful or incisive moments.” 
And see Shapiro and Wendt (2005: 22): “For a realist, whether and to what degree competing explanations are 
incommensurable is a question for investigation, not a philosophical fiat.” Indeed, scholars in the field of communication 
studies (e.g. Carragee and Roefs 2004) have called for research that links social scientific methodologies and concepts 
regarding media coverage and attitude formation with critically oriented theoretical frameworks focusing on the operation 
of power. 
52 See Gramsci 2005 [1971]: 408): “Politics is in fact at any given time the reflection of the tendencies of development in the 
structure, but it is not necessarily the case that these tendencies must be realized.” 
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incontestable truth claims independent of historical and social context; and the development 

of general covering laws for politics — in the same way that researchers are said to have 

discovered general laws for the hard sciences — is neither an appropriate nor a practicable 

goal, although we can use empirical methods to draw out historically bounded 

generalizations.53  

At the same time, I do assume that there exist real political and social phenomena 

that have both material and cultural-linguistic dimensions. As Hall (1985: 103) writes in 

challenging certain post-stucturalist accounts that result in discursive reductionism: “Every 

social  practice is constituted within the interplay of meaning and representation and can 

itself be represented. In other words, there is no social practice outside of ideology. 

However, this does not mean that, because all social practices are within the discursive, there 

is nothing to social practice but discourse.”54 Language, systems of meaning, human behavior 

and material structures are, as Sayer (2010 [1984]: 33) writes, borrowing from Raymond 

Williams, “reciprocally confirming.”  

Moreover — while it is neither desirable nor possible to remove scholarly work from 

its social, economic, political  and cultural context55 — it is both possible and worthwhile to 

develop provisionally valid knowledge claims that enlarge and deepen our understanding by 

carefully and sensitively using a variety of systematic methods of inquiry.56 Thus, despite the 

                                                           
53 As Isaac (1987: 70) put it, “theoretical practice, and the dialectic between competing theories, is a protracted process of 
contestation and reasoned judgment in which there can be no Archimedean point of scientific certainty.” 
On the pitfalls of imperialistic generalizations and their implications for the possibilities of positing broadly applicable social 
laws, see Sayer 2010 [1984]: 99-103). 
For a useful discussion of scientific realism in social science, its departures from both logical empiricism and strong 
interpretivism, and its applicability to empirical research that relies heavily on the analysis of consent in Gaventa (1980), see 
Shapiro and Wendt (2005).  
54 Or, as Clarke (1991: 179, n. 9) writes, “subject to Baudrillard’s disagreement, texts do not exhaust reality.” 
55 See (Sayer 2010 [1984]: 6): “Science or the production of any other kind of knowledge is a social practice. For better or 
worse (not just worse) the conditions and social relations of the production of knowledge influence its content.” This tenet 
of critical realism — among many others — resonates strongly with Gramsci’s view of “intellectuals” in society, referenced 
in fn. 10. 
56 As Isaac (1987: 71) writes, “the great virtue of realism is that, in recognizing the necessary limits of any methodological 
approach, it can shift social inquiry from a concern with specious canons of scientificity to a concern with substantive 



73 
 

centrality of human interpretation — on a number of levels — in this study, and despite my 

commitment to the importance of cultural and historical context, I do not think scholarship 

is completely relative or is simply reducible to discourse or to one’s ideological position: “the 

admission that all knowledge is fallible does not mean that all knowledge is equally fallible.” 

(Sayer 2010 [1984]: 68) There are better and worse configurations of empirical evidence that 

may be marshaled to support a claim, better and worse applications of various methods of 

inquiry, and more cogent or less cogent interpretations of evidence: As Sayer (2010 [1984]: 5) 

puts it, “knowledge is not immune to empirical check, and its effectiveness in informing and 

explaining successful material practice is not mere accident.”57 

Consequently, while I situate my research enterprise firmly in the mode of critical 

theory, focusing on questions of ideological power and the meaning of political discourse, I 

diverge sharply from the strongest forms of postmodernism, which assert the complete 

indeterminacy and relativity of language and meaning, and thus of political experience and 

activity. Postmodern approaches contribute significantly to social analysis, particularly in 

their close attention to race, ethnicity, gender, sexual identity and other forms of submerged 

“difference.” But their extremely decentered stance can operate to remove any leverage for 

the evaluation of social practices and institutions by denying the possibility for grounds by 

which power relations can be critiqued with an eye toward conscious activism and 

emancipatory change: as Clarke (1991: 103) writes of the pretense of radical struggle that 

some forms of postmodern theorizing espouse, “although the repertoire of 

cynicism…involves a form of refusal, it is nevertheless demobilizing: a state of passive 

                                                                                                                                                                             
explanation.” Both Sayer (2010 [1984]) and Shapiro and Wendt (2005) argue that while the assumptions of logical 
empiricism continue to inform how many empirical scholars and philosophers of social science describe their activity, most 
working social scientific researchers actually practice their craft as if they were realists.  
57 As Isaac (1987: 64) writes, “in the realist view scientific theories are most definitely susceptible to falsification, if we mean 
by this susceptible to criticism and refutation.”  
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dissent. The playfulness of postmodernism evokes precisely this emotional and/or political 

disinvestment: a refusal to be engaged.”58  

While I reject the easy relativism of some forms of postmodernism — in which 

knowledge is reducible to particular subject positions, which are subsequently unmoored 

from material practices and social relations — I do not believe that values can (or should) be 

banished from scholarship. All of us are enmeshed in social, economic, political and cultural 

relations that constitute the grounds from which we conduct research — and which, 

furthermore, constitute the very phenomena we study: 

In order to understand and explain social phenomena, we cannot avoid evaluating 
and criticizing societies’ own self-understanding…Moreover, criticism cannot 
reasonably be limited to false ideas, abstracted from the practical contexts in which 
they are constitutive, but must extend to critical evaluation of their associated 
practices and the material structures which they produce and which in turn help to 
sustain those practices. (Sayer 2010 [1984]: 39, 40) 

In other words, social science — because its focus of study is the complex, interlocked set of 

practices and understandings that constitute human action — is inconsistent with its stated 

aims of interrogating unexamined knowledge by recourse to empirically informed argument 

if it fails to critically evaluate such practices and understandings from the perspective of what 

could be.59 Critical realism, then, resists the imperialisms of both empiricist scientism and 

interpretivist discourse studies, while drawing on the strengths of each in an approach that 

stresses the simultaneous materiality and concept-dependence of social phenomena, and the 

inherently evaluative character of a coherent science of human relations.  

                                                           
58 See also Calhoun (1992), Garnham (1992), Turner (2003 [1990]: 189-95), Fraser (1989) and Hall (1980b: 161-2) on the 
liabilities of postmodernism. See Hall (1985) on the different treatments of ideology in material-cultural critical theory, on 
the one hand, and strong versions of postmodernism and poststructuralism, on the other.  
59As Sayer (2010 [1984]: 41-2) writes, critical realism “implies a different view of the social role of this type of knowledge 
and for ‘intellectuals.’ It means that social science should not be seen as developing a stock of knowledge about an object 
which is external to us, but should develop a critical self-awareness in people as subjects and indeed assist in their 
emancipation.” 
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Critical scholarship in its most defensible and meaningful form includes the careful 

description and explanation of what is in society — both its generalities and its particularities 

— as well as empirically informed critique of these phenomena based on assessment of what  

“might be from the point of view of emancipation.” (Sayer 2010 [1984]: 256, emphasis added) 

This last impulse likely elicits the most discomfort from empirical scholars working — 

explicitly or tacitly — within more orthodox understandings of epistemology and the 

philosophy of science. While the radical implications of this perspective should not be soft-

pedaled, seen from another standpoint it merely extends the underlying logic of scientific 

research and intellectual production from the relatively privileged level of professional 

scholars — and, directly or indirectly, elite interests like government policymakers and 

corporations — to people at large: 

Learning, as the reduction of illusion and ignorance, can help to free us from 
domination by hitherto unacknowledged constraints, dogmas and falsehoods… 
What is wrong if researchers stimulate this potentially emancipatory change in others 
in the process of trying to achieve it for themselves?” (Sayer 2010 [1984]: 252) 

Blurring the dogmatic lines that divide critical-cultural and social scientific perspectives on 

research is an important step in building a thoroughly critical science of political 

communication that is relevant to the enormous social changes and challenges that lie just 

outside academic offices. This is an enterprise toward which I hope the present study 

contributes in some significant measure.
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Chapter 3 -- Methodology and Research Design: Sketches for a 

Critical Science of Communication 

I. Introduction 

As I discussed in the final section of the last chapter, critical realism allows for a 

variety of quantitative and qualitative methodological strategies and techniques. This 

ontological-epistemological perspective requires mainly that researchers clearly acknowledge 

the strengths and limitations of these tools, avoid both crude empiricism and discursive 

reductionism, and embrace the overarching and interdependent goals of description, causal 

explanation and social critique. Thus, my study of mainstream media discourse and the 

dynamics of popular consent during the rightward turn in U.S. economic and social welfare 

policy in the neoliberal era includes quantitative content analysis, qualitative textual analysis 

and a quantitatively oriented communications-effects experiment. 

 I begin this chapter by briefly explaining the role of each of these methods in my 

project, highlighting how they operate within the critical-realist paradigm. I then sketch the 

basic logic of my content analyses, discussing the selection of news media reports and the 

coding procedure. After this, I proceed to explain critical semiotics as I understand and 

employ this approach in the second stage of each of my two case studies, discussing the 

particular benefits of this textual interpretative strategy in light of my epistemological-

theoretical framework and substantive agenda. I end by outlining the general logic of my 

experimental analysis, saving description of the concrete design for Chapter 8. The 

Appendix at the end of the study contains more extensive methodological information and 

materials, including a detailed outline of the coding schemes for my content analyses, 

reproductions of major textual materials that I examine in my semiotic analyses, and 

technical notes on the design, execution and key variables of my experiment. 
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II. Critical-Realist Analysis in Practice: Leveraging Intensive and Extensive Media 

Research 

In the tradition of a critical-realist approach that sees social science as simultaneously 

an enterprise of description, explanation and critique aimed at assisting human emancipation, 

my broad aims in this project are integrally related and mutually dependent : 1) to explain the 

shape of public opinion poll results during key policy episodes over the last 30 years, and 

thus, to contribute toward understanding how and why the U.S. political economy has 

undergone a significant shift to the right. 2) to abstract from the concrete, multidimensional 

processes in these cases to advance some more general — though historically limited — 

statements about larger dynamics concerning the ideological power of mainstream news 

media and the cultivation of mass consent through poll results. 3) to explore — if only 

partially and indirectly — how these dynamics might operate differently under different 

conditions, and thus, to inform contemporary academic and popular debate about what it 

means for a political communications system to be “democratic.” 

My overall approach in this project is what Sayer (2010 [1984]: 242) might term 

“intensive,” in that “the primary questions concern how some causal process works out in a 

particular case or limited number of cases.” I am interested most centrally in understanding 

how mainstream news media coverage may have affected U.S. public opinion during key 

policy episodes over the last 30 years, thus shaping the dynamics of popular consent for the 

neoliberal-New Right turn. In that sense, I must take special care to avoid the pitfalls of 

overgeneralization from a small number of cases. Indeed, the tentative generalizations I 

advance in Chapter 9 are bounded spatially and temporally by the social-political-economic 

circumstances that characterize the historical period in question. 
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However, within my case studies of the Reagan economic plan and of welfare reform 

— and within my experimental analysis — I partially employ an extensive approach: in the 

former, I conduct quantitative content analyses of large populations or representative 

samples of news texts; in the latter, I investigate quantitatively measured relationships 

between exposure to different kinds of news discourse and expressed policy preferences and 

political perceptions in a sample of people drawn from the larger U.S. news audience. These 

analytic techniques are aimed at “discovering some of the common properties and general 

patterns of a population as a whole.” (Sayer 2010 [1984]: 242) Of course, the empirical 

regularities I observe in these “populations” (be they composed of news stories or the 

attitudes that people report on surveys) are themselves contingent on particular, historically 

specific material and discursive contexts: from the critical-realist perspective, it is both 

impractical and senseless to aim at producing universal generalizations of social action.1 

In the experimental analysis, I offer people simulated news stories and gauge their 

reactions to this discourse by analyzing  expressed  political perceptions and policy 

preferences. My aim here is to intervene in the causal mechanisms of ideological power that 

I posit, and preliminarily explore how the propagation of hegemonic understandings — or 

“elite manipulation of public opinion” (Page and Shapiro 1992) — might operate at the 

intersection between macro-level media discourse and the micro-level processes that shape 

popular consciousness. I interpret this evidence in light of both psychological theories of 

political cognition and expression — primarily media framing (e.g. Entman 1993, 2007) and 

the priming of considerations (Zaller 1992) — and categories drawn from neo-Gramscian 

critical theory — primarily popular common sense (Gramsci 2005 [1971]) and Hall’s (1985) 

concept of ideological articulation. While many of the statistically derived results that I 

                                                           
1 On “intensive” vs. “extensive” empirical research generally, see Sayer (2010 [1984]: 241-51). 
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present are technically labeled “descriptive” (rather than “inferential”), the analytic leverage 

provided by this kind of random-assignment experiment under relatively controlled 

conditions means that I can more confidently advance claims about causal mechanisms and 

relationships than would be the case in non-experimental survey research.  

My broad analytical strategy is one of triangulation — i.e., I approach the 

phenomena I am interested in from a variety of different angles and with a variety of 

methodological tools, and I corroborate my findings and arguments by comparing the 

various species of evidence I collect to each other, and to the theoretical and historical 

narrative I laid out in the last chapter. This project exemplifies “problem-driven” research 

(Shapiro 2005: 178-203): I chose particular methods based on their potential value for 

explaining a set of historical phenomena, and I rely on the soundness of my technique, the 

coherence and comprehensiveness of my evidence, and the historical and conceptual 

cogency of my argument — rather than on “specious canons of scientificity” (Isaac 1987: 

71) — to make my case. Finally, I view research as a recursive practice that entails a 

continual dialogue between theory and evidence — or “abstract” and “concrete” research, 

respectively (Sayer 2010 [1984]) — in which both conceptual frameworks and findings are 

always to some extent tentative and open to revision. 

III. Content Analysis: Capturing News Environments by Mapping Key Patterns of 

Policy Coverage 

Research in political psychology and communication studies suggests that a number 

of different media coverage dimensions can contribute toward shaping public opinion. 

These include the frequency of specific messages (or frames) favoring a particular side of an 

issue, the substantive content of those frames (i.e., the particular considerations that media 

messages are likely to prime in audience consciousness), the informational content circulated 
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by news outlets (e.g. facts about tax or welfare policy that may be presented), the specific 

actors who propagate media messages (e.g. the president, representatives of particular 

political parties, interest groups and so on: who makes an argument is a key variable that 

shapes whether audiences will see the message as credible), and the overall tone of news 

reports. All these factors — as they interact with individual-level audience characters and 

dimensions of the broader socio-political environment — can play a part in shaping policy 

attitudes. 

Therefore, gaining a comprehensive understanding of the potential for hegemonic 

(or potentially counter-hegemonic) media coverage to affect poll results on particular policy 

issues — thus generating signals of popular consent for (or dissent from) government 

actions that shape power arrangements — requires (among other theoretical and 

methodological tools) a comprehensive approach to content analysis that is focused on key 

dimensions of news coverage. While researchers should avoid fetishizing quantitative (as well 

as qualitative) methods (i.e. where statistical manipulations are valued for their own sake as 

uniquely powerful tools for understanding the social world), many techniques in this 

tradition can generate crucial species of evidence that other methods cannot reach: previous 

research has shown that in the case of media influence on public opinion, “numbers” do 

matter. At its best, careful, theoretically sensitive quantitative content analysis can provide 

highly reliable concrete evidence concerning broad patterns of media coverage. This is what 

I aim to offer in Chapters 4 and 6. 

To that end, I conduct systematic quantitative analyses of mass-market television and 

print news coverage during the crucial periods of policy debate in each of my case studies. 

For the Reagan economic plan, I analyze ABC, CBS and NBC network evening news reports 

from January 1, 1981 (just before the president took office for his first term), through 
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August 13, 1981 (the day he signed the tax legislation). I examined the entire plausible 

universe of stories on the issue that appeared on the three news programs for a period of 

approximately seven-and-a-half months, comprising a total of 145 separate TV segments.2 I 

chose network television because it was — and remains, though at a significantly lower 

magnitude — the major source for Americans’ national political and public policy news 

(Graber 2005). In addition, the network news audience more closely resembled the 

demographic profile of the nation as a whole than did any other television option available at 

the time. Thus, the potential for discourse circulated through these outlets to directly affect 

the shape of popular consent as expressed in opinion polls was greater than for other U.S. 

TV news venues.3   

I supplement this data with a nearly identical examination of Associated Press 

newspaper stories from the same time period. Because the number of relevant AP reports is 

too large for a feasible analysis along the numerous content dimensions I target, I used a 

random-number generator to collect a sample of 257 stories, or an average of about eight 

reports per week. This sample represents about 33 percent of all potentially relevant AP 

                                                           
2 I searched the online abstracts of the Vanderbilt University Television News Archive for mentions of “Reagan” and “tax” 
in the time period under examination. I dropped any reports that were clearly irrelevant, such as those dealing solely with 
the federal gasoline tax, which was a policy not engaged by the legislation I examine here. 
I focus most closely in this case study on the debate over the tax legislation, but this policy was often discussed in news 
coverage in relation to the package of administration-endorsed domestic budget cuts and military spending increases that 
Congress passed that same year. Moreover, the issue of social welfare and business regulatory spending is clearly relevant to 
my larger substantive and theoretical argument, and to the broader representations of taxation that I explore in the context 
of the New Right’s ascendance into institutional American politics. Thus, in stories about the 1981 tax plan I analyze 
content engaging these budget issues, but for reasons of feasibility I do not analyze news reports that dealt solely with 
federal spending without mentioning taxes. I expect to conduct these additional content analyses in future iterations of the 
project. 
3 Despite the increasing availability of cable TV, print and  online sources, the significant leadership in audience share for 
network evening news continues even today (Graber 2005; Pew Center 2009). In 1981, the so-called Big Three news 
programs were inarguably dominant, as not only the Internet but cable news was virtually nonexistent. CNN debuted later 
in 1981, but it offered extremely sparse coverage at the time. Fox News Channel and MSNBC were still more than a decade 
away. A few independent channels served markets in major cities. 
PBS, of course, did have a well-established nightly evening news program in 1981, but its audience was much smaller and 
more socioeconomically upscale than were those for the Big Three networks. Moreover, from the standpoint of potential 
structural political-economic determinants of coverage, PBS’s status as a largely taxpayer- and donation-funded service 
(especially in 1981) places it in a different category than the fully corporate and commercial outlets that dominated the TV 
news landscape at the time. And in this period before the widespread penetration of cable channels, viewers had few non-
news programming options in the 6 to 7 p.m. time slot, thus further boosting the ABC, CBS and NBC news audience 
(Prior 2007).  
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stories. I chose the Associated Press because this wire service was the closest approximation 

of a mass-circulation national newspaper in 1981. AP reports were distributed widely to 

urban, regional, small city and rural daily papers nationwide, making the Associated Press the 

dominant source of national political and public policy content for the American mass public 

outside of network TV. In contrast, the so-called prestige press (typically considered The New 

York Times, The Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal) reaches smaller readerships 

consisting of more affluent, highly educated and socially powerful constituencies.4 

I followed a similar data selection strategy for welfare reform. In this case, I analyze 

every ABC, CBS and NBC evening news story on the issue that appeared from January 1, 

1995 (just before the Gingrich-led “Republican Revolution” Congress took office), through 

August 22, 1996 (the day President Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility and Work 

Opportunity Reconciliation Act). I supplement this by analyzing the few welfare stories from 

CNN’s evening news program that aired during this period.5 In all, this approach produced a 

dataset of 54 news reports.6 In analyzing print coverage of welfare reform, I examine the 

entire universe of USA Today stories on the issue during the same 1995-1996 time period, 

resulting in a newspaper dataset containing 60 separate stories.7 I chose USA Today because 

                                                           
4 I identified relevant news stories by searching the LexisNexis online archive for all AP reports in the time period under 
examination that mentioned “Reagan” and “tax” anywhere in their full texts. I then used the random-number generator to 
cull a sample of 25 percent for potential analysis. 
Some stories that were randomly tagged included no substantial content on the 1981 tax plan. Some reports were irrelevant, 
for example mentioning a state visit by a foreign leader who noted the high taxes in his country. Others were primarily 
about separate issues, with perhaps one or two sentences providing an update on the legislative progress of the Reagan 
plan. Yet others were nearly identical versions of reports I had already coded. 
In these cases, I simply moved on in sequence to the story immediately following that identified by the random- number 
generator. This procedure ultimately increased my sample of AP coverage from about one quarter to about one third of the 
plausible universe of relevant stories. In analyzing these reports, I did not code headlines. 
5 In 1993, 60 percent of survey respondents said they regularly watched one of the three major evening network TV news 
broadcasts (Pew Center 2006). At the time, CNN was the dominant player in national cable news. 
6 I used a similar selection strategy for TV content on welfare reform as I did for the Reagan economic plan, searching the 
Vanderbilt abstracts for “Clinton” and “welfare,” and dropping stories not focused predominantly on welfare policy. 
7 I identified relevant stories by searching the LexisNexis online archive for all USA Today reports in the time period under 
examination that mentioned “Clinton” and “welfare” anywhere in their full texts. I dropped stories that clearly were not 
focused on welfare reform. These omitted reports included some that did not include content on the issue (such as stories 
about welfare systems in other nations), others that were primarily about separate policy issues (with perhaps one or two 
sentences on the legislative progress of welfare reform), some that were brief one- or two-paragraph summary updates 



83 
 

this outlet was a reasonable approximation of mainstream, national, mass-market print news 

during the period, with a wide geographic reach and a readership that was fairly 

representative along key demographic dimensions. 

A number of theoretical issues prompted me to analyze both visual and print forms 

of news discourse. Many scholars have argued that TV coverage amplifies the major political 

communications conventions of mainstream U.S. news in general, including the heavy 

reliance on national Republican and Democratic elites and other official sources; the narrow 

and negative coverage of interest groups and nongovernmental organizations; the strong 

focus on dramatic and personalized elite strategy, institutional process and internal 

government procedure at the expense of policy substance; and framings that mute or ignore 

the structural and institutional contexts of social and political issues. Moreover, from the 

perspective of media’s role in shaping citizen attitudes and generating patterns of popular 

consent for public policies and political arrangements, there is evidence that certain formal 

characteristics may make visual content especially potent in cultivating dominant ideological 

understandings.8 While the empirical differences derived from media format ought not to be 

exaggerated, painting a rich picture of news discourse that can provide a foundation for 

critical analysis requires systematic content comparisons between TV and print outlets, 

which my study accomplishes. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
presented in a “round-up” of national news, and some that were about electoral politics and simply mentioned welfare as 
one of several key campaign issues. I did not code masthead editorials, op-ed pieces, editorial cartoons or story headlines. 
8 For instance, the elaboration-likelihood model (ELM) of persuasion (Petty et al. 2002) suggests that among several 
contextual factors or conditions that make superficial processing more likely is exposure to formats — such as TV — that 
(at least until recent years) did not allow self-pacing and the opportunity for audiences to pause and review content at their 
leisure. This formal characteristic reduces people’s opportunities to carefully and actively engage with messages, instead 
promoting dependence on simple cues, such as those contained in strategically constructed (or uncritically circulated) elite 
frames. Moreover, the shorter news segments — compared to print and some Internet formats — that dominate TV simply 
afford less space for detailed presentation of information and analysis. Messaris and Abraham (2001) discuss a number of 
other formal characteristics that may make TV especially powerful in shaping ideological perceptions, focusing on the 
nature-like appearance of visual imagery and, especially, the unobtrusiveness of the frames circulated by this mode of 
communication. 
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For each news report in both case studies, I coded for eight major elements: 1) 

primary topical focus, 2) secondary topical focus, 3) identity of each source, 4) source 

category, such as Reagan or Clinton administration official, (non-administration) Democratic 

or Republican Party official, conservative or progressive interest group/social movement 

source and so on, 5) frame employed in each source’s statement, 6) frame employed in any 

unattributed statement made by a journalist, 7) certain factual information about the policy 

plans, and 8) directional thrust of the story as a whole. I address major coding procedures 

and criteria here. Lists and descriptions of story focus, source, frame and information 

designation codes are in the Appendix. 

To organize the framing analyses, I consulted secondary academic and journalistic 

literature and contemporary primary sources — such as political speeches and news stories 

— to make initial lists of possible frames related to the 1981 economic plan and to welfare 

reform. As I conducted the content analyses, I gradually added items to these lists, ending 

with 12 possible frames for the first case, and 25 for the second case, plus a miscellaneous 

category for “other.”9 Each source (named or unnamed, directly quoted or paraphrased) that 

appeared in the news and made any statement received a frame code. I view these frames as 

analytically distinct interpretations of the policy, the political dynamics surrounding it, and 

related matters that operate to select and emphasize certain issue dimensions, thus explicitly 

asserting or implicitly suggesting that audiences should take particular stances. Most 

substantive frames in these case studies focus on the purported effects of the policies (e.g. 

                                                           
9 The greater number of frame categories is primarily due to the relatively greater complexity of the welfare policy issue as I 
understood it from background reading and exploratory textual analyses. As I show in Chapter 6, relatively few of these 
frames appeared with any frequency in mainstream news coverage during 1995 and 1996, and many did not appear at all. 
This underlines media’s role as a hegemonic mechanism which filters the information and discourse that form the 
substantive bases for most people’s policy opinions. 
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the Reagan tax plan will boost the national economy),10 or the proper role of government in 

socioeconomic affairs (e.g. social programs are expensive, wasteful and/or ineffective).11   

In determining the directional thrust of each story, I selected from one of five 

possible codes, ranging from “very favorable” to “very unfavorable.” This coding category 

was designed to roughly indicate the news report’s likely overall effect on the typical 

American’s opinion toward the policy proposal. I combined three main factors in evaluating 

directional thrust, using neutral as the presumed starting point: 1) the balance of source-

frames included in the story. Thus, if a report contained more statements positive toward 

neoliberal-New Right policy goals than statements that were negative, this would tend to 

push the story’s directional thrust in the favorable direction, 2) the implications of essentially 

neutral information contained in the news report. In other words, aside from the direction of 

source-frames, I asked in what direction the information or events reported would likely 

push the typical news viewer’s or reader’s opinion. Thus, if a story was based largely on a 

report from a progressive interest group criticizing the Reagan administration’s proposed tax 

cuts for disproportionately benefiting the wealthy, this would push the directional thrust in 

the unfavorable direction, 3) the overall “tone” of the report. This criterion was intended to 

capture more nuanced elements of the story — beyond the balance of favorable and 

unfavorable source-frames, and beyond the presumably factual information provided — that 

might influence viewers’ and readers’ opinions and perceptions. These elements included the 

implicit assumptions upon which the story was based and the tone of the language used by 

anchors and reporters. For example, when journalists themselves suggested — without 
                                                           
10 I designate this frame “macroeconomic stimulus (pro).” 
11 I tag this frame “fed-government programs (con).” 
I should emphasize that my categorizations in Chapters 4 and 6 of statements into pro- or anti- perspectives does not imply 
that anti- statements necessarily expressed fundamental or vehement criticism of the neoliberal-New Right initiatives in my 
case studies or the ideological positions on which these policies were based. Instead, I considered as valenced against these 
policy proposals any statement that expressed a modicum of substantive skepticism or criticism. This coding strategy is 
deliberately intended to be cautious, in the sense that it is aimed at capturing even faint signals of dissent from the rightward 
turn. 
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polling evidence — that “public opinion” was on President Reagan’s side, this would tend to 

push the directional thrust of the story in the favorable direction.  

While these criteria require a significant measure of interpretation, I designed my 

coding scheme in order to capture a large number of distinct and potentially important 

elements of news story construction that are not reachable through computerized content 

analysis programs. I do not claim to be comprehensive in my approach to analyzing 

mainstream news coverage during U.S. social welfare and economic policy debates, only 

more comprehensive and more systematic than previous studies I am aware of. My approach 

is unusual in three ways. First, I coded the full content of news reports on these policy issues 

over long periods of public debate, rather than following typical practices of coding just 

headlines, abstracts or lead paragraphs (see, e.g., Danielian and Page 1994; Lawrence 2000). 

Second, whenever feasible, I analyzed the universe of relevant mainstream news stories on 

the topic (as I note above, for the Reagan economic plan I selected a large random sample of 

print reports), rather than assuming that sampling alone would sufficiently capture mass 

media environment. Finally, I collected data on a large and diverse set of news content 

elements that might be important in shaping public opinion, rather than, for example, simply 

coding at the story level for overall favorability.12 

While labor-intensive, my strategy is optimal when aiming to provide a foundation 

for understanding how news coverage of public policy issues can facilitate or subvert 

hegemonic ideological understandings in audiences: if we want to make inferences about 

how substantive, expansive and diverse are the voices and perspectives propagated through 

mainstream media coverage, we must provide broad and rich depictions of that coverage; 

among other things, that means coding the full text of large volumes of stories. Moreover, 

                                                           
12 See Althaus (2003) for a notable exception to common limited media content coding practices. 
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psychological and communication research has identified a number of message 

characteristics that shape the processes and outcomes of public opinion influence: if we want 

to make plausible inferences about the effects of news coverage on popular consent for 

public policies and political arrangements, we need to code for a variety of distinctly relevant 

content characteristics. In these ways, my analytic approach is a promising model for future 

research that seeks to identify the broader political sources of mass opinion. 

IV. Semiotic Discourse Analysis: Understanding Cultural and Material Dimensions 

in Historical Context 

Assessing the role that news coverage plays in facilitating or subverting the subtle 

operations of power that Gramsci termed hegemony requires more than quantitative 

analyses of mass media content. A qualitative component aimed at illuminating the 

ideological-historical context of public policy debates and sketching the parameters of the 

discourse that news outlets might draw upon is also necessary. This is crucial not only to 

understand the cultural and political-economic forces that animate and envelope the efforts 

of political elites and others to propagate policy-relevant messages for popular audiences (i.e. 

the production of discourse), but also the forces that shape how audiences will engage with 

and respond to such messages by expressing attitudes and preferences in public opinion 

polls (i.e. the reception of discourse). I rely on a species of critical textual analysis that 

employs the categories of semiotics to accomplish these tasks. In this section, I introduce 

and describe the methodology, defining key terms that I use in presenting empirical evidence 

in Chapters 5 and 7. I then briefly explain why such an approach is better suited to this 

phase of my project than either mainstream social scientific tools or alternative post-

positivist approaches to discourse analysis, and discuss how this methodology fits into the 

larger conceptual and empirical landscape of my project. 
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Conventional distinctions between quantitative and qualitative approaches to media 

coverage and political discourse are sometimes overdrawn. Any valid content analysis 

(whether executed through computer programs or “hand-coded”) is preconditioned on a 

context-sensitive conceptualization of the units of meaning that will later be quantitatively 

manipulated. This requires some initial qualitative reading of news reports, speeches, 

congressional debates and so on.13 That said, we can think of approaches to content or 

discourse analysis as falling along a continuum: one end of the spectrum includes 

sophisticated quantitative techniques that aim (often with the aid of specialized software 

programs) to capture the prevalence and placement of fairly crude indicators of meaning in 

very large volumes of texts. On the other pole sit thoroughly qualitative approaches that rely 

on “close readings” of small numbers of texts (which are often deliberately 

“unrepresentative” of the population of discursive artifacts in a statistical sense) in order to 

leverage the sensitivity of human interpretative faculties, and to analyze meaning holistically 

in a single text (e.g. a particular speech). There are tradeoffs between these approaches: the 

former set of techniques allows for analyzing large volumes of material that can constitute an 

entire population of relevant communications, or can arguably be made statistically 

representative of that population. But in the process, it tends to sacrifice depth of analysis 

and contextual nuance. The latter set of approaches foregoes the ability to analyze large 

numbers of texts, but compensates through its sensitivity to context and deployment of 

complex human interpretative capabilities that computers (at least arguably) lack.14  

                                                           
13 Of course, the thoroughness and transparency of these initial context-sensitive analyses can vary considerably from study 
to study. 
14 My process for selecting texts follows closely Sayer’s (2010 [1984]: 244-5) description of intensive research: I started with 
background reading on each policy case and the findings of my quantitative media content analyses, began to develop an 
argument about the relationship between hegemonic political discourse and public opinion, and proceeded to identify texts 
that (rather than being statistically representative of some larger population) manifested elements of discourse that appeared 
to be related causally to my empirical evidence as understood in context — i.e., these speeches, debates, policy papers and 
news stories were emblematic (or not, as in the case of counter-hegemonic messages) of the patterns of mainstream media 
coverage I had earlier identified.  
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In order to accomplish the goals I set out in this project, I needed to employ a 

methodological repertoire that leverages the benefits of both ends of the content-discourse 

analysis spectrum while minimizing the liabilities of each. I use the quantitative content 

analyses described in the previous section to search for key news coverage patterns in large 

numbers of reports while remaining appropriately sensitive to context.15 But I require a 

different approach to thoroughly explicate the meanings of communication frames under the 

historical and cultural conditions that have affected the generation of mass consent for 

neoliberal-New Right economic and social welfare policy through mainstream media 

influence on public opinion. I chose to deploy a variety of critical semiotics for this task: this 

methodology is optimal for examining in precise detail the particular messages that appeared 

in news coverage during my case studies — exploring the meaning both for “senders” of 

these messages (i.e. political elites, their allies and journalists) and for “receivers” (American 

news audiences as the people whose policy thinking is represented in poll results).  

Critical semiotic analysis in the tradition associated with Roland Barthes (1972 

[1957]) seeks to understand discourse (whether verbal, televisual, auditory or as manifest 

within artifacts like clothing or buildings) as a system of signs whose meaning is grounded both 

in the internal construction of the text itself, and in the social-economic-cultural-political 

dimensions of communications production and reception.16 The “sign” is the basic unit of 

meaning in semiotics: while we can recognize a sign by the presence of a key word, phrase or 

                                                           
15 For example, I catalogued relevant policy frames through initial qualitative readings in each case study, and my use of 
hand-coding allowed for some understanding of these messages in the context of particular media stories and of the policy 
debates generally. 
16 O’Sullivan et al. (1994: 281) define semiotics succinctly as “the study of the social production of meaning from sign 
systems.” Barthes’ work is heavily influenced by the Swiss structuralist linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, but the latter’s 
primary emphasis was on the relationship among signs within a text, rather than on the extension of these meanings 
through the realms of culture, ideology, politics and social relations. See Eco (2005) for a lucid discussion of semiotics in 
relation to television; see Fiske (1985) for a conceptual discussion and literature review. 



90 
 

visual image, no sign is reducible simply to that physical form.17 Signs may be analytically 

broken down into two key parts: 1) the signifier refers to a representational figure that has an 

immediate physical form (in my context, a concrete written or spoken word or phrase, a 

television news clip or some particular image within that clip). 2) the signified denotes the 

mental concept or set of related concepts referred to by a signifier. Because meaning is 

always to some extent variable (i.e. there is no logically or historically fixed, one-to-one 

correspondence between signifier and signified), signs are understood to be culturally produced 

— or “determined” in the weaker sense of that word described by Williams (2006 [1980]). 

This means not only that the form of signifiers (e.g. the arrangement of squiggles that 

constitute a particular word in modern written English) is a cultural convention, but also — 

and more importantly for my purposes — that signifieds themselves change over time and 

vary across societies (and across particular groups within societies), and they carry sets of 

conceptual associations that have no logically or historically necessary relationship to their 

signifiers.   

Signs carry meaning(s) within a set of cultural codes or conventions. Again, these 

codes are neither historically nor logically determined (in the stronger sense of that term). 

However, the empirically verifiable fact that contemporary societies are characterized by 

hierarchical power relations with degrees of domination and subordination (formal and 

informal political-economic and cultural authorities — e.g. major political parties, corporate 

interest groups, and news organizations — exert asymmetric influence over how meanings 

are “encoded” [Hall 1980a]) means that dominant codes severely limit the range of possible 

meanings (or signifieds) that audiences can read (or “decode” [ibid]) in particular signifiers. 

                                                           
17 In this sense, the definition of “sign” in the methodological language of semiotics and that of “frame” in my approach to 
content analysis (described in Section III) are very similar, although the particular frames that I discuss in Chapters 4 and 6 
do not correspond to the particular signs I discuss in Chapters 5 and 7. 



91 
 

Consequently, the relationship between signifier and signified is crucial: again, this relationship 

is culturally constructed, so it can change as the direct or indirect result of social-political 

struggle, but dominant power arrangements often make this change very slow and difficult. 

This relationship between signifier and signified itself can be analytically divided into its 

denotative (i.e. “literal”) and connotative dimensions. I am most interested in the connotative 

codes that are evoked by the discourse that characterizes news stories, speeches and other 

political artifacts: these may be thought of as the (culturally shaped) accretion of mental 

(cognitive and emotional) associations attached to a word, phrase or image. We can think of 

an ideology as a framework that organizes these connotative codes into internally coherent 

systems of meaning that legitimate particular public policies and power arrangements. In the 

positive ideological register, such associations construct a picture of the world that enables 

social understanding and action. 

At this point, a brief example from contemporary American politics might be useful. 

The signifier “big government” in the historical context of neoliberalism and the rise of the 

New Right refers not just denotatively to an objectively large (as in total cost, numbers of 

employees or extent of legal authority) state apparatus, but connotatively to arbitrary or 

illegitimate intrusion into private affairs, fiscal waste, inefficiency, irrationality, 

irresponsibility and so on. Moreover, in the dominant code of this era the phrase is generally 

associated with progressive taxation, regulation of business activities and social welfare 

provision (i.e. with the arms of the state that “distribut(e) wealth and power downward and 

more equitably in society” [Diamond 1995: 9]), rather than with military, internal security 

and law enforcement, or moral regulatory programs (those arms of the state that “enforce 

order” [ibid]). Thus, the sign “big government” (i.e. the physical form of the phrase plus its 

connotative associations within the dominant code) has been culturally and politically 
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constructed as an attack on certain domestic programs, and on the social elements that 

purportedly benefit from them (i.e., lower-income people [especially those who are not white 

men], liberal intellectuals, politicians and bureaucrats etc.).  

This example brings up some crucial elements that make critical semiotics as I 

understand it the optimal strategy for qualitative textual analysis in my study. We see that 

signification — the process through which particular signifiers connotatively connect with 

particular signifieds — is an inherently evaluative process: no one who is aware of recent and 

contemporary U.S. politics would use the phrase “big government” in a positive sense, 

because in the dominant (though not uncontested) neoliberal-New Right political-economic 

code, it has been effectively connected to the negative meanings I describe above. Thus, we 

can begin to see how this species of semiotics has key conceptual and terminological 

affinities with neo-Gramscian theories of culture and communication. First, Gramsci’s 

concept of cultural hegemony (as understood and elaborated by the strain of British Cultural 

Studies associated with the work of Stuart Hall) corresponds closely to that of dominant 

codes as determined by the engines of cultural production (including the formal state 

apparatus and economic institutions, but especially sites inhabited by “intellectuals” — 

schools, universities, religious and civic associations, popular culture and news media). And 

just as articulations (Hall 1985) between material conditions, political alignments and public 

policies, elements of media discourse, and fragments of popular common sense are neither 

historically nor logically necessary, so too in semiotics are the relationships between signifier 

and signified, as well as the nature of particular connotative connections among specific 

signs. In other words, the chains of conceptual association that link meanings to each other 

and to particular sets of signifiers are socially and politically constructed, much as are the 

articulations that connect fragments of common sense to each other, to the information and 
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discourse that people encounter in mass media, and to the material conditions that they 

experience.18 Finally, the articulations among particular signs as manifest within a political 

text (e.g. a news report or a presidential speech) have effectivity at the mass psychological 

level not so much because of their formal logical connections (much less their resemblance 

to an objective truth), but because words and images — and their placement in relation to 

each other — have meaning within commonly (though never universally) accepted, yet 

historically variable, connotative codes.  

Barthes himself deploys the concept of “myth” as an analog to dominant 

articulations of popular common sense: here, myth does not refer to a story that is simply 

false, but rather to a systematically partial rendering of reality that is constructed to serve 

existing power arrangements. Myths are explanations of the social world (concerning, e.g., 

the role of government in market economies, criteria determining the “deserving” and 

“undeserving” poor etc.). Like hegemonic formulations of common sense, myths eternalize 

and naturalize the contingencies of history (Barthes 1972 [1957]: 142-3): as Barthes put it in 

one of his most famous phrases, myth “is the privation of history” (ibid: 151) (or 

“depoliticized speech” [ibid: 142] — i.e. discourse whose roots in power relations are 

obscured).19 Myth serves to excuse “the irresponsibility of man” — in other words, it 

legitimates the denial that political-economic relations are products of social agency, rather 

than natural or divine laws (ibid: 151). Barthes labels one of his key figures of myth 

                                                           
18 In line with this understanding, the arrangements of “considerations” into cognitively and affectively linked nodes that 
social scientific researchers have theorized on the psychological plane [Taber 2003: 442-46]) are structured through 
associations that (while they have a kind of internal logic when they are articulated effectively) are predicated on culturally 
produced codes of meaning inscribed in popular consciousness through social experience (including engagement with mass 
media and political discourse). 
19 “Truth to tell, what is invested in the concept is less reality than a certain knowledge of reality…it is a formless, unstable, 
nebulous condensation, whose unity and coherence are above all due to its function.” (Barthes 1972 [1957]: 119, emphasize added) By 
“function,” Barthes does not imply a preordained role in some naturally or divinely ordered mechanism, but rather a 
socially and politically constructed role in cultivating understandings that legitimate dominant power relations: in other 
words, the logic of myth (or cultural hegemony) is always a partial and internal one, which is grounded in its “usefulness” 
for propping up social-political-economic orders. 
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“inoculation” (ibid: 150): this refers to the admittance into public discourse and social 

practice of some (often individualized and localized) dissidence or dissonance, which serves 

to “immunize” dominant forces against more fundamental challenges.20 This concept bears 

close correspondences with neo-Gramscian understandings of hegemony as providing space 

for opposition and resistance — and always acknowledging some imperfection in dominant 

systems — yet limiting and containing political challenges in order to forestall more 

fundamental critiques.21   

In addition to holding these particular conceptual connections with neo-Gramscian 

theory, the species of semiotic analysis that I deploy differs from others in that it emphasizes 

the material dimensions and implications of communication. Certain approaches to semiotics 

— and to qualitative textual analysis in general — arguably exhibit a discursive reductionism 

that does not sit well with neo-Gramscian analytics, critical-realist epistemology or empirical 

studies of politics in general (see Clarke 1991: 20-41; Sayer 2010 [1984]: 276-77, n. 72). While 

approaches to semiotic analysis that followed Barthes’ seminal work certainly are concerned 

with the internal structures and logics of texts, they are equally concerned with the concrete 

forces that shape both the production and reception of discourse: close textual analyses are 

the central technique in this methodology, but the words and images in news stories, political 

speeches, advertisements and so forth are important principally because of what they tell us 

about these social-political-economic forces. Moreover, critical semiotics in this tradition is 
                                                           
20 In Barthes’ (1972 [1957]: 150) perhaps hyperbolic phrasing, inoculation “consists in admitting the accidental evil of a 
class-bound institution the better to conceal its principial evil. One immunizes the contents of the collective imagination by 
means of a small inoculation of acknowledged evil; one thus protects it against the risk of a generalized subversion.” 
21 Barthes’s discussion of “inoculation” and the “privation of history” in myth also show striking parallels with certain 
contemporary theorizations and empirical treatments of U.S. media that I discuss in my case studies. These include 
Bennett’s (1993b) journalistic norm of “presumed democracy,” under which policy challenges are usually limited to those 
emanating from established institutional sources, and his and other scholars’ work on the “personalization” (Bennett 2009 
[1983]) and “episodic” focus (e.g. Iyengar 1991) that characterizes mainstream news coverage, where wrongdoing attributed 
to particular political and corporate elites is emphasized over historically contextualized coverage of institutional and 
structural dimensions of oppression or injustice. Indeed (like Gramsci), Barthes (1971 [1957]: 150) called for studies of 
media to explore the effects of dominant discourses: “The social geography of myths will remain difficult to trace as long as 
we lack an analytical sociology of the press.” 
 



95 
 

attendant to audiences’ capacities to work from their predispositions to challenge or reject 

dominant interpretations (in Stuart Hall’s terms, to spin “negotiated” or even “resistant” 

readings). At the same time, these approaches reject the hyper-aestheticized and extremely 

decentered perspectives  associated with some forms of postmodernism, which not only can 

reduce social phenomena to pure discourse, but at their limit define out of existence 

concentrated political-economic power (Turner 2003 [1990]: 181-9; Clarke 1991]. Thus, 

semiotics in a neo-Gramscian framework has a uniquely political orientation that foregrounds 

dominant arrangements and the forces that struggle against them: the overriding goal is to 

“use (such) texts as the site for examining the wider structures that produced them — those 

of the culture itself” in order to “understand the ways in which power relations are regulated, 

distributed and deployed” (Turner 2003 [1990]: 17). 

This leads, finally, to the crucial role of normative evaluation in my project. As I 

explain in the last chapter, critical realism understands social science to include not only 

theoretical-empirical description and explanation, but also social critique that is unavoidably 

bound up with that scientific analysis. In contrast, the direct or tacit epistemological 

orientations associated with conventional approaches to media and public opinion make 

most empirical researchers in this tradition at best uncomfortable with — and at worst 

hostile to — explicit critique. Worried that charges of bias could undermine a certain kind of 

scientific legitimacy that is associated with analytic neutrality or objectivity, most scholars in 

this paradigm prefer either to discuss the normative dimensions of their empirical findings 

briefly and cautiously (often only in the final chapters of books or the concluding sections of 

journal articles), or else to ignore these dimensions altogether. 

In the context of a project like mine, which is concerned with understanding how 

mainstream media coverage of public policy might affect the capacities, opportunities and 
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constraints that shape popular democratic action, this hesitancy creates serious analytical 

liabilities. Conventional social scientific thinking seems to suggest that — to use Page and 

Shapiro’s (1992) terminology — “the best available information and analysis” during debate 

over the Reagan economic plan would be messages grounded in supply-side economic 

theory for the administration and its allies, on the one hand, and those based on Keynesian 

theory for mainstream Democratic elites and their allies, on the other.22 Or, for conservative 

forces the “best available information and analysis” would include data showing that under 

the Reagan plan, people in each income tax bracket would have their rates reduced by an 

equal 10 percent in the first year, thus showing the initiative’s fundamental fairness. 

Conversely, opponents would counter that the “best available information and analysis” 

comprises data showing that the tax plan — and its accompanying cuts in social welfare 

programs — would add proportionally more to the disposable income of more affluent 

citizens than it would to less affluent, thus making the policy initiative fundamentally unfair 

and class-biased. Moreover, even before this task of evaluation could be confronted, strict 

positivists would despair at the thought of cataloging the “available” information and 

analysis, and then comparing it to mass media coverage according to acceptable standards of 

evidence in this paradigm. In other words — again using Page and Shapiro’s (1992) language 

— “one person’s ‘education’ is another’s ‘manipulation’ and vice versa,” and the neutral 

scholar, committed to empiricism and standing outside ideology (at least in his or her 

professional role), is in no position to suggest otherwise: such questions are not appropriate 

for empirical social science. This view makes it difficult to use concrete evidence to 

                                                           
22 And, presumably, the “best available information and analysis” for a left-radical policy critic would be that grounded in 
critical theories based on historical materialism. 
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systematically confront how the ideological diversity of news coverage might impact 

democracy by shaping popular preferences and perceptions.23 

However, these perspectives are grounded in questionable epistemological 

assumptions that set up unnecessary roadblocks to critically oriented yet empirically rigorous 

analysis. According to the critical-realist perspective, there are no final or strictly 

incontestable truths, and no immutable and universal laws of society or politics. However, it 

is both possible and desirable to use quantitative and qualitative techniques to gather and 

assess evidence that is subject to confirmation or refutation according to standards of 

empirical comprehensiveness and argumentative cogency within bounded contexts. Thus, 

applying a concept like “best available information and analysis” to a mass-mediated policy 

debate is not a promising strategy from the perspective of positivist and empiricist notions 

of science, but it can be reformulated and empirically applied from a broader analytical 

position. 

It is neither necessary nor possible to show that one has identified an exhaustive set 

of frames and has mathematically calculated the appropriate proportion of each of these 

kinds of messages that should appear in a hypothetically and ideally “fair” and “balanced” 

news environment. Rather, the crucial task is to identify communications artifacts from a 

wide range of relevant voices in particular policy debates (political parties, think tanks, 

interest groups and social movement organizations), situate in historical context the 

ideological perspectives that these voices represented and catalogue the messages they 

propagated. This evidence — partial though it must be — can nevertheless serve as a 

                                                           
23 In this sense, positivist approaches to media analysis and certain postmodern perspectives on political discourse are oddly 
similar (though they arrive at their commonalities by very different routes): both eschew strong social critique because of 
commitments to ontological-epistemological stances that (each in its own way) fail to recognize the possible existence of 
empirically grounded leverage on which to build such critique. Put crudely, positivist perspectives can speak in terms of 
“correct” or “incorrect,” but usually only within narrowly empiricist and scientistic parameters; postmodern approaches 
escape these ontological-epistemological boundaries, but often do so at the cost of jettisoning discussions of “better” or 
“worse.” 
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rigorous empirical rendering of the available frames that might plausibly have been circulated 

by news outlets: thus, one can present many of the available — though not necessarily 

availed of — ways that policy discourse might have been formulated in news coverage 

during particular historical episodes.  One must then construct a persuasive, empirically 

grounded argument about the extent to which mass media coverage reflected or refracted 

these frames (and, thus, the social-political-economic interests that voiced them). 

This is precisely what the critical-semiotic approach that I deploy in Chapters 5 and 7 

(as combined with the quantitative media analyses in Chapters 4 and 6) is poised to do: I 

critique the content of the news according to neo-Gramscian understandings of popular-

democratic discourse that point toward an enlargement of human freedom — i.e. the 

leveling of communicative power, the erosion of barriers between the “leaders” and “led,” 

and the cultivation of mass critical consciousness and collective political agency — 

demonstrating how media coverage stunted these possibilities through ideological operations 

in the negative register. I argue that a news environment featuring a decided tilt toward 

neoliberal-New Right political voices, policy tools and social visions — nested within an 

overarching statist, elite-centered narrative of personalized, strategic gamesmanship where 

citizens are positioned as largely powerless — does not constitute “the best available 

information and analysis,” when it is embedded in an empirical-historical context that features 

other voices, policy tools and visions that were rarely included, negatively depicted or 

outright ignored. 

One might wish to avoid the conspiratorially colored, instrumentalist and overly 

individualistic language of potential “elite manipulation” to describe such discursive 

conditions, but one could term such a mass communication environment strongly hegemonic: 

it would comprise a limited, constricted and distorted range of discourse presented to mass 
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audiences according to systematic patterns that privileged neoliberal-New Right 

interpretations, the social-material forces implicated in these and elitist models of politics in 

general.24 To the extent that these circumstances and their effects are shown through careful, 

theoretically informed empirical analysis to be contingent, one is on firm ground to explore 

the emancipatory possibilities that may be held by different patterns of discourse and new 

systems of communication that could help generate more fully democratic social relations: as 

neo-Gramscian theory contends, critical evaluation must proceed in relational fashion on the 

concrete (i.e., empirically specified) grounds of history, rather than in reference to abstract, 

idealist standards. 

V. Survey Experiment: Probing Psychological Mechanisms at the Intersection of 

Media Hegemony and Popular Common Sense 

 I end my study with a stage of empirical analysis that may seem oddly suited to a 

post-positivist conception of science informed by critical-cultural theories of 

communication: an experiment relying almost exclusively on quantitative methods. 

However, seen through the wide-angle epistemological lens of critical realism, this kind of 

experiment is a powerful instrument for explaining — and critiquing — the connections 

between mass media coverage, hegemonic articulations of common sense and expressions of 

popular consent for the neoliberal-New Right turn in U.S. economic and social welfare 

policy. I describe the design of this experiment more fully in Chapter 8. Here, I briefly 

address its role in the broader epistemological and theoretical architecture of my project. 

Qualitative analyses of political discourse and popular consciousness guided by the 

compelling conceptual and practical impulses of critical theory suffer when they fail to 

                                                           
24 Of course, as I discuss at length in Chapter 2, in the positive ideological dimension, these hegemonic understandings 
drew on culturally resonant elements of popular common sense, so they were both destructive of alternative (and potentially 
emancipatory) visions, and constructive of dominant social visions. 
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demonstrate that the phenomena they identify and explore have real effectivity in animating 

concrete and consequential political action (e.g., electoral behavior, policy opinion or social 

protest activity). Sometimes, scholars simply assume that the discourse they analyze in news 

stories or advertisements shapes (or is shaped by) popular attitudes, perceptions and 

behaviors, without empirically studying concrete audience reactions at all. Other times, 

scholars produce valuable accounts of mass social and political thinking based on interactive 

small-group conversations and unstructured interviews, but their findings may be taken less 

seriously than they otherwise would because they fail to show how their evidence might 

generalize to larger populations, or to account for how the thoughts their participants 

express may affect phenomena that proximately drive public policy, such as partisan 

mobilization, voting behavior, opinion polls and movement activism. 

 I attempt to avoid these shortcomings by designing a media experiment that explores 

to what extent — and through what mechanisms observable at the individual level — the 

kinds of hegemonic news discourse which characterized the policy episodes in my case 

studies may actually shape poll results. From my perspective, the dynamics of polling and 

survey response ultimately are worth studying not because they represent some kind of 

privileged or objective window into “what the public wants,” but because they play 

important roles in actual political and policy debates that have crucial material consequences. 

People confront political discourse (whether at a protest rally, in a discussion at the corner 

tavern or on their living room TV set) at the level of psychology — i.e., through individual 

cognition and emotion. And there is a large and growing research literature on how mental 

structures and habits shape the complex processes by which people translate messages 

gleaned from their environment into survey responses. Those who are concerned with how 
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hegemonic patterns of media coverage legitimate dominant power relations in practice cannot 

afford to ignore this research or the methods that can give us access to its insights. 

My experiment leverages the benefits of relative environmental control and random 

assignment to explore how actual people may respond to patterns of hegemonic discourse as 

manifest within actual news stories. Because of the care I took in designing the experiment 

with close attention both to the theoretical framework that animates my study, and to the 

concrete evidence I collect through my case studies, this phase of my analysis serves as a 

valuable analytical tool for understanding the generation of mass consent for neoliberal-New 

Right economic and social welfare policy. While Sayer (2010 [1984) rarely mentions 

experiments as a method — except to occasionally caution against approaches that suggest 

we can do controlled studies of social phenomena fully in the mold of natural science — the 

kind of experiment I present in Chapter 8 is entirely consistent with the logic and aims of 

critical realism. 

Without using the term, Sayer (2010 [1984]: 249) describes the virtues of what 

mainstream social scientists call “natural experiments:” 

Rare conjunctures…may lay bare structures and mechanisms which are normally 
hidden. In other words, precisely because of the contingent nature of concrete 
conjunctures it is sometimes possible to find situations where certain contingencies 
are actually ‘held off’ spontaneously. This allows us to make comparisons with 
abstract theoretical accounts in which the contingencies are only ‘held off’ in thought 
experiments.  

I take this a step further by consciously intervening in the processes by which people engage 

with media messages and answer survey questions. In effect, in my case studies I 

demonstrate that hegemonic media environments (at least within the bounded historical 

context I study) have “causal powers” that may or may not be activated under particular 

conditions. My empirical evidence and my theoretical logic suggests that these causal powers 

did, in fact, operate during the historical episodes constituting debate over the 1981 Reagan 
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economic plan and the 1995-1996 welfare reform initiative. But because of the complex and 

variable configuration of social phenomena that were potentially at work in these cases, I 

cannot demonstrate with a strong degree of confidence that hegemonic mass media 

coverage caused the poll results I describe. Through the experiment, however, I am able to 

make much stronger claims about the individual-level conditions under which — and the 

mechanisms through — the causal powers that exist in mainstream news coverage may 

actually be activated.25 

Perhaps most importantly from the perspective of a critical approach to social 

science, I argue that experiments are an under-utilized tool for demonstrating how the 

circumstances that legitimate dominant power arrangements and impede emancipation could 

be different:  

It would be a poor abstract or concrete research which was unaware of the fact that 
what is need not necessarily be, and which failed to note that people have powers 
which remain unactivated in the society in question but which could be activated. 
And…these possibilities are grounded in the nature of the present in terms of what 
we are now (Sayer 2010 [1984]: 256-7). 

In demonstrating scientifically that public opinion toward neoliberal-New Right economic 

and social welfare policy would likely be much less supportive if major news media changed 

their patterns of coverage to be even moderately more ideologically expansive and 

substantively diverse, we can glimpse how the political-economic history of the last 30 years 

could have been significantly different. And we can understand something about how 

ordinary people’s power of political voice — if activated by new patterns and systems of 

                                                           
25 Of course, as I discuss in Chapter 8, while my experiment was constructed to be unusually realistic, we must always take 
care not to claim too much from methods that abstract from the complexities of society and politics. As Gilens (2002: 249) 
put it: “For all its power, the survey experiment is not a ‘window’ into the ‘truth’ in any simple sense. Any given survey 
experiment provides a single lens through which to observe the object of our interest. If our experiments are well designed, 
that lens may reveal otherwise hidden aspects of our respondents’ thinking. But most of the time the complexities of 
human attitudes are too elusive to be captured with a single tool, experimental or otherwise.” 
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mass communication — might inform social struggles to make the history that is yet to be 

experienced considerably more democratic and egalitarian.
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Chapter 4 -- “Gipper Sweeps Congress:” 

Mass Media and the Launch of the Reagan Revolution 

I. Introduction   

On April 15, 1981 — tax day, as it happened — ABC World News Tonight wrapped 

up its story on the historic Reagan economic plan with two sentences reporting on an 

unnamed group of activists who had attached themselves to a tour party and splattered 

blood on three White House columns. The protesters were opposing a policy initiative that 

included plans to slash upper-income taxes, make deep cuts in social welfare and business 

regulatory programs, offer corporate tax breaks aimed at spurring capital investment, and 

drastically hike military spending. 

“The blood was quickly removed, and the demonstrators quickly arrested,” 

deadpanned correspondent Susan King at the close of the report. 

Those who read newspapers that chose to pick up a 235-word Associated Press wire 

story learned that these 10 protesters — again anonymous — had carried the blood in baby 

bottles (presumably to emphasize the impact of the economic plan on infants, although the 

report included no quotes from activists or their representatives and no mention of their 

substantive positions or organizational affiliations) — and that, according to Deputy White 

House Press Secretary Larry Speakes, they were “not regarded as threats.” In addition to the 

bottles, protesters threw federal tax forms at the pillars, and then “got down on their knees 

and started singing,” according to a National Park Service employee who was working the 

grounds that day. The AP ended its dispatch with: “It was not known if President Reagan, 

recuperating (from the recent assassination attempt) upstairs in the White House living 

quarters, was aware of the protest.” 
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These two reports vividly capture the U.S. mainstream news media’s typical 

treatment of demonstrators and activist groups generally, and its representation of such 

political actors during debate over Reagan’s inaugural economic program in particular. This 

initiative, which included the largest federal tax cut to date and the largest federal spending 

decrease in history, was the first major domestic policy move in an ideological shift that has 

tilted public discourse and governmental agendas in directions decidedly favorable to 

neoliberal global financial and economic arrangements, and has catapulted the New Right 

from the margins of political relevance and acceptability to the highest echelons of 

institutional power (Ferguson and Rogers 1986; Phillips 1990; Meeropol 1998; Harvey 2005; 

Frank 2008). Despite the clear gravity of the socioeconomic issues involved in debate over 

the Reagan economic plan, on the rare occasions when mass media mentioned 

nongovernmental political activists, they were generally represented in episodic, acontextual 

form. The focus was on their (occasionally dramatic) behavior — and whether they put 

Reagan in physical danger — rather than on their substantive ideas, and overall, the news 

gave government officials a near-monopoly platform to relay their perspectives.1 As 

Wittebols (1996: 358) argues, in the U.S. mainstream media social protest is almost always 

depicted as a “sideshow” embedded within a larger elite-centered narrative that marginalizes 

non-official actors and viewpoints: “A focus on the quirky or odd nature of protest relegates 

                                                           
1 For example, in a July 7, 1981, AP story on the president’s speech at a GOP fund-raising event, headlined “Reagan Turns 
Up Heat on Tax Cut,” the presence of some 5,000 protesters outside the hall was briefly noted in the 12th paragraph. 
Readers learned in the next paragraph that police arrested some activists inside the venue for “creating a disturbance.” The 
only substantive information on the protesters’ positions came in the 14th paragraph of the 991-word story, where they were 
paraphrased as claiming that the administration’s budget reductions “will hurt working people, the handicapped, students 
and the poor.” The story included no quotes from activists, and the remainder of the piece was dominated by Reagan’s 
florid comments to Republican partisans. 
And in a July 30, 1981, AP report headlined “Tax, Budget Victories Provide 'Economic Plan for the Future,' Reagan Says,” 
just six of 24 paragraphs were devoted to protests outside the president’s speaking engagement. One of these paragraphs 
concerned potential security concerns; a statement from the Rev. Joseph Lowery, national president of the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference, was the only one attributed to activists: "I think we have to let the administration and the 
nation know there's growing discontent among the people. We must let them know that just because the Democrats in 
Congress have capitulated, that doesn't mean the people in this country have capitulated,” he said. "We refuse to sell out to 
jelly beans and cuff links." 
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it to amusement or ridicule. At best, protest scenes are usually the backdrop or ‘props’ for 

introducing a debate that reflects elite, as opposed to grass-roots, perspectives.”  

This chapter employs quantitative analysis to sketch the contours of political 

discussion in mainstream news coverage of the Reagan economic plan, and it situates 

opinion poll results signaling public support for the plan in this mass communications 

context. The case is crucial because it was the opening move in the contemporary rightward 

turn in national domestic policy — the 1981 tax and domestic budget cuts set a policy 

trajectory that has significantly altered the American political economy to comply with the 

emerging neoliberal order. This episode is also important because its patterns of media 

coverage and political rhetoric were instrumental in setting the terms of discussion and 

constructing the communicative field of policy contestation for the ascendant New Right 

hegemony. In this chapter, I show how frequently particular voices and ideological frames 

appeared in news coverage of the 1981 economic plan, and how often certain key pieces of 

policy information were circulated. This lays the groundwork for my critical semiotic 

interpretation of the discursive articulations in media coverage and political rhetoric in the 

Reagan case, presented in Chapter 5. There, I analyze the meaning of mass communication 

patterns by situating them historically in cultural, social and political context, and exploring 

in detail how they might have been effective in shaping public consent for the right turn. 

 My empirical findings in this chapter depict a mainstream news landscape in which a 

largely non-substantive spectacle of elite-centered strategic conflict enframed a policy 

narrative tilted decidedly toward the conservative voices and views of the New Right. I 

describe this media environment based on unusually detailed and comprehensive 

quantitative analyses of more than 400 news reports, including every evening network 

television story on the issue that aired in the eight months leading up to the president’s 
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signing of the tax plan. My evidence suggests that news coverage had two related ideological 

implications for mass legitimation through public opinion polls of the right wing-populist 

themes and policies undergirding the New Right agenda: 

1) Media’s consistent focus on procedural machinations, strategy and tactics implicitly 

endorsed an elitist vision of politics that positions news audiences as passive spectators of a 

game whose larger material and social stakes are marginalized or obscured. This dynamic 

symbolically disempowers and disables ordinary citizens as social actors, perhaps fueling the 

popular cynicism and disengagement that has reinforced the class biases of American 

political power under neoliberalism. 

 

2) To the extent that media engaged policy substance (e.g., the design and potential 

socioeconomic effects of the tax and budget plans, which interests would likely gain material 

resources and long-term political power — and which would lose), sources and frames 

favorable to the emerging conservative coalition carried the discourse. Mass media’s bent 

toward explicitly ideological messages that endorsed private markets and demonized the 

welfare state placed right-of-center forces in an advantageous position for securing a 

measure of popular consent by shaping poll responses — a key task, in our historical 

context, in winning Gramsci’s “war of position.” 

I show that news media during this policy episode rarely included sources and 

perspectives from outside official government circles. And even those elite voices that 

questioned or opposed aspects of the Reagan economic plan — mostly Democratic elected 

officials, tagged by Budget Director David Stockman as “the liberal remnant” (Greider 1982: 

13)  — were significantly outnumbered by New Right sources and perspectives: broadly 
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conservative voices — especially those from the administration — outpaced all others in 

news coverage, while the two most prominent substantive representations were those 

opposing federal social and business regulatory programs, and those claiming that tax cuts 

like the Reagan program would spark the national economy. And, as I explain more fully in 

the next chapter, almost all the oppositional messages that did appear in mass media 

coverage during this episode shared certain key assumptions with New Right 

understandings, which presented obstacles to their effectiveness in undermining public 

support for the Reagan agenda. Both these dynamics— the presentation of an elite-centered 

strategic spectacle and the explicitly rightward ideological tilt — were ultimately favorable to 

the business-friendly conservative populism championed by the New Right at this key 

historical moment. As neo-Gramscian perspectives on mass communications hegemony 

suggest, the news did circulate certain oppositional frames in substantial numbers. But these 

messages of New Deal “embedded liberalism” (Harvey 2005: 11-12) appeared in significantly 

lower frequencies, and almost always as voiced by official sources whose willingness or 

capacity to present strong critiques of the New Right agenda were limited. 

My analyses in this chapter and the next suggests that we can understand mainstream 

media’s selection of sources and views in a way that recognizes its role as a hegemonic social 

mechanism that filters the discourse presented to mass publics in ways that support 

dominant power structures and associated policy regimes, while also acknowledging the 

significant — though limited — space for criticism and opposition. In short, news media 

during government policymaking episodes is a formidable gatekeeper in the processes by 

which popular common sense is constructed and selectively reinforced to favor dominant 

social forces. However, because hegemony is never airtight or monolithic, the 

communications platform for opposition nevertheless is real and has the potential to help 
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generate critique of the cultural and material premises of American politics. My evidence on 

the fabric of news coverage during debate over the 1981 tax and budget plans suggests that 

“the consent of the governed” — far from being an exogenous force smoothly exerting the 

people’s democratic will on the state apparatus — is deeply implicated in the web of 

hegemonic news that circulates political debate. Before presenting that evidence, however, I 

outline the concrete shape of the Reagan economic plan. 

II. Policy Background: Supply-Side Tax Reduction and Welfare State Rollback 

 President Reagan’s signature Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 was at the time 

the largest federal tax reduction in American history, with an estimated cost of $750 billion 

over five years. The administration’s original proposal called for a 33 percent cut in personal 

income tax rates over three years (including reducing the top marginal nominal rate from 70 

percent to 50 percent), along with cuts in the capital gains rate (including reducing the top 

marginal statutory rate from 28 percent to 20 percent), large reductions in estate and gift 

taxes, incentives for private retirement savings, an accelerated capital depreciation schedule 

for business assets such as plants and equipment, and expanded corporate investment 

credits. After compromise with deficit-leery members of Congress, the personal tax rate 

reductions were shaved to 25 percent over three years, but the bulk of the program as the 

White House proposed it was enacted and signed in August 1981 (Steuerle 1992: 39-56; 

Meeropol 1998: 79-81; Baker 2007: 65-8; CQ Researcher 1982).2 

Significantly, the personal income tax reductions — though proportional (or “across 

the board”), in the sense that the percentage rate decrease was the same for all income levels 

                                                           
2 A nonpartisan research organization asserted that the administration “achieved at least 90 percent of its initial objectives” 
in the tax bill (Tax Foundation 1981: 2). Several provisions were added to the legislation in Congress — mostly in a bid to 
attract conservative Southern Democratic support — including easing the so-called “marriage penalty” on two-earner 
households and reducing taxation of income earned abroad. Most of these changes, while not offered as part of the original 
Reagan bill, were supported by the administration and its New Right allies, and had been publicly advocated as parts of 
future policy proposals.   
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— were projected at the time (and evaluated in subsequent analyses) to heavily favor affluent 

and wealthy people. In 1980, the median income for a family of four was $25,400 (Tax 

Foundation 1981: 6). By 1984, those with incomes of $30,000 and up would reap more than 

63 percent of the total income tax cuts, those making $50,000 or more would get about one-

third of the total cuts, and those with incomes of $100,000-plus would receive more than 13 

percent of the cuts, according to the nonpartisan Tax Foundation (ibid: 7).3 

Among the provisions not initially advocated by the Reagan administration but 

added later by Congress was the indexation of income tax rates and deductions for inflation 

after 1984. Much of the perceived mass political demand for the Reagan tax agenda — 

during the 1980 presidential campaign, during the 1981 policy debate, and in political 

commentary and later scholarly analyses — has been attributed to “bracket creep,” or the 

impact of steep inflation during the 1970s pushing those of modest means into higher tax 

brackets (Morgan 2007: 33). But ending bracket creep, thus easing the federal tax obligations 

of low- and middle-income workers (and, arguably, increasing their incentives to earn more), 

could have been accomplished much more directly, effectively and equitably simply through 

an indexing provision, with no statutory rate reductions for high-income people, and no 

easing of estate or gift taxes (Tax Foundation 1981: 11-13; Steuerle 1992: 43-4). In any case, 

the overall rise in tax responsibilities from 1945 through 1980 is almost completely 

attributable to increases in federal payroll (i.e. Social Security and Medicare) taxes and in 

state or local taxes, which were not affected by the 1981 Reagan plan (Morgan 2007: Figure 

2.2 on p. 34). Unlike personal and corporate income taxes and estate taxes, payroll and state 

                                                           
3 As a point of comparison in light of inflation, $50,000 in 1981 was equivalent to more than $118,000 in 2010, while 
$100,000 was equivalent to about $237,000. 
For the effect of the Reagan tax plan on nominal income tax rates for people in different income brackets over the three 
years of the program, see Table 5 in Meeropol (1998: 80).   



111 
 

or local sales and consumption taxes are regressive, falling more heavily lower- and middle-

income than on upper-income people.4  

Moreover, while the effects of the business tax reductions in the bill were complex, a 

former Reagan and George H.W. Bush administration Treasury Department official argues 

that the accelerated capital depreciation schedule actually harmed new and struggling small 

businesses (Steuerle 1992: 47). As will be seen more clearly in the next chapter, these effects 

contradict much Reagan and New Right rhetoric, which stressed the need to incentivize 

small-scale entrepreneurship. In addition, the 1981 changes in business provisions promoted 

what Steuerle (1992: 48-52) termed a “tax shelter bonanza” by encouraging complex tax-

avoidance arrangements by individuals and corporations with the means to hire accountants 

and lawyers.5 

Publicly, the basic rationale for the Reagan tax plan was grounded in a logic 

developed by a group of “supply-side” economists during the 1970s whose ideas had until 

recently been marginalized in mainstream academic and elite policymaking discourse.6 The 

central proposition (as I noted in Chapter 2, Section VII), was that drastic reductions in 

marginal income tax rates — especially in upper-income brackets, and in particular, the top 

rate — would spur economic expansion by offering incentives for private savings, capital 

investment and labor earnings. Coupled with this was the drive to liberalize depreciation 

allowances for physical infrastructure like plants and equipment, which would give 

businesses incentives to modernize and expand hiring. Moreover, such cuts would boost 

economic growth to the extent that overall tax revenues would increase dramatically, thus 

                                                           
4 Responding to losses in federal aid mandated by the Reagan budget, “in 1981, five states increased sales taxes, 22 states 
increased gasoline taxes, and six states increased cigarette taxes.” At the same time, most states’ income tax frameworks 
were statutorily linked to the federal code, so the large, regressive federal cut automatically reduced state income tax rates in 
a similar way (CQ Researcher 1982: 4). 
5 See also CQ Researcher (1982: 7) on the regressive tax expenditures expanded or added in the 1981 bill. 
6 Prominent theorists included George Gilder and Arthur Laffer, developer of the “Laffer Curve.” 
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reducing and eventually eliminating budget deficits.7 The immediate origins of the Reagan 

plan may be found in the 1978 Kemp-Roth tax initiative, which attracted tepid legislative 

support at the time but which soon proved an ideological harbinger of the neoliberal-New 

Right policy turn (Meeropol 1998: 79). As Steuerle (1992: 40) notes, supply-side theory has 

close conceptual connections to older ideas that only a regressive “head tax” — i.e. a system 

in which each person pays exactly the same amount of tax, regardless of wealth or earnings 

— results in an optimally efficient allocation of resources on a society-wide basis. 

Differences and similarities between supply-side theory and long-running conservative 

doctrine that tax cuts for the wealthiest segments of society are in the economic interests of 

all — derisively termed “trickle-down economics” — are contested. But Stockman told 

journalist William Greider after the tax plan was enacted in 1981 that sophisticated supply-

side concepts had been deployed as a means to “sell” upper-bracket tax reduction: “Kemp-

Roth was always a Trojan horse to bring down the top rate,” he said (Greider 1982: 49; see 

also 49-50).8 

 The Reagan administration’s fiscal 1982 budget proposal — which, in its major 

outlines, received congressional approval in the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981 

— featured significant reductions in a host of social welfare and business regulatory 

programs, along with a $20 billion increase in Pentagon spending, which ultimately led to 

what has been described as the largest peacetime military buildup in U.S. history. At the 

behest of some Republicans and conservative Southern Democrats, the ultimate budget 

blueprint included even larger total domestic spending cuts than the administration had 
                                                           
7 As Greider (1982: 95) described it, supply-side doctrine “promised a fundamental redirection of the national economy, 
without pain or dislocation.” Or, as Stockman put it, “whenever there are great strains or changes in the economic system, 
it tends to generate crackpot theories, which then find their way into the legislative channels.” (ibid: 66) 
8 In an odd journalistic arrangement, Stockman had agreed to be interviewed by Washington Post reporter Greider over 
several months in 1981 largely as a “background” source even as debate over the Reagan program was proceeding. When 
his comments were published in an Atlantic magazine article (and later in a book), a brief but intense controversy ensued 
because of his candid depiction of chaotic policymaking, dubious fiscal rationales and deceptive rhetoric. Reagan refused 
Stockman’s resignation as OMB director in November 1981.     
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publicly advocated, and constituted the biggest reduction in projected federal spending in 

U.S. history (Ferguson and Rogers 1986: 127-30; Meeropol 1998: 81-98; Baker 2007: 74-5). 

Eligibility rules were tightened and benefit allocations were cut for cash welfare (called Aid 

to Families with Dependent Children at the time), food stamps, child nutrition, Medicaid, 

foster care and child care programs, Social Security Disability Income, subsidized housing, 

low-income fuel assistance, higher education grants, and unemployment assistance. There 

were also key reductions in aid for workers laid off because of falling global trade barriers, 

benefits for occupationally impaired miners, community service employment programs, aid 

to state and municipal governments, and funding for regulatory enforcement in 

environmental protection and civil rights, in addition to a number of other industry-backed 

provisions (such as a loosening of  broadcast ownership rules, a policy direction that was 

consummated on a grander scale by the Clinton administration in the Telecommunications 

Act of 1996).9  This broad budget pattern continued through Reagan’s first term; the major 

factor behind the administration’s “failure” to  reduce the total size and cost of the federal 

government during its eight years in office was its drastic acceleration of the trend toward 

increased military spending begun during the late Carter years, which is a goal entirely in line 

with mainline New Right policy ideas and consistent with neoliberal theory on the role of 

the state (Greider 1982; Phillips 1990; Harvey 2005; Baker 2007; CQ Researcher 1982).10  

                                                           
9 At the same time, certain reductions in specific programs proposed by the Reagan administration were softened or 
rejected by Congress. For example, legislators turned back the White House’s attempt to cut the Supplemental Security 
Income program for the elderly poor, blind and disabled, deciding instead to increase these benefits. And the 1981 budget 
act failed to implement the White House’s favored “workfare” requirement for AFDC recipients, with legislators deciding 
instead to begin allowing states to create such programs themselves. In part because of the political and administrative 
momentum created by the 1981 budget (Fording 2003), this latter policy came to fruition 15 years later when Clinton signed 
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, which is the subject of my case study in Chapters 6 
and 7.   
10 See Table 6 in Meeropol (1998: 90) for administration spending proposals and congressional enactments in major means-
tested social programs through 1984. 
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 In sum, the Reagan tax and budget plans of 1981 set a significant precedent in 

federal policy and its relationship to private markets. 11 These enactments paved the way for 

a series of moves throughout the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s — many of them accomplished 

with significant, if uneven, bipartisan elite support — that further reconfigured the American 

political economy in line with neoliberal understandings and material imperatives. Reagan’s 

massive first-term tax cuts, social welfare and business regulatory program reductions, and 

military spending increases shifted the national policy agenda and the terms of public 

discourse decidedly to the right. Some effects were relatively direct and explicit, while others 

were subtle and longer-term, such as exacerbating fiscal and political pressures for further 

tax and domestic spending cuts that may have had self-reinforcing dimensions. Most 

importantly, the 1981 economic plan and the later policies it spawned shifted income and 

wealth (and, by extension, political power) upward in American society to a potentially 

unprecedented degree. 

The story of how this occurred features a configuration of multiple, complexly 

interacting causes at the economic, social, cultural and political levels. Campaign finance, 

party strategy, interest group dynamics and other factors are all relevant to understanding the 

ascendance of the New Right as an ideological force in the changing landscape of economic 

and social welfare policy under neoliberalism. But the relationships among elite discourse, 

mainstream news coverage and mass opinion constitute a key dimension of the narrative that 

                                                           
11 A number of other administration-initiated or supported moves in 1981 and shortly thereafter were clearly in line with 
neoliberal economic and social welfare policy trends. Among these were: the continued tight monetary policy begun under 
Federal Reserve Board Chairman Paul Volcker in 1979 that focused on aggressively attacking inflation by controlling the 
rate of growth in the money supply and avoiding interest rate reductions (Meeropol 1998: 70-78; Baker 2007: 73-4); a 
confrontational administrative and symbolic stance toward unions, including Reagan’s legal action against the striking 
federal air-traffic controllers, which had major ripple effects in labor-management relations throughout the economy 
(Harvey 2005: 52-3; Baker 2007: 68-71; Dollars and Sense 1981); failure to raise the minimum wage to keep up with 
inflation (Baker 2007: 73-4); and the scaling back of business regulation outside the budget process, including requiring 
agencies to conduct cost-benefit analyses of new rules, creating the vice president’s Task Force on Regulatory Relief, 
relaxing oversight through personnel appointments, and “repeal by non-enforcement,” which broke the trend of sharply 
increased industry regulation from 1970 through 1980 (Ferguson and Rogers 1986: 130-37; Phillips 1990: 91-101; Meeropol 
1998: 81-6; Harvey 2005: 52).  
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has remained largely unexamined. I begin this exploration by turning to the broad shape of 

media coverage during debate over the Reagan economic agenda from January through 

August 1981. Whose voices did the public hear on television and read in newspapers during 

those crucial months in the shifting American political economy, and what, precisely, were 

they saying about taxes, the federal budget and politics more broadly? 

III. Content Analyses: Understanding the Spectacle of The Gipper vs. Tip 

My evidence shows that mainstream media largely represented political discussion of 

Reagan’s landmark first-term economic plan as a “spectacle” (Debord 2010 [1967]; Edelman 

1988) in the form of a game centered on high-profile elite actors whose main concern was to 

win strategic advantage. Coverage was characterized by an essentially non-substantive 

narrative that did not frequently engage the principles or policy logics that might lay behind 

all this maneuvering, or the larger social stakes implicated in the debate. Thus, the 

hegemonic news media operated here in the negative ideological register to limit the range of 

sources almost entirely to government officials, and the range of messages largely to frames 

that were devoid of policy substance. Simultaneously, media worked in the positive ideological 

dimension by depicting a spectacle that captured key strands of American popular common 

sense that construct political elites as self-interested, petty in-fighters, yet look to these same 

officials to work for the common good without prodding from citizen activism or consistent 

public scrutiny.12 

This strong emphasis on political gamesmanship, elite tactical maneuvering and 

internal governmental procedure — which, while especially prevalent on TV news, was also 

prominent in print coverage — can be seen in a pattern of evidence that comprises a 

                                                           
12 As I explained in Chapter 2, neo-Gramscian conceptualizations define negative ideological operations as processes that 
limit or restrict the range of socio-political perspectives that mass publics engage with in popular cultural venues, such as 
the news media; positive ideological operations concern the circulation of perspectives that resonate with predispositional 
strands of popular common sense, including cultural narratives, stereotypes, images and bits of information.   



116 
 

number of content indicators. My story-level analysis of primary topical categories — seen in 

Figure 4-1 — shows that nearly half (48.5 percent) of television and newspaper reports 

focused primarily on procedural, strategic and/or tactical dimensions of the policy debate.13     

Thus, stories whose main themes centered on matters like the competing political strategies 

of the Reagan administration and the opposition congressional leadership, who was winning 

the “battle for public opinion” and whether the president would succeed in persuading 

conservative Southern Democrats to vote for his tax plan trumped those engaging the design 

and socioeconomic implications of White House initiatives and competing legislative 

alternatives.14 To be sure, the total number of news reports that primarily focused on the 

substantive shape and socioeconomic consequences of tax and budget policy was slightly 

higher than those with a procedural, strategic or tactical bent. However, a media 

environment in which almost half the stories carries little or no content related to ideological 

principles or policy substance is a significant obstacle to the widening of mass political 

knowledge, consciousness and agency — and thus, effective democratic practice. While there 

have been many analyses of the related “horse-race” phenomenon in U.S. electoral news 

(e.g. Patterson 1994), there has been surprisingly little empirical research on the prevalence 

of such strategic themes in media depictions of public policy episodes. Such evidence as 

exists, however, is consistent with my own: Cappella and Jamieson (1997) found that 67 

percent of news reports on the Clinton health care plan during 1993 and 1994 carried a 

primarily strategic focus, while Lawrence (2000) reported that 41 percent of stories on 

                                                           
13 This graph depicts primary foci only. As I explained in Chapter 3, each story could have up to two foci (and I coded two 
for the vast majority of reports). Aggregating primary and secondary foci shows that 41.3 percent of the total foci in 
network TV and Associated Press reports on the Reagan plan were generally non-substantive.  
14 A February 19, 1981, dispatch from the AP — headlined “Sales Job on Reagan Budget Proposal Begins with TV 
Interview” — illustrates the flavor of this discourse: its lead stated, “now comes the hard part for the Reagan 
administration: Getting Congress to go along with the drastic spending and tax cuts the president prescribed for the ailing 
economy.” On the most generous interpretation, just four of the story’s 21 paragraphs included any engagement with policy 
substance. Moreover, the report carried no criticism of the administration’s economic plan. 
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welfare reform in a selection of major national newspapers and magazines during 1996 had a 

primary “game frame.”15  

Further evidence for this non-substantive focus comes from my finding that official 

government voices — led by the Reagan administration — dominated news coverage of the 

1981 policy debate. Figure 4-2 shows the total percentage of (named and unnamed) sources 

from different categories on network news and in the Associated Press across the period of 

my analysis. More than 88 percent of voices during this policy debate can be classified as 

“official” sources.16 A majority of these were from the Reagan administration, including the 

president himself, but also prominently featuring White House chief of staff James Baker, 

Treasury Secretary Donald Regan and Budget Director Stockman. Leading the voices of 

Democratic officials was House Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill Jr., followed by House 

Ways and Means Committee Chairman Dan Rostenkowski and House Majority Leader Jim 

Wright.17 While much scholarship theorizes on and demonstrates the prevalence of elite 

sources in mainstream U.S. news coverage, my findings stand out for the magnitude of 

official dominance: no studies of domestic policy debates that I am aware of have 

documented a proportion of elite voices this large.  

Most quantitative research on official vs. non-official sources in American news 

media focuses on foreign policy and national security issues. This emphasis seems to be 

based in part on a pluralist assumption (also prevalent in popular lore) that the range of 

ideological perspectives and voices must be wider in domestic contexts, since foreign policy 

                                                           
15 Coding approaches can have a large impact on quantitative results in this research area, so readers should be cautious in 
comparing study findings. 
16 Official sources were administration sources, Republican Party sources, Democratic Party sources, state/local 
government sources who did not carry a partisan identification and sources from the federal bureaucracy. Non-official 
sources were conservative or progressive interest group/social movement organization (SMO) sources, sources from 
research organizations or academia, and ordinary citizens.  
17 This pattern of official media dominance is even more stark (more than 90 percent of total sources) if we include experts 
from academia and non-governmental research organizations, many of whom in this case were economists tied to corporate 
interests, especially Wall Street firms and forecasting agencies. 
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episodes are characterized by tighter state control of information, appeals to patriotism and a 

firmer elite ideological consensus. However, the official source dominance that I 

demonstrate here is in line with the higher end in methodologically comparable studies of 

foreign policy coverage: Althaus et al. (1996) found that elite voices (U.S. and foreign) made 

up 89 percent of the total in New York Times coverage of the U.S.-Libya episode in 1985 and 

1986. An analysis of the pre-invasion debate over the Iraq War in 2002 and 2003 showed 

that official sources (again, domestic and foreign) made up 79 percent of total voices on 

network TV (Hayes and Guardino 2010).  

 Non-governmental groups and social movement organizations of any ideological 

stripe were severely marginalized in news coverage of the 1981 economic plan: these voices 

made up just 6.5 percent of total sources on network TV and in AP reports. And several of 

the most frequently quoted NGOs — such as the National Conservative PAC and the U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce — are elite-centered organizations largely advocating the interests of 

private capital and upper-income people. My findings here confirm those of similar studies 

showing the marginalization of non-governmental groups in mass media coverage: using a 

coding scheme that probably overstated the frequency of non-official voices, Danielian and 

Page (1994) found that sources from non-governmental groups comprised just 14.4 percent 

of the total in network TV coverage of 80 separate foreign and domestic policy issues from 

1969 through 1982 (at 36.5 percent, business organizations made up the largest proportion 

of this set).18 A second stage of analysis revealed that the universe of approximately 750 AP 

                                                           
18 This study was based on coding abstracts of TV news reports — rather than full stories — and researchers conducted 
analyses by dividing each summary into segments attributed to different sources. Moreover, Danielian and Page (1994) 
included many issues — such as civil rights and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender affairs — for which the proportion of 
official sources is likely to be significantly lower than for economic, social welfare and foreign policy matters: for instance, 
their source distribution for tax policy stories showed an 83.1 percent share for elite voices, compared to just 11.1 percent 
for non-governmental groups. And the bulk of these authors’ data is from a period (the 1970s) that many media analysts 
and scholars consider the modern high point for U.S. mainstream news skepticism of official authorities. For more 
quantitatively derived evidence showing that the largest and wealthiest non-governmental organizations tend to dominate 
mass media coverage of interest groups and SMOs, see Thrall (2006). 
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reports on the Reagan plan included just nine references to demonstrations or protests — all 

of them brief, largely non-substantive and generally negatively valenced. If formal 

nongovernmental groups were marginalized during the 1981 debate, then ordinary citizens 

were essentially invisible in mainstream media: these voices — ostensibly the champions and 

beneficiaries of the right-leaning populism represented in the Reagan policy agenda — made 

up just 0.3 percent of total sources. Moreover, none of the Associated Press reports in my 

large random sample (which comprised about one-third of all of AP stories on the issue) 

included a direct or indirect statement from an ordinary citizen. 

My findings here square with Bennett’s (1993b: 184) theorization that mainstream 

journalists follow a norm of “presumed democracy,” whereby they believe that “democracy 

is working unless proven otherwise — meaning that officials represent the people, and the 

job of the press is to report to the people what their representatives are doing.” This mindset 

privileges the spectacle of top-down politics, placing the power to set policy agendas and 

discursive parameters almost entirely in official sources, and ignoring the possibility that 

structural and institutional factors may make elections — and the relationships between elite 

actions and rhetoric, on the one hand, and citizen preferences and goals, on the other — 

considerably less straightforwardly democratic than they appear. As Lewis (2001: 201) puts 

it, “reporters are caught up in a set of professional ideologies that make it difficult to go 

beyond the confines of elite political frameworks and a set of broader ideologies that make it 

difficult to question the notion of representative democracy.” The pluralist presuppositions 

that seem to underlie the paucity of studies on the prevalence of official voices in coverage 

of domestic policy debates suggest that these claims about mainstream journalists might 

apply in some measure to mainstream political communications scholars as well. 
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My quantitative framing analysis adds another piece of evidence for the overall 

narrative of elite political spectacle that was constructed in mass media coverage of the 1981 

tax and budget plans. As I noted in the previous chapter, I built this indicator to determine 

specifically what the sources on network TV and in mainstream print news stories were 

telling audiences about these Reagan-New Right policy initiatives. Figure 4-3 graphs the 

percentage of each of 13 frame categories that appeared from Jan. 1 through Aug. 13, 1981. 

At 40 percent, non-substantive messages made up the largest category. As Bourdieu (1998: 

4) writes, mainstream media outlets — believing (or claiming) that the public demands 

dramatic, entertaining and simple depictions of conflict — emphasize individualized elite 

battles and procedural definitions of winning or losing, rather than the practical or principled 

implications of policy issues:  

They direct attention to the game and its players rather than to what is really at stake, 
because these are sources of their interest and expertise. They are more interested in 
the tactics of politics than in the substance, and more concerned with the political 
effects of speeches and politicians’ maneuverings within the political field (in terms 
of coalitions, alliances, or individual conflicts) than with the meaning of these. 

One potential outcome of this dynamic, as I argue below, is the confirmation and 

reinforcement of popular expectations and perceptions of politics as esoteric, occasionally 

emotionally compelling, but ultimately distasteful and meaningless for ordinary people. 

This focus by news sources on procedure, political strategy and tactics at the expense 

of substance was augmented and amplified by journalists’ own interjections of non-

substantive frames. Reporters (and editors) — who, working through their professional 

routines and practices, select sources to draw upon in producing stories — also occasionally 

include unattributed statements that frame the issue they are reporting on. Of these 

unsourced frames that I coded in network TV news and AP coverage, non-substantive 

statements greatly outnumbered all others. Journalists presented 181 such frames during the 
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period of analysis, which made up more than 70 percent of all unattributed messages, 

dwarfing the second-largest category by a factor of more than nine to one.19 While the 

overall number of unattributed journalistic frames was quite low (I coded a total of 258 in 

more than 400 news stories) — thus casting doubt on the power of this single element to 

shape public opinion as expressed in polls — the regular inclusion of these statements likely 

added to the overall picture of essentially non-substantive elite conflict (and consensus) 

presented to citizens: consistent with the code of objectivity inscribed in mainstream 

American media, reporters did not often include statements without attributing them to 

outside sources, but when they did so, journalists almost invariably emphasized 

governmental process, political strategy and tactics (often, as I illustrate in the next chapter, 

in war-, sports- or entertainment-themed language). Ultimately, then, I suggest that reporters 

tended to be complicit in the negative ideological operations that played out during the 1981 

debate not so much by slipping into their stories directly “biased” policy frames, as by 

presenting interpretations that reinforced the largely non-substantive official spectacle that 

came through most strongly in the voices of political elites. 

However, mainstream news coverage of the Reagan tax and budget plans operated 

not only in the negative ideological register — narrowing the range of sources and frames 

into an overarching story of internal official machination — but also in the positive ideological 

dimension. In other words, this elite-focused, non-substantive discourse appears to resonate 

with key strands of American popular common sense. According to survey evidence, citizens 

(perhaps increasingly) see political leaders as self-interested, calculating actors who are out-

                                                           
19 I coded just the first three unattributed journalistic frames in each report — instead of the first 12, as I did for the source-
frames — but most stories had three or fewer of these messages. The second-largest category of unsourced frame in 
evening TV news and AP coverage comprised messages stating or implying support for federal social welfare or business 
regulatory programs (7.8 percent), followed closely by a frame depicting the federal government as an overbearing force 
that stifles private economic freedom and opportunity by illegitimately taxing citizens and businesses (7 percent, labeled 
“financial autonomy” in Figure 4-3).  
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of-touch with the experiences of everyday people and obsessed with battles over personal 

and partisan advantage. An influential treatment of the subject argues that this popular vision 

of democracy uneasily co-exists with hopes for an equally elite-centered — yet common-

spirited — politics in which disinterested policy experts govern from above in the national 

interest with little need for input from ordinary citizens (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002). 

Thus, the strategic spectacle of tax-and-budget-cutting as represented in mass media 

coverage during 1981 both resonated with and reinforced a culturally dominant 

conceptualization of politics-as-petty elite conflict, even as such coverage perhaps fueled 

dreams of some mode of public-spirited — yet equally elite-centered and non-participatory 

— governance. 

One of the shortcomings of Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s (2002) provocative study is 

their failure to engage the politically and socially endogenous nature of public attitudes and 

preferences generally, as well as the role of media specifically: these scholars take as given 

survey evidence that seems to signal severely limited mass political consciousness and 

interest in collective participation. They then reason forward that their findings should 

compel scholars and political activists to curb their civic expectations. However, both neo-

Gramscian critical analytics and social scientific media and political psychology theory 

suggest that such popular understandings and aspirations are deeply connected to the web of 

hegemonic representations that permeate society, including most centrally news media 

depictions of politics. My empirical evidence from the case of the Reagan economic plan 

shows that not only were ordinary citizens and non-governmental advocates rarely heard 

from in mainstream media, but coverage arguably gave audiences at-large little reason to care 

about the substantive outcome of the policy debates. If my findings on elite-focused 

procedural, strategic and tactical coverage generalize to other contemporary U.S. policy 
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cases, it should be no wonder that so many people see politics as boring (in the best case) or 

vulgar (in the worst). 

Indeed, my content analyses illustrate that news media rarely offered certain pieces of 

basic, concrete factual information that could illuminate the design, and, thus, the probable 

practical impacts of the Reagan tax and budget cuts. I coded for inclusion of four kinds of 

information: 1) The relative percentages of direct financial benefits in the administration tax 

plan (or in similar legislative initiatives) that would go to various income groups. 2) Any 

numerical information on the business tax breaks included in the Reagan (or similar) plans 

(e.g. the total dollar-value of such benefits or the percentage of the tax bill devoted to them). 

3) Any numerical information on the relative share of income that payroll (i.e. Medicare and 

Social Security) taxes vs. federal income taxes take up for families or individuals at various 

income levels. 4) Any information on the dollar-value of social welfare or business regulatory 

programs slated for reduction or elimination in the administration (or similar) economic 

plan(s).20 While nearly one of every four stories in my analysis included at least one piece of 

information that fell into one of those categories, information on the direct financial 

implications of the Reagan tax plan for those in various income brackets was strikingly 

sparse: just 4.3 percent of TV and print news reports (or about one out of every 23 stories) 

provided information on the relative direct benefits of the plan for people at different 

income levels. And only three news stories across the entire period of analysis contained 

information on how the payroll tax fits into the overall tax responsibilities of people in 

different income categories. These two pieces of information are especially crucial in the 

                                                           
20 I do not suggest that these were the only (or even the most) important facts about tax and domestic budget policy during 
this episode, only that they were four crucial and clearly relevant pieces of information in the larger historical and policy 
context of the Reaganite-New Right agenda. 
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historical and discursive context of the Reagan economic program, as I discuss in detail later 

in the chapter. 

My content analysis evidence in this section resonates broadly with social scientific 

accounts such as Bennett’s (2009 [1983]) conceptualizations of “personalization” and 

“dramatization” in mainstream news coverage, Cappella and Jamieson’s (1997) analysis of 

strategic framing, and accounts of game-framing and horse-race coverage in policy debates 

(e.g. Lawrence 2000) and election campaigns (e.g. Patterson 1994). This narrative in coverage 

of the Reagan tax and budget plans positioned media audiences mainly in the role of passive 

spectators — rather than active citizens — observing politically constructed elite conflict 

(perhaps with amusement or disgust), while being offered little substantive content (either in 

the form of interpretive frames or concrete information) that might enrich their policy 

preferences and encourage or give meaning to civic participation. Moreover, these spectacles 

of elite conflict likely “made sense” to many in the news audience: the unfolding drama of 

individualized power-politics resonated with key strands of American common sense, 

naturalizing understandings of policymaking as petty official conflict. Such representations 

of politics arguably confirm impressions of the basically distasteful character of public 

affairs, even as these popular understandings were the product of prior hegemonic 

processes, including (though by no means limited to) past encounters with similar 

constructions of political news. 

In sum, the evidence from this stage of my analysis suggests that hegemonic mass 

media operated in the negative ideological dimension in part simply by limiting the 

substantive discourse about tax and budget policy that was available to audiences. In the 

positive ideological register, this news narrative arguably resonated with major currents of 

American common sense that depict governing elites exclusively as calculating, self-
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interested purveyors of insider-politics, while simultaneously romanticizing a similarly elite-

based — yet public-spirited — mode of governance akin to an enlightened autocracy. Media 

outlets’ perceived need to make politics “interesting” — which is perhaps intensifying in 

recent years with the increasing power of entertainment values in the news — is no doubt 

responsible at one level for this texture of coverage. As Bourdieu (1998: 3) argues: 

To justify this policy of demagogic simplification (which is absolutely and utterly 
contrary to the democratic goal of informing and educating citizens by interesting 
them), journalists point to the public’s expectations. But in fact they are projecting 
onto the public their own inclinations and their own views. Because they’re so afraid 
of being boring, they opt for confrontations over debates, prefer polemics over 
rigorous argument, and in general, do whatever they can to promote conflict. They 
prefer to confront individuals (politicians in particular) instead of confronting their 
arguments, that is, what’s really at stake in the debate. 

In an era when interest in public affairs programming, “hard news” and political 

participation continues to stagnate, mainstream media outlets offer less substantive and 

more sensational content in a bid to retain and increase audience interest. While this trend 

may in some cases spur short-term ratings jumps, ultimately it fails to arrest — and may 

promote — the longer-term erosion of political interest and participation as it solidifies 

cynical perceptions of public affairs and fuels a retreat toward fatalism and narrowly private 

concerns: as Bourdieu (1998: 6) suggests, “these mechanisms work in concert to produce a 

general effect of depoliticization or, more precisely, disenchantment with politics.”21 

This dynamic arguably is especially powerful among those with less formal education 

— and thus, generally, less political knowledge and interest — which in our historical 

context coincides closely with those who have less wealth, income and social advantage 
                                                           
21 To be clear, I do not claim that the patterns of elite-focused, non-substantive coverage that I demonstrate here — and 
that have been depicted in some earlier studies of media content — are the direct or sole cause of mass political cynicism or 
civic disengagement. Trends of declining political knowledge and participation are no doubt the result of a complex 
configuration of multiple forces, and further empirical research on the precise connections between political discourse, 
media coverage and citizen engagement is certainly in order. Here, I merely argue that the dominant texture of news 
coverage during debate over the 1981 Reagan economic program (and, as will become clear from my analyses in Chapters 6 
and 7, of the 1995-1996 welfare reform episode) depicted politics in ways that normalized popular civic disengagement: the 
precise empirical outcomes of this coverage in terms of citizen attitudes and political activity are unclear, although I present 
some suggestive evidence in Chapter 8.   
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(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1997). In rarely linking public policy issues and the larger political 

dynamics that surround them to people’s practical experiences and life circumstances, 

mainstream media fosters the perception that (like medicine) politics — in its best sense — 

is a field for disinterested experts, or — in its worst, as may be the dominant understanding 

— a game for self-interested cynics bent on personal and partisan advantage. Either way, 

public affairs constitute a spectacle that neither invites nor rewards collective popular 

engagement: as Bourdieu (1998: 8) writes, “the world shown by television is one which lies 

beyond the grasp of ordinary individuals. Linked to this is the impression that politics is for 

professionals, a bit like high-level competitive sports with their split between athletes and 

spectators.” These mediated constructions of politics favor prevailing arrangements of class 

power — and the public policy regimes that have maintained and fortified them in the 

neoliberal era: with civic participation (including attention to political news and voting 

behavior) heavily skewed toward the affluent (Jacobs and Skocpol 2005), popular demand 

for policies that might promote more egalitarian arrangements is muted. Indeed, empirical 

research has demonstrated that there is little or no elite-level response to the policy 

preferences (as expressed in surveys) of low- and middle-income Americans, when these 

preferences differ from those of high-income citizens (Gilens 2005; Bartels 2008: Ch. 9). 

However, news content during the 1981 tax and budget episode was not entirely 

non-substantive. When media sources did say something about the design and implications 

of these policy initiatives — or the deeper principles that lay behind them — a clear pattern 

of dominant messages emerged, as did a clear picture of who was propagating these 

messages. Thus, I turn next to the neoliberal-New Right-inflected contours of economic 

policy coverage. 
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IV. Content Analyses: The “Liberal Media” Lurches Toward the New Right  

To the extent that mainstream news coverage of the 1981 Reagan tax and budget 

agenda circulated discourse that implicated policy substance or relatively overt, ideologically 

rooted political positions, this coverage decidedly — though not monolithically — favored 

New Right voices and themes. Here is another manifestation of neo-Gramscian 

conceptualizations of the negative ideological dimension in media hegemony: the mass 

communications environment was narrowed and refracted to favor broadly conservative 

representations. A number of my quantitative content indicators bear this out, including 

news source distribution, frame frequencies and overall directional thrust measures. 

 My analysis of more than 400 network television and Associated Press news reports 

on the issue showed that Reagan administration voices far and away made up the most 

frequently cited source. The president himself (20.6 percent) and other partisan executive 

branch officials comprised 46.8 percent of total voices in the media. When combined with 

other sources who stood clearly on the right side of the policy spectrum in this case, 

conservative voices outnumbered ostensibly left-leaning sources 62.8 percent to 26.6 

percent, or a factor of more than two-to-one.22 However, the vast majority of sources 

identified here as left-leaning were Democratic Party officials — mostly members of 

Congress — and some of these voices were conservative Southern Democrats, known at the 

time as “boll weevils.” These sources generally espoused pro-administration positions on tax 

and budget issues, and often tacked further right than even Reagan’s public proposals went 

(especially calling for deeper cuts in social programs). Another significant percentage of 

congressional Democrats comprised a “middle group” (led by House Budget Committee 

                                                           
22 Conservative voices were administration sources, Republican Party sources and sources from right-wing interest groups 
or social movement organizations. Left-leaning voices were Democratic Party sources and sources from progressive/liberal 
interest groups or SMOs. 
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Chairman Jim Jones of Oklahoma) that tended to support the administration’s anti-welfare 

state agenda, though not as consistently as did the boll weevils.23 In any case, there is no 

doubt that New Right voices (especially those in positions of formal governmental authority) 

held a decided numerical advantage in mass media coverage of this key policy episode. This 

can be seen in the relative percentages of voices in different categories depicted in Figure 4-2 

above. 

Turning to my source-frame analysis — which, as I noted in Chapter 3, identifies the 

specific themes that mainstream media voices were propagating — the second-most 

frequent category of statement on the Reagan economic plan of 1981 (after 

procedural/strategic/tactical) comprised messages that criticized domestic social welfare or 

business regulatory programs (13.8 percent). As seen in Figure 4-3, this category was 

followed closely by statements claiming that the administration’s tax initiative would boost 

the national economy (13 percent); and by representations that generally advocated tax cuts 

— or the Reagan plan in particular — without offering or implying reasons why (8.5 

percent). Of total frames, right-leaning messages comprised 38.9 percent, compared to 17 

percent for left-leaning messages. Of frame categories that I identified as clearly valenced — 

i.e. either tending to support or tending to oppose the administration’s tax and budget policy 

agenda — nearly 70 percent were favorable. In terms of specific frames, statements claiming 

or implying that the Reagan tax plan (or similarly designed initiatives) would stimulate the 

economy outpaced those that questioned or criticized this notion 13 percent to 4.3 percent; 

messages that explicitly or implicitly opposed or criticized social or economic regulatory 

spending outnumbered those that supported these programs 13.7 percent to 7 percent; and 

                                                           
23 Interestingly, in conversations with journalist William Greider that occurred over the course of 1981, Stockman actually 
referred to this bloc led by Jones as “the progressives” for what he considered their forward-thinking views on the need for 
fiscal austerity (Greider 1982: 32). 
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messages that generally advocated the Reagan tax plan, similar initiatives or tax cuts in 

general outpaced their oppositional counterparts 8.5 percent to 2.1 percent.24 Again, while 

mass media coverage of this policy episode was not monolithic, neoliberal-New Right 

messages significantly outpaced critical or oppositional frames. 

These findings of heavy source and frame imbalance point to another manifestation 

of the negative dimension of ideology operating through hegemonic news media: the 

possibilities for popular challenge and resistance to the Reagan-New Right domestic policy 

regime were limited by the significant refraction of mass communications discourse toward 

conservative voices and messages. When such a large proportion of the explicitly ideological 

discourse in the major venues of public communication is constituted by homogeneous 

sources and perspectives, there is little opportunity for most people to express contrary 

policy preferences rooted in alternative articulations linking fragments of popular common 

sense (or “considerations,” in John Zaller’s terminology) with their material interests and 

social values. If people are not sufficiently exposed to mass media messages (frames) that 

critique specific policy proposals (such as the Reagan economic plan) by connecting them 

with people’s material experiences (such as unemployment or rising prices), and that activate 

(or prime) value-laden cultural understandings (such as the idea that government should act 

to promote economic equality), they are likely to express preferences in public opinion polls 

that appear incoherent or even self-defeating.  

                                                           
24 It is difficult to determine the extent to which these news coverage patterns mirrored the positions of political elites as 
expressed in unmediated statements or congressional votes, as Bennett’s (1990) influential “indexing” hypothesis would 
seem to predict. Further iterations of this project may include analyses of selected weeks of floor debate in the 
Congressional Record and precise comparisons to media coverage. In any case, contrary to the intense language of partisan 
battle that suffused network TV and AP coverage of the episode, most Senate and House Democrats ultimately voted for 
the 1981 Reagan tax plan, evidencing factional divisions within the party caucus at the time, and the successful incorporation 
of a significant share of national Democratic elites into the emerging neoliberal-New Right hegemony. The legislation 
passed the Senate 67-8, with just seven of 46 Democrats voting against the plan. In the House, the final tally was 282-95, 
with 94 of 244 Democrats opposing the policy. 
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I turn finally to analyses of the directional thrust of news stories on the 1981 

economic plan. Figure 4-4 depicts the distribution of this measure over the nearly eight-

month period of analysis. Once again, the data show clearly that although news coverage was 

not monolithic — and from the perspective of neo-Gramscian approaches to hegemony, we 

should not expect it to be — coverage tilted decidedly rightward. Nearly half the TV and AP 

stories (49.7 percent) were either “very” or “somewhat favorable,” compared to just 12.7 

percent that were “very” or “somewhat unfavorable.” In other words, reports that generally 

presented a positive picture of the Reagan economic plan, similar New Right-style initiatives, 

and the neoliberal ideological and policy assumptions that underlay them, outnumbered 

those that presented a negative picture by nearly four-to-one. Moreover, “very favorable” 

reports outpaced “very unfavorable” stories by a ratio of more than three-to-one (10.4 

percent to 3.2 percent).25  

The implicit assumptions and inflections of journalistic tone that are one major 

element of the directional thrust measure — and which are rarely included in quantitative 

media analyses — are especially crucial here. My findings of right-left source and frame 

imbalance are less starkly tilted in the conservative direction than are the results from the 

overall directional thrust analyses because the potential for news reports to generate or 

subvert mass consent for public policy regimes and political arrangements (as expressed in 

public opinion polls) is affected by factors that are not easily operationalized into discrete 

and overtly valenced frames or specific source categories: the underlying premises on which 

stories are based — the background discursive architecture that sets the range of issues and 

                                                           
25 As I explained in Chapter 3, this measure is intended to operationalize a global — and necessarily rough — evaluation of 
the extent to which media reports would tend to push audiences’ expressed policy opinions toward the Reagan 
administration’s (New Right) position or away from it. Directional thrust is aimed at capturing a number of distinct story 
elements that contribute to the valence of a news report, including the ideological balance of sources and frames contained 
in the story, any ostensibly neutral information in the report, the implicit premises on which the story is based, and the tone 
of reporters and anchors. 
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questions that form the “debate” as it is presented in the media — and the tone of 

unattributed language employed by journalists, may send subtle but important signals to 

audiences. For instance, unattributed statements of Reagan’s purported public support and 

“political momentum,” as well as suggestions that passage of his economic plan was 

inevitable — while not explicitly substantive from a policy perspective — nevertheless 

generate the appearance of popularly mandated power and success (I offer critical textual 

analyses of a number of such stories in the next chapter). Similarly, reports that begin from 

the assumption that income tax cuts necessarily stimulate the economy — with the key 

questions being how large they should be and for how long a duration — tilt the debate 

rightward from the outset.26 Thus, part of the value of my directional thrust measure is its 

ability to better capture subtler dimensions of media discourse within the overall context of a 

news story in an operational form that is suitable for quantitative analysis. 

In this connection, it is important to note that I coded a substantial portion (37.6 

percent) of Reagan economic stories as “neutral” mostly because so much of the news 

content in this case carried procedural, strategic and tactical themes (this is demonstrated in 

Section III’s results on general story focus and on source-frames). In fact, many specific 

messages that I term here “non-substantive” — both those by political actors and by 

journalists themselves — nevertheless may send implicit signals that can push mass opinion 

either for or against policy initiatives. I considered these to be “non-substantive” only in the 

sense that they do not directly address the merits or effects of policy. Indeed, I do not 

suggest that news reports I coded as “neutral” are “objective” — I doubt that such a thing is 

possible — nor do I argue that they are without implications for communications power and 

                                                           
26 President Reagan himself observed in an April 22, 1981, Associated Press story that “the debate had changed from 
whether there should be budget and tax cuts to how extensive they should be.” 
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the dynamics of media hegemony. On the contrary, as I argue above, many of these stories 

in fact depicted the spectacle of strategic elite conflict, sidelining concrete discussion of the 

links between policy and socioeconomic conditions, thus normalizing top-down politics and 

possibly encouraging mass passivity and disengagement. The cherished mainstream 

journalistic norm of “balance” is also highlighted here, as even reports that include equal 

numbers of pro- and anti-administration sources and frames — and thus would likely be 

included in the “neutral” category — constituted a platform for the uncritical transmission 

of official government sources and perspectives (Bennett 1993b; Bourdieu 1998). As I 

suggest above, these dynamics may have important ideological implications for power 

relations in the context of public policymaking.  

Thus, the substance of the oppositional voices and frames — in other words, how 

strong and thoroughgoing their criticism is, which is discursively grounded in the underlying 

assumptions on which news narratives are based, and the implicit premises that undergird 

political discourse in general — as well as the nuances of journalistic tone, make a substantial 

difference in the hegemonic texture of media reports. I explore these elements in some detail 

through the critical textual interpretations presented in Chapter 5. 

Still, because the large majority of the American public is not intensely politically 

engaged or knowledgeable, for opposition and criticism — even fundamental, potentially 

counter-hegemonic dissent — to have significant effects on the dynamics of consent as 

expressed in public opinion polls requires that this coverage be frequent and sustained. With 

only about 50 stories on the 1981 Reagan economic program (or approximately 1.5 per 

week) tilting substantially leftward — where critical voices and frames drove the narrative — 

compared to around 200 (or six per week) dominated by New Right sources and messages, 

the kind of consistent communications volume needed to undermine mass policy support 
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was probably lacking. These findings of infrequent yet real policy opposition and criticism 

are in  keeping with neo-Gramscian understandings of news media: hegemony is not a 

seamless system of mass indoctrination; rather, it involves the ideological construction of a 

social and political discussion that systematically filters and limits the spectrum of voices and 

ideas while offering some space for challenge and dissent, so long as its scope, frequency and 

practical implications are controlled.   

Moreover, research on individual-level communications processing suggests that 

when message volume is low in this way, people with lower levels of general political 

knowledge (which, again, in this context mirror closely those of low socioeconomic status) 

tend to have more barriers to media framing influence because: 1) they lack a baseline matrix 

of information and coherent arguments that facilitates the reception of new messages (or, 

put another way, the elements of popular common sense that are most accessible and salient 

to them are especially fragmented, contradictory and disconnected from concrete practice), 

and 2) they simply do not engage with the news as often as those with higher levels of 

general political knowledge, which means they are not sufficiently exposed to 

communications (Zaller 1992). To be sure, as I note above, the “strength” of critical policy 

frames — i.e. how well they capture and reconfigure in oppositional ways key, culturally 

resonant aspects of common sense, and thus psychologically activate considerations that are 

positioned to fuel dissent — matters immensely: this is ideology’s “positive” or 

“constructive” dimension, which I explore in some detail in the next chapter. However, even 

strong oppositional frames such as these are not likely to have powerful effects on the 

expression of public opinion if they only appear in major news venues on a handful of 

occasions over an eight-month-long policy debate. Thus, the hegemonic mass media’s role as 

a site for the operation of ideology’s negative dimension — constricting and channeling the 
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range of debate to the benefit of powerful interests — remains crucial, as do research 

methods that can capture such patterns of inclusion and exclusion in large volumes of news 

coverage.27  

V. News Coverage Dynamics: Marginalizing Class, Elevating the Spectacle  

How did mass media coverage of the 1981 economic plan change over the course of 

the policy episode, and with what implications for the construction of hegemony and 

political power? I engage these temporal questions in this section by presenting analyses 

pegged to the two major phases of institutional debate over the tax and budget plans. I find: 

1) an increasing focus on internal political spectacle and a sidelining of policy substance in 

the latter stages of debate, and 2) an overall marginalization of explicitly class-based 

substantive aspects of the Reagan economic agenda throughout the period of analysis, with a 

significant uptick in news attention to class in the second phase. 

I divided the approximately eight-month-long policy episode into two time windows: 

1) what I call — following Dorman and Livingston (1994) — the “establishing phase,” 

during which the broad parameters of policy discussion were set and the details of the issue 

first came to widespread awareness outside the context of the 1980 election campaign. For 

this case, the establishing phase comprised January and February 1981, when major political 

elites returned to Washington after the holidays and Reagan’s cabinet appointees and key 

                                                           
27 To be sure, interpersonal communications, social networks and engagement with alternative media — including, 
potentially, strongly counter-hegemonic sources — also play roles in generating opposition and subverting mass consent for 
dominant power arrangements and associated public policy regimes. 
However, Americans’ direct exposure to left-alternative news outlets today is much lower than is exposure to the mass 
media, and was probably miniscule in 1981. In addition, even face-to-face social exchange that can fuel oppositional poll 
results requires the kind of sustained and widespread political discussion that in the contemporary context is rare. 
Finally, when conservative sources and perspectives so far outpace alternatives in the mass media, the discursive material on 
which these face-to-face policy discussions are largely based is likely to be of such a character as to discourage counter-
hegemonic opinion expression: news representations are not in themselves strongly determinative of attitudes, because 
experiential factors (influenced by people’s social positions) ensure that what Stuart Hall labels preferred understandings 
and dominant readings of news texts are not omnipresent. However, media coverage is the main mechanism for the “raw” 
discursive ingredients that articulate policy and political issues to these material and social predispositions. To the extent 
that such ingredients are dominated by neoliberal-New Right themes and voices, sustained and widespread counter-
hegemonic opinion expression faces major obstacles. 
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policy advisors began to garner some significant media attention, and 2) the “debate phase,” 

during which formal congressional discussion of the initial Reagan economic program 

occurred. This comprised March through August 13, 1981. 

While non-substantive news story themes characterized a large portion of media 

reports throughout the entire period of analysis, they were more prevalent during the debate 

phase. Figures 4-5 and 4-6 depict the primary themes for news stories during the two main 

periods of the policy episode for TV and print coverage, respectively. On network TV, the 

procedure/strategy/tactical primary focus comprised a plurality of reports (38.5 percent) 

even during the early phase, and surged to a remarkable 78 percent during the debate phase. 

In the Associated Press, such themes characterized just 16.4 percent of stories in the 

establishing phase, but increased to 44.3 percent during the debate period. In print, by far 

the largest portion of reports during the early phase (59 percent) was focused on 

macroeconomics — i.e. the implications of the Reagan plan (and, to some extent, competing 

alternative policies) for the national economy. Fiscal implications — i.e. how the policy 

initiatives would impact government revenues, federal budget deficits and the national debt 

— constituted the main theme for 13.1 percent of AP stories during the first period. On 

television, macroeconomics was the second-most frequent primary story focus (34.6 percent) 

during the early phase, followed by fiscal implications (23.1 percent). 

Crucially, in both media formats explicitly socioeconomic issues — i.e. how the 

Reagan policy initiatives would affect various income groups, occupational segments and the 

broad interests of workers vs. corporations (which I coded as “class implications”) — were 

heavily marginalized in the early phase: as seen in Figures 4-5 and 4-6, a primary focus on 

these themes characterized 9.8 percent of AP stories and just 3.9 percent of network evening 

news reports. These findings confirm Hertsgaard’s (1988: 128-9) impression: 
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Although network news stories regularly voiced concern that the tax cuts might 
enlarge the budget deficit, they rarely even hinted at how lopsidedly they would favor 
rich over poor. The White House apparatus deserves some credit for that. Reagan 
was outfitted with populist rhetoric with which to sell the tax program, including the 
wonderfully misleading phrase ‘across the board’ to describe the cuts themselves. 

In the next chapter, I explore in some depth this conservative-populist rhetoric in artifacts of 

New Right political discourse, showing how the kinds of favorable messages so frequently 

circulated by mass media outlets were internally constructed to resonant with significant 

segments of the mass public. 

Moreover, while news coverage in the winter of 1981 was somewhat more attuned to 

policy substance than it would become in the spring and summer as legislative 

gamesmanship heated up, class issues were most heavily sidelined during this key initial 

period, when the terms of public discussion were largely set. Thus, mass media early and 

sharply defined the broad purposes and implications of the Reagan plan as stimulation of the 

national economy — which, as I show in Chapter 5, was typically constructed in a unitary, 

classless idiom — and, to a somewhat lesser extent, fiscal issues — again generally presented 

in the language of national financial health. In other words, the key substantive questions 

centered on whether the new conservative tax and budget policies would light a general 

economic spark (and, secondarily, whether they would reduce or increase the federal deficit). 

Crucially, both these questions assume that all Americans would enjoy (or suffer) the same 

fate from the Reagan domestic agenda, ignoring the matter of which social interests might 

gain or lose materially. This dynamic played out even as administration officials and their 

allies consistently constructed the policy initiatives as helping “ordinary” citizens (often 

labeled “middle Americans”), by reducing joblessness, consumer prices and tax “burdens.” 

As I argue in the next chapter, while this category was discursively framed as comprising the 
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vast majority of Americans at all levels of income and wealth, New Right rhetoric often 

stressed the purported benefits for lower- and middle-income people. 

Still, even in January and February 1981 policy substance did not make up a very 

large portion of mainstream media discourse on the Reagan economic plan, especially on 

TV, where the drama of elite maneuvering held center stage. And, as might be expected 

from an understanding of professional journalistic norms, procedural/strategic/tactical 

themes became more prominent during the debate phase, as stories increasingly focused on 

legislative jockeying, internal political bargaining and efforts by the major parties (and to 

some extent, their nongovernmental allies) to influence public opinion. Reagan’s efforts to 

leverage his personal popularity to ensure the success of his policy agenda were the object of 

particular mainstream media fascination during this period. As Hertsgaard (1988: 131) 

argued: 

The single greatest political liability of the Reagan program — the fact that it 
deprived the many while subsidizing the few — escaped serious and sustained 
scrutiny by the nation’s major news organizations. For television in particular, the 
story in the summer of 1981 was not Rich vs. Poor but Gipper Sweeps Congress. 

Just when political leaders — particularly in Congress — were presumably combing through 

policy details, evaluating their implications for constituency interests and ideological 

principles, and taking positions accordingly — news coverage increasingly sidelined 

substantive aspects of the Reagan tax and budget plans, especially their class implications. 

These findings of an increased strategic focus as legislative debate occurs mirror those in 

Lawrence’s (2000) analysis of welfare reform: indeed, her study indicated that substantive 

coverage of the policy’s implications was much more prevalent after President Clinton 

announced he would sign the bill than during congressional debate. 

In terms of the slant of news stories on the Reagan economic plan from the 

standpoint of explicit ideology, coverage was remarkably homogenous across both periods 
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of analysis, and in both media formats. Figures 4-7 and 4-8 illustrate distributions of the 

directional thrust measure for the two phases, in television and AP coverage, respectively. To 

be sure, the proportion of “neutral” reports on network TV and in print coverage increased 

substantially during the debate phase (from 29.6 percent to 47.6 percent, and from 17.5 

percent to 39.2 percent, respectively), reflecting the increasing focus on procedure, political 

strategy and tactics. Still, rightward-leaning stories were dominant in both periods, and 

overwhelmingly so during the establishing phase (62.9 percent favorable to 7.4 percent 

unfavorable on TV, and 66.6 percent favorable to 15.9 percent unfavorable in the Associated 

Press). 

Class crept back into the mainstream media landscape during the debate period — 

mainly on television — as some Democratic elites began criticizing the Reagan tax plan for 

favoring the wealthy (as seen in Figures 4-5 and 4-6, the proportion of stories with a primary 

focus on socioeconomic aspects of the issue more than doubled to 11.9 percent on TV, but 

went up only marginally in the AP, to 12 percent). However, it is clear that socioeconomic 

implications never were a major part of the 1981 Reagan economic policy debate as it was 

depicted in the mass media. In both formats and during both major phases of the policy 

episode, class implications constituted the least frequent primary story focus, with the 

exception of TV during the debate phase. But even during this latter period, socioeconomic 

issues were the main theme for less than 12 percent of evening news reports, a number that 

is dwarfed by the overwhelming focus on legislative procedure, political strategy and tactics 

(78 percent). 

Moreover, source-frames that evoked class as an element of the tax initiative 

comprised just 5.6 percent of total frames in TV and print news coverage across the entire 

period of analysis: messages claiming that the Reagan tax plan would directly benefit low- 
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and middle-income people or ordinary workers made up 1.4 percent of the total, messages 

criticizing the plan as tilted toward the wealthy comprised 3.5 percent, and messages 

conceding that the Reagan tax initiative favored high-income people but that this was 

nevertheless fair, necessary and/or beneficial to the nation made up 0.7 percent of total 

frames (see Figure 3).28 In contrast, source-frames related to macroeconomics — evoking 

the tax plan’s implications for the national economy as understood in broad, classless and 

unitary terms — were more than three times as common as class-based messages, 

comprising 17.3 percent of total frames.29 As a nonpartisan research report at the time 

succinctly put it, “equity of distribution of tax cuts was an oft-raised but never really 

dominant issue in the development of the 1981 tax program.” (Tax Foundation 1981: 6) 

However, if news sources — from the Reagan administration, the congressional 

Democratic caucus  and elsewhere — rarely discussed the tax plan in class terms, perhaps 

journalists themselves filled this void, either making unattributed interpretive statements 

about the policy’s implications for different income/wealth strata or occupational groups, or 

else using their professional autonomy to include factual information on the actual 

breakdown of direct tax benefits by income bracket. My evidence shows clearly that they did 

not. Just 10 times did journalists offer unattributed statements about the plan’s class 

implications, in a total of more than 400 broadcast TV and print stories over nearly eight 

months of coverage. Moreover, my analysis reveals that explicit breakdowns of the tax 

policy’s direct benefits by income bracket appeared in the news just 17 times in total. 

Perhaps as importantly, information that compared payroll taxes — i.e. deductions for Social 
                                                           
28 This is in sharp contrast to debate over the very similar tax plan successfully advocated by the George W. Bush 
administration in 2001. While the shape and implications of this policy — along with most of the hegemonic discourse 
surrounding it — were very much in line with the 1981 Reagan plan, in 2001 the administration and its neoliberal-New 
Right allies much more frequently framed the policy as a direct help for struggling low- and middle-income families. And in 
the later episode, the major broadcast networks circulated these messages consistently, while infrequently offering 
alternative interpretations (Guardino 2007).   
29 Of course, as seen in Figure 4-3 above, source-frames with no substantive policy implications dominated the total, 
making up fully 40 percent of total messages across the AP and the broadcast networks. 
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Security and Medicare — to income taxes in terms of their relative impacts on different class 

or income strata appeared in the news just three times during the policy debate (twice on 

network TV and once in my AP sample). This is crucial, because payroll taxes are highly 

regressive — i.e. they soak up a much larger proportion of disposable income from lower-

income people than they do from higher-income people, and the majority of people pay 

more in Medicare and Social Security taxes than they do in federal income taxes.30 Of course, 

the inaugural Reagan tax plan — and all major alternatives circulated in Congress at the time 

— did not lower the payroll tax rate, or otherwise reduce the amount of these taxes owed by 

workers. In contrast, income taxes are progressive, in that the income tax rate increases with 

increasing income, and there is an annual income below which one is not subject to these 

taxes. In fact, on a parallel policy track the administration at this time was floating ideas for 

“reforming” the Social Security system in order to save it from ostensible insolvency, 

including possibly increasing the payroll tax rate while leaving in place the Social Security 

deductions earnings cap (and reducing scheduled payouts by dramatically cutting early 

retirement benefits and eliminating the minimum grant). In any case, discussion of these 

complicating tax issues — which would have contradicted the New Right’s populist narrative 

— was nearly invisible in mainstream media coverage of the 1981 Reagan plan.31 

Even the most frequently propagated category of concrete information — dollar 

tallies of federal social or regulatory programs slated for reduction or elimination — did not 

appear very often in the mainstream media: 14 percent of Associated Press stories in my 

                                                           
30 This is because: 1) payroll tax deductions are assessed at a flat rate: everyone who takes in “earned income” pays the same 
percentage for these deductions, whether they are a minimum wage cashier at a fast food establishment or a corporate 
lawyer, 2) there is an annual income cap for the (larger) Social Security portion of these deductions (it was $29,700 in 1981, 
and $106,800 in 2010), and 3) only wages and salaries (and not income from investments and interest) is subject to these 
taxes. In 2009, employees were assessed a 7.65 percent payroll tax rate (6.2 percent for Social Security and 1.45 percent for 
Medicare), with employers required to match that same rate. Self-employed people must pay the total tax on their own. 
31 Indeed, according to the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office, from 1977 (when an early round of upper-bracket tax 
reductions began during the Carter administration, presaging the sharp right turn to come later) through the end of the 
Reagan presidency in 1988, the top 5 percent in the income distribution (and especially the top 1 percent) was the only 
group to see a substantial reduction in total effective federal tax rates (including payroll taxes) (Phillips 1990: 82-3).   
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sample contained this kind of information, along with just 9 percent of network TV reports. 

Of course, the domestic programs targeted for reduction or elimination in 1981 — such as 

food stamps and job-training — served mostly lower- and lower-middle-income people.32 In 

an AP report where he attempts to explain his party’s apparent inability or unwillingness to 

effectively oppose the administration’s cuts, Speaker O’Neill claimed that “Reagan won so 

big on the budget partly because so few Americans understand the details of the legislation 

or ‘what we're fighting for.’” My empirical evidence offers support for this contention — 

while specific policy information in the mass media is by no means sufficient to induce such 

understanding, the frequent inclusion of this sort of information certainly would have placed 

a more concrete and critical cast on the issue than was the case in a news environment 

dominated by stories largely circulating abstract attacks on the welfare state and “big 

government.” Repeated circulation of such information on the class implications of the 

Reagan policies may have primed or activated alternative elements of popular common sense 

(considerations) that otherwise remained dormant, leading a substantial number of people to 

express opposition to these moves in public opinion polls. 

My analysis in this chapter shows clearly that news audiences rarely were exposed to 

such policy information. Instead, the major broadcast networks and the Associated Press 

most frequently circulated frames demonizing federal social provision and economic 

regulation, and advocating the 1981 tax plan as a tonic to reinvigorate the stumbling national 

economy in the interests of “productive” ordinary workers and entrepreneurs. Moreover, the 

large majority of voices appearing in mainstream media during this historically crucial policy 

debate were right-of-center political elites, and when they had anything to say about policy 
                                                           
32 Budget Director Stockman had planned to propose a series of so-called “Chapter II” cuts that would target programs 
that benefited wealthier citizens, corporate interests and the military, but Reagan balked at these ideas. In any case, 
Stockman — who was philosophically supportive of the need for a military build-up and clearly friendly to business in 
general — saw these secondary cuts merely as “equity ornaments,” or strategic moves to make the Reagan agenda appear 
not to unfairly target workers and poor people. (Greider 1982: 25-27).  
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substance, it was usually in the mold of these neoliberal-New Right themes. Through 

mechanisms of negative ideology, concrete information that raised doubts about this 

narrative was very rarely reported by mainstream media outlets, and frames — emanating 

from elite or other sources — that challenged right-wing constructions of tax and budget 

policy were circulated in substantially lower frequencies. 

VI. Television Magnifies the Spectacle, but the “Medium is (Not) the (Whole) 

Message” 

On the whole, the major communicative outlines presented in this chapter — a 

largely non-substantive, elite-focused narrative of procedure and political strategy presented 

to audiences as a dramatic spectacle, combined with a substantive policy narrative tilted 

decidedly toward the New Right — suffused both network TV and Associated Press 

coverage of the 1981 Reagan economic program. Still, my findings do reveal a few significant 

differences in the ideological texture of print and TV content, which are arguably traceable 

to the divergent socially constructed tendencies of the two mediums. However, the evidence 

overall suggests that news coverage patterns during U.S. public policy episodes are, in the 

main, a social-political-economic — rather than primarily a technical — phenomenon. This 

is just as neo-Gramscian theories of mass communications hegemony would suggest. 

Coverage presenting the elite-centered dramatic spectacle was more prominent on 

television than in print. For example, as seen in Figure 4-9, network stories carried primary 

non-substantive themes at an astounding clip of 70.8 percent, compared to 35.8 percent for 

print news. Moreover, as shown in Figure 4-10, journalistic reliance upon official 

government sources was somewhat less pronounced in AP stories (84.7 percent) than in TV 

reports (95.2 percent). And voices from the Reagan administration were significantly more 

prominent on television (52.6 percent of total sources) than in print (43.9 percent). Finally, 
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as seen in Figure 4-11 — which shows the total proportions of left-leaning, right-leaning and 

procedural/strategic/tactical source-frames by media format — messages devoid of policy 

or explicitly ideological substance made up 44.4 percent of the total in network coverage of 

the Reagan initiative, compared to 32.4 percent in the AP. 

These results are not surprising in light of the formal differences between visual and 

purely linguistic news presentations, and the closely intertwined implications for content. TV 

may lend itself especially to dramatic and personalized displays of strategic elite conflict — 

both because of the vividness of visual representations carrying this theme and because of 

the shorter news segments on television, which put a premium on simple narrative 

presentations punctuated by brief, pithy quotes and characterized by limited details on policy 

substance and ideological positions. Newspapers’ lower reliance on official sources also may 

in part be a function of this larger textual space — while not comprising a significant 

proportion of total voices, both interest group/social movement sources (right- and left-

leaning) and expert/research/academic voices were much more prevalent in print than on 

television.33 Newspaper reporters perhaps took advantage of the relatively greater freedom 

to include ostensibly credible non-governmental sources after the professionally socialized 

obligatory presentation of Republican and Democratic elites. Moreover, visual media 

workers — particularly on the network news, and especially during an age when these outlets 

were dominant in the journalism industry — typically see their primary job as presenting the 

major headlines of the day (focusing on the most dramatic, and, presumably, newsworthy 

actions by key elite actors), rather than offering detailed analysis and elaboration. 

                                                           
33 In AP reports, each of these categories made up about 4 percent of total sources, compared to 1.2 percent for 
conservative nongovernmental groups, 1.5 percent for progressive or liberal NGOs and just 0.5 percent for expert voices 
on the network news. 
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However, the differences between television and print media treatment of the 1981 

Reagan economic plan were minor in terms of the left-right character of news sources, 

frames and overall slant. For instance, basically pro-administration voices outnumbered anti-

administration sources 64.4 percent to 32.1 percent on network TV, and 62 percent to 23.8 

percent in my sample of AP coverage. As seen in Figure 4-11, the ratio of right-leaning to 

left-leaning source-frames (as a proportion of total frames) was 29.9 percent to 19.5 percent 

on television, and 38.8 percent to 13.5 percent in print. 

As shown in Figure 4-12, a somewhat larger proportion of TV broadcasts were 

“neutral” on the directional thrust measure (44.1 percent, compared to 33.9 percent for print 

stories in this category). Coverage variation on this measure is largely due to television’s 

overwhelming focus on the procedural, strategic and tactical spectacle of elite maneuvering 

(and, thus, its greater marginalization of explicit policy substance), combined with a heavier 

reliance on the journalistic norm of balance. Thus, the AP circulated a greater number of 

overtly ideologically valenced reports (66.1 percent) than did TV (55.9 percent) (see Figure 

12). This difference is almost completely attributable to several print articles (in my sample, 

10, to be exact) that included overwhelmingly left-leaning source and frame distributions. 

Thus, mainstream print news — or at least the Associated Press — may have had a 

somewhat greater propensity to offer a nearly unilateral platform to critical policy views, 

including some that may be considered potentially counter-hegemonic.34 

                                                           
34 For instance, the AP circulated a piece on May 4, 1981, headlined “Economist Galbraith Warns Against ‘Pop 
Economics.” This story, which was pegged to former Kennedy administration advisor John Kenneth Galbraith’s newly 
published memoir, included several disparaging statements on Reagan policy with no messages of support. And the wire 
service sent out a report on June 3, headlined “Nader Group Offers Yet Another Tax Program,” about an alternative plan 
developed by an NGO that would target tax reductions at low- and middle-income citizens, close corporate loopholes, and 
scale back or eliminate many benefits for businesses and the affluent. This latter piece, which again included no messages 
supporting the Reagan plan or similar initiatives, is remarkable in that it was the only story in my dataset that covered a tax 
policy plan suggested by a left-leaning interest group. Notably, while they featured much substantive criticism of the Reagan 
policy agenda, both these pieces were also heavily personalized depictions. 
See also the June 11, 1981, story headlined “Economists Say Reagan Plan Will Make Rich Richer,” in which Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology economist Lester C. Thurow claimed that the administration’s agenda was “designed to produce an 
American society with a more unequal distribution of income and wealth," and in which Coretta Scott King suggested that 
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 Still, we ought not to overstate the theoretical and substantive importance of these 

differences between print and visual media. Reliance on official sources was heavy in both 

formats. In addition, both for overall story themes and specific source-frames, non-

substantive representations — with their dramatic language of “battle,” “contest” and 

“game” in a spectacle of clashing elite titans — made up the largest categories in my 

quantitative analyses of both print and TV stories. Moreover, my directional thrust analyses 

— based on the most complete indicator of explicit ideological tendencies in the context of 

this policy debate that I could construct — show that news stories in both media formats 

tilted overwhelmingly in favor of the New Right-backed Reagan economic plan. In the AP 

sample, generally conservative-leaning reports outnumbered progressive-leaning stories 49.4 

percent to 16.7 percent; on the evening news, right-leaning stories outnumbered left-leaning 

reports 50.4 percent to 5.5 percent (see Figure 4-12). And the distributions of media voices 

along the conventional left-right political spectrum were nearly identical across formats. 

 Professional norms and work routines — and background political-economic 

positions — differ somewhat between the television networks and the print newswires, and 

these differences no doubt have some significant effects in terms of content — and, thus, in 

terms of potential effects on public opinion. However, the elite-focused spectacle and the 

favoring of right-wing voices and themes in this policy case arguably is more a function of 

the mainstream media’s structural position as a dominant ideological mechanism, than of 

factors directly traceable to journalistic practices and media technologies. My empirical 

analyses of news coverage during debate over the 1981 Reagan economic program largely 

                                                                                                                                                                             
the ascendance of the New Right may necessitate “massive demonstrations” akin to those during the Civil Rights 
Movement; protests on such a scale did not materialize. 
And on July 7, the Associated Press distributed a report headlined “AFL-CIO President Attacks Reaganomics,” in which 
the president of the national labor federation claimed that the Reagan tax and budget program — which he likened to the 
pre-New Deal laissez faire regime — would create “social disaster” unless popular forces mobilized against the “right wing 
economic fakers” advocating these policies. 
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bear out the critical-theoretical proposition of media hegemony as a social-political-

economic process: the content differences between media formats are significant, but not 

striking. 

VII. Discussion and Conclusion: Mass Consent and the March of the New Right 

 My empirical analyses so far leave unaddressed the crucial question of precisely how 

engagement with mainstream news coverage might have differing implications for the 

cultivation of hegemonic or potentially counter-hegemonic perspectives among audiences, 

and, thus, the fortification or undermining of mass consent as expressed in public opinion 

polls during policymaking episodes. I take up these issues in my individual-level experimental 

analysis of framing, priming and the activation of popular common sense in Chapter 8. For 

now, it is worthwhile to outline what my news coverage evidence suggests about the role of 

media hegemony in shaping public consent for the neoliberal-New Right shift in economic 

and social welfare policy, even though my methodology at this stage cannot establish causal 

relationships or empirically identify mechanisms of opinion influence. 

At face value, most contemporary polling results appear to show strong public 

backing for the 1981 Reagan economic agenda, although reported support for the tax 

portion of the plan appeared to increase as the Washington debate proceeded. A CBS News-

New York Times poll conducted in late January 1981 showed that 24 percent of respondents 

wanted a “large income tax cut,” 52 percent preferred a “smaller” cut and just 16 percent 

wanted no cut at all. In the same survey, 58 percent reported that they believed the new 

president could “clean up the welfare system” (as I note in Section II, Reagan’s first-year 

budget proposal included deep benefit cuts and eligibility limitations for AFDC and other 

programs for the poor) (Clymer 1981a). A survey by the same organization conducted from 

April 22 through 26 indicated 37 percent approval for the Reagan tax plan, compared to just 
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11 percent disapproval, and 35 percent support for the administration’s proposed cuts in 

domestic spending, compared to 14 percent opposition (Clymer 1981b). 

In an April 13-15, 1981, AP-NBC News survey, 58 percent of respondents said they 

favored the president’s plan to “cut(ting) federal spending by $49 billion in the next year, 

reducing many programs,” compared to 16 percent who opposed this idea. In the same poll, 

Reagan’s plan to “cut(ting) federal income tax rates by 10 percent a year for each of the next 

three years” garnered 71 percent support against 15 percent opposition. And 79 percent said 

it was either “very” or “somewhat likely” that the tax and budget plan would boost the 

economy. These results were largely unchanged a little more than a month later: 56 percent 

expressed support for the Reagan budget cuts, compared to 18 percent opposed.35 And 64 

percent in this later poll signaled support for the administration’s supply-side tax plan, 

compared to 22 percent who expressed opposition. Moreover, 69 percent of respondents to 

the May 1981 survey said federal income taxes were too high (compared to 25 percent who 

said they were “about right” and 1 percent who said they were too low), while 29 percent 

said taxes on business were too high, compared to 24 percent who said they were “about 

right” and 20 percent who said such taxes were too low. Even a June 1981 survey fielded by 

a Democratic firm showed that 56 percent of respondents agreed with “President Reagan's 

plans for cutting the budget,” compared to 29 percent who disagreed (Cattani 1981).36 

                                                           
35 Respondents to this poll had the option to “oppose some cuts but favor others,” a choice that 16 percent made. 
36 Of course, as Lewis (2001) argues persuasively, poll questions themselves also have deep implications for ideological 
hegemony. It is not precisely clear what the designers of the January CBS News-New York Times survey meant by 
“clean up the welfare system.” But in the neoliberal-New Right discursive context of the time, most respondents 
probably interpreted this to imply ending the widespread “abuse” of benefits by poor people: this wording presupposes 
that such abuse is a significant problem that policymakers ought to address. 
Or consider this item from the April 13-15 AP-NBC News survey: “If you had to choose between one of the following 
three actions, which do you think the federal government should do first: cut federal spending, cut federal taxes or 
increase defense spending?” Of course, all three options were integral parts of the Reagan-New Right agenda. 
Moreover, the choices do not indicate anything about whose taxes and which (domestic) spending programs would be cut.  
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However, mass opinion does not form in a vacuum, and the public policy 

preferences that are expressed in polls do not come pre-formed to the arenas of political 

debate and governance. Rather, public opinion emerges from complex processes that are 

deeply implicated in the power-laden dynamics of mass communication. One set of results 

from the summer 1981 survey conducted by Democratic operatives is instructive here: 

initially, this poll registered 53 percent approval for the Reagan tax proposal, compared to 37 

percent opposition. But after respondents were informed of the upper-class skew of the 

plan’s proximate financial benefits, support dropped to 21 percent, while opposition surged 

to 69 percent: as Democratic pollster Vic Fingerhut told the Christian Science Monitor, 

“support for Reagan's economic program is based largely on lack of public awareness of its 

contents, particularly its large tax cuts for the wealthy. As the public becomes more familiar 

with the specific cuts, support for Reagan's program is likely to drop, possibly precipitously.” 

(Cattani 1981) 

But mainstream news media’s infrequent inclusion of factual information that might 

cast doubt on any of the New Right constructions that I draw out in this chapter — along 

with the substantially lower proportions of oppositional voices offering skeptical or 

dissenting ideological articulations — stand out starkly in the case of Reagan’s 1981 tax and 

budget plan. Moreover, critical non-governmental voices were marginalized nearly to the 

point of mainstream media invisibility, and on the few occasions when left-leaning protest 

organizations made the news, the reports lacked substance and context. In general, elite 

sources dominated coverage, and a dramatic spectacle of official conflict largely devoid of 

policy substance formed the substructure of print and TV news treatment of this historic 

policy debate: by the time the Democratic poll was fielded, mainstream media coverage for 

months had been slanted toward neoliberal-New Right perspectives — and it would 



149 
 

continue to be so — forestalling the “precipitous” decline in reported popular support for 

the Reagan economic agenda that the pollster predicted. 

These negative ideological dynamics — whereby the hegemonic news media 

circulates a narrowly refracted depiction of policy issues and political processes that serves 

ultimately to prop up prevailing arrangements of social power — make it plausible that many 

Americans who expressed support for the neoliberal-New Right economic agenda in public 

opinion polls would not have done so if they had the opportunity to engage with a more 

discursively diverse and informationally rich mass media landscape. With the bulk of 

substantive policy discourse in the news presenting abstract conservative tropes and general 

right-leaning populist messages assailing public social service and business regulatory 

programs, glorifying private enterprise, and promising national economic rebirth through tax 

reduction, the New Right was largely successful in circulating representations that captured 

— and primed — elements of common sense that placed it in a favorable position to win a 

measure of mass consent for its sweeping goals. Critical analysis that combines a neo-

Gramscian conceptualization of ideological processes in media coverage with social 

scientific-psychological models of attitude formation cautions us to read polls suggesting 

popular endorsement of the conservative domestic agenda at its inception with skepticism. 

From the perspective of democratic ideals — according to which the propagation through 

news media of a diverse range of ideological voices and policy perspectives, as well as 

concrete and relevant information, is expected to help people express policy preferences that 

will advance their material interests and social values — this is not a cheerful situation. 

 In particular, my evidence of media coverage in this chapter is remarkable for the 

consistency of elite-focused and personalized presentations of the 1981 Reagan economic 

plan. To be sure, when official voices were depicted as addressing substantive policy 
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dimensions, they often spoke in conservative-populist language that argued the benefits of 

the neoliberal-New Right agenda for the majority of struggling workers, farmers and small 

business people. But ordinary people themselves — and even representatives of 

nongovernmental research and advocacy groups — almost never appeared in the news 

speaking (in direct quotes or reporters’ paraphrases) on their own behalf. Moreover, the 

prevalence of procedural, strategic and tactical coverage suggests that the overall media focus 

was on these elites’ relationships to each other — i.e. their roles as government officials — 

rather than on the connections between the policy ideas they advocated and the material 

interests and life circumstances of popular social constituencies. Thus, the individualized and 

elite focus of mass communications discourse in this case carries multiple levels of 

significance: as I show in some detail in the next chapter, the dominant substantive 

articulations of tax and budget policy offered by elite voices in the news evoked private 

market individualism as a social norm and a political goal, while constructing this vision 

democratically as being in the popular interest. In addition, as I argue above, the news focus 

on official perspectives and elite voices favored top-down understandings of politics, thus 

constructing public affairs as over the heads of most citizens, and possibly cultivating 

popular depoliticization.  

However, the fabric of media coverage itself may also have privileged personalized 

and individualized constructions that favor neoliberal-New Right policy interpretations. 

Previous empirical research suggests that subtle communications dynamics can have 

powerful effects: for instance, individualized and episodic TV news portrayals of poverty — 

regardless of whether they overtly assign responsibility to low-income people — have been 

shown to make audiences more likely to blame the poor for their plight (and less likely to 

assign responsibility to larger forces that might be amenable to political action), as compared 
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to (in the U.S. mass media, the much less prevalent) thematically grounded stories (Iyengar 

1991). Thus, it may be that even these more indirect inflections of news coverage have 

played a role in generating mass consent for the neoliberal-New Right hegemony: not only 

have explicit substantive messages in the media (such as those I analyze in President 

Reagan’s rhetoric in the next chapter) operated in the positive ideological register to 

encourage favorable public responses to market-individualist policy approaches, but the very 

texture of news coverage — in its depiction of politics and public affairs as being about 

individuals, particularly, in this case, government officials themselves — may privilege and 

activate elements of popular common sense (considerations) that encourage the expression 

of consent for conservative policies in opinion polls. 

From an historical perspective, the mass communications patterns I depict in this 

chapter not only created a favorable environment for significant popular endorsement and 

legislative enactment of the 1981 economic plan, but also set in motion a trend of political 

communications and elite discourse that — as I show in my analysis of the 1995-1996 

welfare reform episode in Chapters 6 and 7 — has been consolidated since then. In the next 

chapter, I turn to a critical textual analysis of this discourse, examining Reagan speeches, 

news stories and nongovernmental policy documents, searching for keys to the effectiveness 

of the neoliberal-New Right voices and frames that dominated mass media coverage, and 

exploring the (largely unrealized) possibilities for powerful alternative messages.
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Chapter 5 -- Right-Populism as Political Performance: Economic Policy 

Discourse at the Dawn of Reaganism  

I. Introduction: Sketching the Discursive Landscape 

By now, the broad outlines of mass media coverage during debate over the 1981 

Reagan economic program should be clear. Network TV news and Associated Press reports 

heavily emphasized the dramatic spectacle of elite strategic maneuvering, political tactics and 

internal procedural gambits (Debord 2010 [1967]; Edelman 1988). When mainstream news 

did engage the substance of tax and budget policy, neoliberal-New Right actors and themes 

held a decided numerical advantage over alternative sources and perspectives, while official 

government voices were dominant throughout. My quantitative evidence from the relatively 

comprehensive content analyses presented in the last chapter supports this interpretation 

along a number of indicators: tallies of news voices, specific source-frames and concrete 

policy information, along with overall story themes and the broad left-right slant of media 

reports. These findings illustrate neo-Gramscian understandings of the negative dimension of 

ideology: the discursive environment as manifest within news media in this case was 

dominated almost completely by official voices, and was limited largely to themes devoid of 

policy substance or explicitly ideological principles; at the same time, the substantive debate 

that did emerge narrowly favored specifically right-of-center sources and perspectives. A 

political communications environment refracted in these ways offers strong evidence to 

question the foundations of democratic consent for the Reagan economic agenda as 

expressed in public opinion polls at the time. 

However, a richer understanding of the hegemonic (and, potentially, counter-

hegemonic) fabric of media coverage during policy episodes such as this requires more than 

quantitative content analyses, however illuminating these are in identifying general patterns 
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of sourcing, framing and policy information in large volumes of news texts. Such an 

investigation also requires a method that can draw out the meanings of these coverage 

dynamics by situating them in historical and cultural context, and identifying the threads of 

popular common sense at play in political discourse. Demonstrating how media coverage of 

public policy manifests ideology’s positive register — i.e. how news artifacts (and the sources 

from which they draw) construct social visions in language and imagery that are substantively 

positioned to affect the expression of mass consent in opinion polls — requires a qualitative 

strategy of interpretive textual analysis.1 To that end, in this chapter I turn to critical 

semiotics to map the discursive landscape during debate over the Reagan tax and budget 

plans of 1981. 

My qualitative analysis of selected political texts suggests that neoliberal-New Right 

forces successfully captured and repackaged several culturally resonant strands of American 

common sense, and plausibly articulated them with the lived reality of economic stagnation 

and social frustration, and with their preferred conservative tax and budget policy 

responses.2 This discourse — which blended neoliberal market individualism with right-wing 

populism — emphasized cultural and material elements in configurations that legitimated 

and furthered arrangements of class power favorable to the emerging conservative 

                                                           
1 As I explained in Chapter 2, neo-Gramscian conceptualizations define negative ideological operations as processes that 
limit or restrict the range of perspectives that mass publics engage with in popular cultural venues, such as the news media; 
positive ideological operations concern the circulation of perspectives that resonate with predispositional strands of popular common 
sense, including cultural narratives, stereotypes, images and fragments of information, thereby constructing or producing socio-
political worldviews that are reflected in (among other instruments) opinion polls. It should be made clear that while these 
two registers of ideology can be analytically distinguished (i.e. the shaping of popular consciousness occurs in different ways 
and with somewhat different effects in the two dimensions), they cannot be sharply differentiated on an empirical plane. 
The two concepts are integrally related, so each instance of negative ideological operations also has a positive face — i.e. in 
the context of my study, words and images that appear in mass media represent a systematically limited set of messages, but 
they also at the same time operate positively to shape public perceptions by articulating elements of common sense with 
material conditions and with economic policy approaches. This understanding is consistent with the notion (explicit in my 
research design) that certain research methods are best able to capture one or the other aspect of ideological operations. 
2 The texts that I analyze in this chapter and in Chapter 7, which concerns discourse surrounding the 1995-1996 welfare 
reform debate, are meant neither to be a random sample of available and relevant communications, nor to be statistically 
representative of the “population” of texts along any particular dimension. Rather, I chose these artifacts because they 
illustrate most sharply key discursive strands in the context of the neoliberal-New Right ascendancy as voiced by key 
political actors, often at important points in the policy debates. Thus, while the selection may be said to reflect “sampling 
bias,” any such bias is intentional and, indeed, central to my analysis. 
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hegemony in the early 1980s. I identify three key strands in elite and media discourse that 

operated to support the right turn in economic and social welfare policy (see Table 5-1 for a 

summary): 

1) A substantive discourse of neoliberal right-wing populism that glorified rugged market 

individualism and reformulated class lines to pit oppressed private economic actors of all 

levels of income and wealth, on the one hand, against an overbearing liberal elite bent on 

stifling freedom, opportunity and initiative for the benefit of undeserving (racialized and 

gendered) social elements, on the other. 

2) A procedural-populist discourse, which connected popular sovereignty and democratic 

legitimacy to the Reagan administration and its New Right backers. Key texts construct these 

actors as the rightful executors of the public will to slash taxes and social/regulatory 

spending, based on the 1980 election results, letters to government officials and other 

political mechanisms. 

3) A spectacle of elite performance, characterized by a mixture of metaphors from war and show 

business. Although both explicitly political actors and institutions, on the one hand, and 

news outlets, on the other, contributed toward the two strands of discourse above, media 

itself was more central in this current. Representations of elite spectacle were produced and 

circulated through news norms and practices that emphasize what are thought to be 

compelling and dramatic narrative packages largely devoid of policy substance. Ideologically, 

this discourse operated to reinforce the separation of ordinary citizens from government 

officials and other elite actors. 
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As my analyses in Chapter 4 show, frames based on these narrative strands dominated mass 

media coverage, even as favorable public opinion polls reflected and reinforced the 

hegemonic political communications environment that resulted. 

But my evidence here also shows that alternative social visions and policy views — 

including those that went beyond the orthodox Democratic Party messages of New 

Deal/Great Society-embedded liberalism (Harvey 2005: 11-12) — were available in public 

discourse around the time of the Reagan tax and budget plan episode. Moreover, these ideas 

— which were centered on the notion of economic democracy — have deep historical roots and 

draw on culturally potent elements of American popular common sense, reformulating them 

to support left-of-center policy agendas that have the potential to resonate in mass 

consciousness. As I demonstrated in the last chapter, perspectives such as these, which may 

be considered counter-hegemonic — i.e. those that rejected both the right-wing offensive 

and many elements of the center-left ideological regime it was overtaking — were virtually 

ignored by mainstream news outlets. This marginalization through mechanisms of negative 

ideology may have hastened the conservative ascendency by denying popular audiences the 

opportunity to consider ideas about economic and social welfare policy that strongly 

opposed neoliberal-New Right goals and understandings, but lacked the material and cultural 

liabilities of embedded liberalism. 

As I describe more fully in Chapter 3, critical semiotics as I employ it in this study is 

an analytic method that connects cultural texts — in this case, news media stories, elite 

speeches and non-governmental policy tracts — to the wider social forces that produce and 

consume them by explicating the symbolic systems that they draw upon and construct 

(Barthes 1972 [1957]; Turner 2003 [1990]: 13-17). To complement and enrich the 

quantitative analyses of mainstream media content during debate over the 1981 economic 
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program I presented in the last chapter, I offer socially and historically grounded 

interpretations of four pieces of news coverage (three Associated Press and one network TV 

story); two major presidential speeches (the February 18 and April 28 addresses to joint 

sessions of Congress); one policy paper from a major New Right interest group; and one 

example of policy discourse from a left-leaning social movement organization that opposed 

the tax and budget plans. Full transcripts of these artifacts are reproduced in the Appendix. 

II. “The Shopkeeper, the Farmer and the Craftsman:” Reagan as Producer-

Champion 

I begin with the president’s address to a joint session of Congress on February 18, 

1981, designed to promote the administration’s package of deep domestic budget cuts and 

supply-side tax reductions as the antidote to a faltering economy. This address encapsulates 

the key substantive conservative-populist articulations deployed by the New Right in 

promoting the economic plan, which formed the basis for most frames explicitly supporting 

the Reagan policies that appeared in the mass media coverage for which I offered content 

analyses in the last chapter. The speech drew heavily on the right-wing “producerist” 

discourse (Berlet and Lyons 2000) that I described in Chapter 2 by articulating possessive-

individualist themes of ordinary people competing in private markets to support themselves 

and their families, with the material conditions of economic stagnation, and with the Reagan 

policy plans as solutions to popular grievances that bring America back to its traditional 

roots. Reagan set this articulation against a dark vision of patronizing and implicitly parasitic 

Washington liberal elites (members of the “New Class”) who caused the economic ills by 

unwise and presumptuous socioeconomic engineering, and who offered more of the same as 

false solutions to the national crisis. Ultimately, the effect of these right-populist articulations 

— or the “preferred” (though not guaranteed) reading of the speech — was to reconstruct 


