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On the Conversational Style of Ronald Reagan
AAE = <Gco0 RmdReasdessedd a

Windy Y. Lawrence & Ronald H. Carpenter

Abstract

During contemporaneous rhetorical criticism of his style in discourss; Pre
ident Ronald Reagan was assessed in terms of his living up to the eloquence of
John F. Kennegdd6s | naugur al A Bpaker & $SaveEbsays,t h 0 s e
Reagan was found t o bthanglredatci eommuuamidc
After revisiting and reassessingathose
tional mode of communication for teleida was found to mbody rhetorical
elements that indeed may have fostered eloquence sufficient to retain fhe sobr

\

guet ofmnfugnriecaatt ocro. 0

Introduction

In two Speaker & Gavekssays during the 1980s, President Ronakg Re
ganbs styl e henfocud ofcantermporaneousarlaesoricdl criticism.
Therein, his attempts to achieve stylized syntax and lexicon werensoedt
(during his presidency) for adherence to classical desiderata conducimg to el
guence, and exemplars of style against which Redga s ent ensses we
ured often were in John F. Kennedyds
two essays, canonical lore about style known to Roman rhetoriciaiscasio
(abbreviatea s A EO ufmary faagssmessment ), was mea:
AAO (repr esent i n gactbhith adeide alowd effectie det a n o n
very with voice and body). Hence, wh e
was acknowledged, his deficiencies with the former led to his being deemed a
lessthangreat communigtod or A< GC. 0 ThkE ns <wdB@&h rfieAc e
aredividae s s ay, Reagands style in discour s
198283; 1987).

I

Ronal d Reagan retains the sobriquet,
of his style in discourgeor lack theeo® thus is warranted. Impetus for so
doing now stems part |IAgknbtrToenmauQitionrok e 6 s
John F. Kennedy and the speech that changed Amevitah asserts that this
address fAis generally acknovtwnefdgyed t o
twentiethc ent ury Amer i can pol itingimpreshirow ( p .
prompts this question: why would an able communiéasuch as Reagan still
is acknowledged to Betry to surpass or even match Kennedyesque eloquence?
Plain spekéem HKeglilod Harry Truman esche
of his predecessor, Franklin Roosevelt, and did not suffer politically by thus
being deemed a seconate stylist (at best). And George Herbert Walker Bush
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2 Speaker & Gavel 2007

never matched the polished deliveryhid presdential predecessor so why even
try (even if that ineptness was lampooned continuall@aturday Night Livg

Still another factor impels rassessing the aptness of Kennedyesque style
as a standard for Reagan. ThenKedy Inaugural is on a DVRccompanying
Tofelds Zowmdbaogkthe trumpet: The mak
Inaugural Address Rhetorical critics viewing that speech again likely would
concur that Kennedy largely wasblivious of television cameras. Directness
with his live audence is obvious; continual, staccato gesturestipgrhis right
hand index finger or poking the lectern with it are intended to enleffiece and
affect of his words for people facing him directly; and his emotional irerolv
ment with the live audience tmee him impelled (more toward his peroration)
his almost strident delivedyregardlessof how it might play for cameras and
television screengf or i ng Mar shal |l McLuhanés not.i

Reagan differs. His true audiences virtually always amecas. And his
prowess with delivery for them was honed on Hollywood sound stages, often by
a cinematographic technique called fAsh
editingo of a scene between two actor ¢
oftem conversing and then fAshot and re
turn either speaking or listening and interacting with the other person. When
retakes of a scene are necessary because one actor erred in delivering a line for
desired effect, the secdractor often left the sound stage; and the remaining
actor then simply addressed the camera (Ingrid Bergman, for instance, did not
have to be pr es e nCasablancdifiesigdhorbe geliv8eardg ar t |
again). Skilled actors speak well to camerag] anly a reminder is in order
about Reaganédés honed fAmastery of voice

Conducive to his admirable performance (actio) were a particularly well
modulated baritone voice capable of controlled variation between restrained
forcefulnes and an almost hushed whispergained eye contact, well

timed gestures, physical poise, and a superb sense of when to pauge for cla
ity, emphasi s, and e motimed) oharhctermticf e c t .
nod of the head with clenched teeth and putgedbetween some words,
whereby an impression of determination was reinforced. In combination

with physical poise that bespoke both unflappable stature and the coolness

so suitable for television, Reagand:
acclaim forperformancedctio) and the controlled flexibility and polished

delivery of his lines (Carpenter & Lawrence, 2005)

Great communicators need more than delivery, however. Effective content of
their discourse is mandatory, even at the subtlest nuancgstak sind lexicon.

Il
Any fgreat communiiclhéDoDi csalrley yseé st
willing to undergo the strain of aga at ii mndor der ito deal |
very different perceptual world of the
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Mor eover , after determining Awhich i de
sensitive people wildl fattempt trr-o pr oc¢
bal strategiebeforegi vi ng utterance to an ideado

Obviously, what publis now hear as presidential discourse reflects substantial

input from pollsters, spebwariters, political advisors, and evgmior empirical
quantification of the specific words most likely to work best qualitatively. For
Reagands 1980 ActheeRepuldicac MatioAad Convergian, for o
exampl e, Richard Wirthlinds research t
tested early drafts on focus groups of 30 to 16@riers who turned dials in

different directions on electronic boxes while listenfingrarious speech drafts;
Aireal t Aliken eeadouts khGs indicated specific words they qualitatively

l' i ked or disliked; and those words the
important address (Hall, 2002).

In Verbal Style and the Presiden¢¥984), Hart utilized DICTION, his
computerized program that relieg on ||
tionarieso) that then are identi-fied
mi ned fimajoro factors of a c tas well asy , op
Ami noro el ement s -refereneemhriety, famiahtyn buman, s el
interest, compl exi ty, and symbadubli s m.
presidents, searching for those habits of locution which best explain popular
reactions tatheir respective presenci esd and thereby st
peopl e t he mslgl24).eNeverth€legsp otherlindlices ofprel e nt s 6

Ahabits of | ocutiond and hence rhetor.i
as finally worded with leic a | items on investigators
rather more in presidentdauditipns, rcressadal |,

out words, substitutions, and deletions of sentences, for inétanciccessive
drafts ofimpot ant speecheddagpd aidcfredgliveryeRathex | fi a
than words found in discourse as it conforms to previously established computer

dictionaries, these |l onghand emendati
predi | ecti ons on behalf of #Agreato c¢commt
InRonaldReganédés case, such evidence exi s

October 1983, nationally televised dAd
and Grenada. 0 After the terrorist bom
Beirut airport i @ thah 200 afmtlwensleepifigwier weremo r
killed, o Reagan described this Aone hi
thereby was required of Americans. The Reagan Presidential Library ¢xas su
cessive drafts of the speech:

1. One draft went to Reagan from spesdter Ben Elliott on 26 October
as a fAproposed draft for your spee
has been through an initial senior sta&ffii e w. 0

2. Anocther draft consisting of substantially long passages addedain Re
gands handwr i ddetons ofaresseset bdssagesfromh i s
the Elliott draft, replete with the longhand emendations in syntax and
lexicon.
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4 Speaker & Gavel 2007

3. A more polished draft reflecting all of the above but including still fu
ther subtl e, l onghand chansgeass t hat
tive Aadaptation. 0o

4. A successive draft on 27 October (shortly before its delivery) that e
bodies additional changes in Reaga
urgently recommended, substantive addition recommended in a memo
from speechwriter AnthonfR. Dolan, which also offers insights into
the presidentwy rhetorical sensiti

5. The final draft of the speech exactly as delivered.

Al | of our quotations herein reveal i ng
from these five documents as we spetifpur text. In sum total, these materials

constitute a treasure trove of d@direct
tions conducing to figreato communicati

1]

One clearly dominant tr en(dt d nusRe alarm
terminology) is consistent longhand wording and emendations in successive
drafts to change what might have been a formal address on a somber subject to
an increasingly more conversational or colloquial mode of sentence annstru
tion. Reagannitroduced a conveason style, rhetorically different from any of
his predecessors (Jamieson, 1988). His personal preferences thereby created new
potentials for standards within presidential political discourse and thereby gave
rise to rhetorical choicegifferent from those expected for a traditional public
speech. Indeed, because conversations usually occur between two people or a
very small group of individuals, that mode of expression is expected to be more
personal and informal than speeches givelatger audiences. Contempoean
ous rhetorical cri ti ciasoms repedl three feauees 6 s
of the conversation style, each of which arguably offers a distinct advantage
contributing to the effectiveness and appropriateness of hisudsse for telei
sion.

To reveal Reagands rhetorical sensi |
prominent of his emendations is a distinct tendency to substitute informal co
tractions and qualifiers for what instead might have been usage that is more

grammatically for mal. I ndeed, successiv
edits demonstrated his propensity to pepper successful drafts with transitional
words to begin sentences, such ras fAWe

more, he added contractionsdhu gh ou't his speech such
Afcandt, 0 At ha ecéusetheygenerdlly dreweote spontabeols and
informal, conversations usually feature more qualifiers, broketesees, and
contractions that lend themselves to a more perdonal These emendations
created a more informal, plainer style but were not the only alterationsnthat u
der girded his conversational style.

Another per sonal preference demonst
emendations is his obedience to the rulesatitepconversation. In essence, by
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mimicking the baclandforth structure of questioning that is encouraged in a
personal dialogue, he privileged the rules of social etiquette whereitatang
and polite interaction are essential (Hollihan & BaaskeA188koff & Jom-

son, 1980) . For instance, Reagan cont er
ask if wedbre serving any purpose in be
guestion. Would the terrorists have launched their suicide attacks against the
muli nati onal force if it were notn- doi nc
gaged in conversation, Reagan structured his question as if his audience had
asked him a question first. In fact, |
is demonstrated when hspeechwriters in a successive draft changed his se
tence to read simply, il et me answer
sentencebackt o t he ori gi nal emphasis and re

Similarly, Reagan c h saywestauld gelfduteofrbe ar e
anono to fALet me ask those who say we
to leave Lebanon now, what message would that send to those who foment i

stability and t danceahepnriginaPdoaftread: anot her i

Bravemen have been taken from us. Many others have been woundled. Al
carried out their duties withonor. The worst possible course we could now
take would be to run from Lebanon, stripping every ounce of meaning and
purposeifom their courageous sacrifice.

To thi s, Reagan added a question: i Ar e
Furthermore, the politeness of his style is reinforced by the wording of tés que
tions, MaywlE Bmpbadiis our s] share somet hi
| i ke t o kdobswmdly stating sldinesaReagan asked questions of his
audi ence and mimicked the feel of a pa
wording thereby created an overall feel of a conversationalist who aimed at e
changing information for the sake afiderstanding and relating on a more-pe

sonal level.

Whil e sentence structure compl ement e
an inclusive and familiar tonece@omplished through word choice and analogies,
reinforced this conversational form. For instaniceaddition to opious usages
of pronouns | i ke Aweod and Aus, 0g-Reaga
ing of fifigovernment o to fiour gover nmen
Avisi ble supporto to Aour suppglosivea 6 as
wording.

Reagandés emendations also reveal a |
words, with his subbsdaiingd ifomr offvitthal itte
mi ssiono for ikami kaze mission. o Afte
sinceWot d War | |, and fAsuicided was a mol
bul ary than fAkamikaze. o6 Further ocontri
bert McFarl aned to fABud McFarl|l aneodo opt
ly found being used with familiar £nds. Reagan also made several analogies,
noted for their effetiveness in putting the unfamiliar in terms of the familiar, in
his description of fAGrenadado asm-only
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6 Speaker & Gavel 2007

bia.o Similarly, he i nesdonn dredchn imasuran@emp ar
policy: iSam Rayburn once said that f
wor k for once and win forever. side sai
premiums must be kept up to date, in order to keep it, we have to keepgvorki

for it i sacrificing foritij ust as |1 ong as we I|ive. 060
scenes watched on American televisions as proof of Lebanese ineffectiveness in
controlling militias: AOnly a year ag:¢

shelling andbombing of Beirut which was being used as a fortress by P.L.O.
bands. 06 Reagan 6 sar tone complimentedceandareindorced dimi |
use of the conversational style.

The personal qualities of a conversational style are particularly effective as
television has changed the nature of the relationship between speakerwsnd vie
er, and Reagan used the conversation style to reinforce the transformation of this
relationship. If President John F. Kennedy used the camera as something to
speakthroughto a wideraudience, Reagan used the camera as his convarsatio
al partner and let the immediate audience overhear him conversing. Sudh a stra
egy, however, is hardly evidence of €
communication greaess. Further critical asses=sm is warranted.

v

In addition to contractions, qualifiers, politeness, and-taking, convera-
tional style also includes anecdotal forms of evidence, and some of that manifest
content (in contradistinction to stylized sentences) well might qualifyhas
Kenneth Burke calls the Arepresentatiywv
p. 324). Reflectingthe Adi ot el i an noti on that an apt
Aifacts of history, 06 135 6cbursatopersda8ed 3a) i
Burkeianrhetorical theory extols thoses e | eaft i roema!| | tfysod t hat
mat i astalbedome sources of appeals around whishu man r el at i on
grandl y @3 p.824)gQr id classical rhatal theory espoused by
Longinus when elaboratingn theSublime a st at emente-of fext
nNi usorvied ofumad in its Apower to persuade
and irresistible t o blmityrweknpw broughtvoatr y h e
at the happy moment, parts all the matter this way laatgl &nd like a lightening
fl ash, reveal s, at a stroke *€oud in its
conversational Reagan be capable of Liniagn sublime? Perhaps so.

On 26 October 1983, the day bef ore R
ing urgent Memorandum was sent (as underlined) to speechwriters Robert C.
McFarlane, David Gergan, Ben Elliot, and Allen Myer; its author was a close
confidant of the president:

FROM: ANTHONY R. DOLAN
SUBJECT Very Important Passage in TV Address
Urge inclusionof this anecdote. It says it all.
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I know of course that no words from me can ever fully describe or do
justice to the unselfish devotion of the young men who were and are today
part of our Marine contingent in Beirut. | will attempt no such words.

But | do think something that happened to the commandant of aur M
rine Corps, General Paul Kelley, while he was visiting critically injured M
rines in an Air Force Hospital .It says more than any of us could ever hope
to say about the gallantry and heroism @sth young men; young men who
serve so willingly so that others might have a chance at peace and freedom
in their own lives and in the life of their country.

I will let General Kelley's words describe the incident. He spoke of a
"young Marine with more tulsegoing in and out of his body than | have e
er seen in one body.

"He could not see very well. He reached up and grabbed my four stars,
just to make sure | was who | said | was.

"He held my hand with a firm grip. He was making signals and ae re
lized he wated to tell me something. We put a pad of paper in his hand . . .
and he wrote 6Semper fi. 060

Well, if you've been a Marine or if like myself you're an admirer of the
Marines, you know those words are a battle cry, a greeting and a legend in
the Marine Cagps. They're Marine shorthand for the motto of the cérps
"Semper Fidelis® "always faithful."

General Kelly has a reputation for being a very sophisticated General
and a very tough Marine. But he cried when he saw those words, and who
can blame him.

Tha Marine and all those others like him, living and dead, have been
faithful to their ideals, they have given willingly of themselves so that a
nearly defenseless people in a region of great strategic importance to the
free world will have a chance someday live lives free of murder and
mayhem and terrorism. | think that young Marine and all of his comrades
have given everyone of us something to live up to. They were not afraid to
stand for their country or, no matter how difficult and slow the journey
might be, to give to others that last best hope of a better future. We cannot
and will not dishonor them now and the sacrifices they have made by failing
to remain as faithful to the cause of freedom and the pursuit of peace as they
have been.

This summatioal (if not sublime) representative anecdote supplied by Bolan

because Adti gaysdipr amimently in Reaga
Thememorandum found its way directly to Reagan, who recognizeceits rh

torical value and quickly added in his own handwritingeading to the are

dote that became the peroration of the speech as it evolved into final form before

dd i ver y: Al w o u I8 avhete ievereyoutmay ba i khis etowed a | |

land to pray for these wounded young men and to pray for the bereaved familys

[sic] of those who gave their lives. | will not ask you to pray for the dead b

cause they are safe in Godds |l oving al

Bl ess you and God Bl ess America. o Act
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8 Speaker & Gavel 2007

for these wounded youg men and f or the bereaved

changed his sentence to say, flotpay pr ay
[italics ours] for the bereaved é .0
religiosity that might work to his rhetoricadvantage. In the final draft as del
ver ed, however, Reagan reversed the o
wi || not ask you to pray for the dead,
and beyond need précededprayi npgr difiebeansuodedn o w
young men and ¢é .0 Conforming to Lear
of recency over primacy, Longiniean dl i
diatepresentmore so than pastevent now unalterable.

Reagands | ongh ana memonaduch acvaaloanothelscan t h

most instinctive impulse to ignore the past and emphasize the present. He simply
crossed out Dolanés first paragraph Dbe
from me é | wi || attempt no settodh wor
quickly to the anecdote, as if wanting quickly to tell an important story, Reagan
preferred for the final draft, AMay |
to know? | tds something that that happ
lastmonent of final emendati on, al oihg wit
nal, longhand fAlt is0 to a more conver

Critical endeavor to explicate Reagsa
address this question: is a potential representatigedmte about Marine Corps
General Paul Kelley evidence bfo | arlmetorécal sensitivity, which the Piies
dent usurped and passed off as his own? Or, did Dolan accurately assess, pr
dict, and thereby conform tR e a g alreédg established, rhetorical pref
rences, whether for presidential discourse generally or the Lebanon speech sp
cifically? The latter alternative well may be the more likely. Dolan could serve
an important role for Rganbecause he knelwi s pr esi dent 6 s pr
still other longhad emendations evince that already ldhed predilection on
the presidentés part.

At 5: 30 PM on Wednesday, 26 October
had completed a fAproposed draft nfor vy«
ing. It has been through @ann i t i al senior staff revi e\
time had this statement:

Well, we intend to meet our responsibilities. For longer than any of us can
remember, the people of the Middle East have lived from war to war with
no prospect for any othduture. Because it is our moral obligation, amd b
cause of our important interests in the area, that dreadful cycle must-be br
ken. That is our course and there is esponsible alternative.

With longhand emendations, Reagan changed the paragraplvas:fo
Let us meet our responsibilities. For longer than any of us can remember,
the people of the Middle East have lived from war to war with no prospect

for any other future. That dreadful cycle must be broken. Why are we there?
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A Lebanese mother tolche of our Ambassadors her little girl had onty a
tended school 2 of the last 8 years. Now because of our presence there her
daughter could live a normal life.

Reagarhimselfpreferred an anecdote to repregeimt a personal story mode of
expressiod American responsibities in that part of the world. His preference
prevailed in the text as delivemed on
mational 06 quality is evident in his i
with bold markings, the nexXour paragraphs of the Elliot draft to start, in his
| onghand, a new topic: ANow I know anc¢
your mi nds, a place much <cl oser to o
SpidcGréenadaodo (retained, J)Jas is, in the
Finally, Dol andéds correct anticipatioc
anecdotes, such as that about General Kelley, is demonstrated in what may be
the most subtl e but neverthel esigal revee
sensitivity. Workng in longhand with the Elliot draft, Reagan read the following
sentence about the situation in rLebano
ests. 0 Reagan crossed out the | ast wor
not be summational of any ignobigerest (such as Middle East oil) but only the
nobility of our ownpeople. Nevertheless, for the draft as finally delivered-Re
gan could not resi8tagaird his imperative to embody more conversational
contractions: iWedr e natotsamda whge rseo meelos
interests; wedre there protecting our
perhaps even sublime.

Y
In 1964, Marshall McLuhan published a significant boblkderstanding
Media: The Extensions of Maimhe analysis therein oflevision as a medium
of monumental import is directly relevant for an understanding of some person
in an el ectronic age that potentially
if any president matched McLuhanés no
optimal rhetorical advantage, Ronald Reagan was he.

t

Essentially, McLuhan epitomized tel e
muni cati on, which in turn requires a
wel | as ficool 06 messages, i substance amd c on't

style. After all, television essentially requires of viewetighd e gr eer- of fif
ticipationd as ttingdots fliting rapidly adrossl aisgden to e mi
create imagedow in definition (despite current claims for HDTV). Thus, in

short, anyone using TV as a primary mode of communicatas American
presidents now dowi | | strive for a correspond
presentationd so that the messahgne meet
1964, p. 270). As if presciegthnticipating an actor turned President, McLuhan

(1964) described an ideal ¢eision persona:

The TV actor does not have to project either his voice or himself.
Likewise, TV acting is so extremely intimate, because of the peculiar
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10 Speaker & Gavel 2007

involvement of theviwer wi t h the completion or
image, that the actor must achieve a great degree of spontameous ¢

sualness that would be irrelevant in movies and lost on stage. For the
audience patrticipates in the inner life of the TV actor as fully dlsen

outer I|ife of the movie star. € News
frequency with which they are approa
met them before. Joanne Woodward in an interview was asked what

was the difference between beinga moviestada a TV actr ess.
replied: AWhen | was in the movies
Joanne Woodward. 6 Now they say, 0Th
knowbéo -27@)p . 276

And as in realife, facetof ace conver sation, wialt h it ¢
expression, TV is not so much an acti
1964, pp. 277) . In the past, adaled Jack
the inherent need of TV for spontaneou
presidency, Ronald éagan, with his penchant for a conversational mode-of e

pression for the Lebanon speech is an

The contrapuntal representative anecdote, however, is potentially a message
segment whose specificit yacoowmntnoflGenesmal hi gt
Kell eyés moving encounter wihingptothdhe ba
imagination. TV viewers listening to that account heard all the details about the
characters, their outward states, and their inner feelings. The approxiBgfely
words of the anecdote likely required about 3 minutes of time for deliveky. Ne
ertheless, in an age becoming attuned to five commercials in a row, each of
which is 15 seconds in length (or perhaps more), three minutes of continuous
statement about Geral Kelley and the Marine may have pushed the limits of

required time span for Aisublimityod th
the happy roment, parts all the matter this way and that, and like a lightening
flash, reveals, at a stroke and in it eénr et y , the power of t

267). Nevertheless, if he indeed achieved Longimdfect andaffect, Ronald
Reagan found a rhetorical counterpart for the eloquent style of John Fe-Kenn
dybés I naugural Addr ess. hdepigranmatit prasd ur e
of a president in 1961 wamt an apt criterion to assess presidential language in
t he 19 8 ahangarse aftl.eods s

For those rhetorical critics and theorists who maintain a vital interest in the
traditional canon of styleasasoucd epi gr ammati c s-enten
cessful mastery of the contemporary medium of television well may have raised
a serious question: have efforts to achieve apt anecdotes replaced striving for
stylized sentences? Ronaldagan may have offered an answBoth can be
eloquent.

Endnotes
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'n the Reagan Presidenti al Libré&ry, t
|l ection and/ or Subject Filed as White
OA 8206, WHORM Subject Files, SP 818 and SP 818 18858, andRNHO
Subject Files SP818. The authors express their gratitude to Professor Kurt Ritter,
Texas A & M Univergty, for making these primary source, textual materials
available to us.

2 \We use the translation of Longin@» the Sublim&y A.O Prickard, inReal-
ings in Classical Rhetorieed. Thomas W. Benson and Michael H. Prosser. D
vis CA: Hermagoras Press, 1988, p. 267.
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Newspaper Coverage of U.S. Senate Debates

William Benoit
Corey Davis

Abstract

Political debates are important message forms, capable of informing-and i
fluencing voters.However, news coverage of debates informs and indleen
both those who watch, and those who do not watch, the debétiesstudy
compared the content (functions and topics) of 10 U.S. Senate debates from
19982004 with the content of newspaper articles about those particular debates.
Newspaper coverage débates was significantly more negative than the debates
themselves, reporting a higher percentage of attacks and a smaller percentage of
acclaims than the candidates employ&de newspaper articles also stressed
character more, and policy less, than ¢hadidatesThis journalistic emphasis
may facilitate the impression that the candidates are more negative than they
really are and that candidates are more concerned with charaatdrless with
policyi than their messages indicat®e also discoverethat newspaper coke
age of senatorial debates stresses defenses more, policy less, and character more
than news coverage of presidential debates.

Introduction

There can be no doubt that political debates are a very important campaign
medium (McKinney & Cdin, 2004; Racine Group, 2002A media effects
perspective is justified by the results of a recent raatdysis:Debates have
been found to increase knowledge of the issues and change preference for ca
di dat esd i s s u e apabte afrpbduing ad agbnddettng effact, e ¢
debates have been shown t o ahalitteand per c e
debates can also affect vote preference of viewers (Benoit, Hansen, & Verser,
2003).Clearly, political debates merit scholarly attention.

Accardingly, scholars have developed an extensive literature on presidential
debates (books on the topic include Benoit & Wells, 1996; Bishop, Meadow, &
JacksorBeeck, 1979; Carlin & McKinney, 1994; Coleman, 2000pdenberg,

1994; Hellweg, Pfau, & Brydon, 82; Hinck, 1993; Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988;

Kraus, 1962, 1979, 2000; Lemert et al., 1991; Martel, 1983; Racine Group,
2002; Swerdlow, 1984, 198 Hlowever, political debates in campaigns fdeut

offices besides that of the president are becoming inaglggsiommon in mad-

ern campaigng-or instance, almost twenty years ago Ornstein (19858reed

t hat AiThese days debates are the nori
mayor al, and guber Dabatesrfor Bofpresipemtiali elei ¢ s 0 |
tive office have reached higher levels of visibility in recent years because of the
national attention they receive fromSPAN, which televised over 10@&whtes

in 2002 and 2004Research indicates that presidential primary debates have
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larger dfects on viewes than debates in the general election campaign (Benoit,

Hansen, & Verser, 2003), it seems likely that viewers know less about denten

ers in the primary campaign than about the two party nominees in the general

election phaselt is possible that these mresidential debates also havearel

tively large effects because the candidates for these offices also tend to be less

well-known than the Democratic and Republican nominees for president.
Furthermore, it is important to realize that millions of peoplé&civgolitical

debates and they may be influenced directly by these campaign évewts-

er, Kendall (1997) noted that news coverage of the debates is also very impo

tant to voters: iNot only do they see

tary aboutthose debates on television news, as well as in other niddiay

more people who have not watched the debates also hear or read analyses of

t hemo So,pnews toyerage of debates has the potential to influence both

voters who watch, and voters who ilat watch, political debatesurthermore,

there is reason to believe that news coverage of debates has importaat cons

guences for the electoratth af f ee and Dennis (1979) a

that the pressdds i nt ereimpatanaih determingopf t h e

the i mpact on the electorate than is

Bridges, & Barefield, 1990; Steeper, 1978rcordingly, this study investigates

news coerage of campaign debates for U.S. Senate.

Literature Revew

Several studies have investigated news coverage of presidential campaigns
(for a review, see Benoit, Stein, & Hansen, 20@Snumber of other studies
have examined news coverage of fpoasidential campaigns (e.g., Atdon &
Partin, 2001; Becker & Fush 1967; Graber, 1989; Kahn, 1995; Kahn &kKe
ney, 1999; Kelley, 1958; Ostroff & Sandell, 1984; Serini, Powers, & Johnson,
1998; Simon, 2002; Tidmarch, Hyman, & Sorkin, 1984; Vermeer, 1987; West,
1994).None of this work on nopresidential election coveraghowever, has
looked specifically at news coverage of political debather studies have
investigated noipresidential debates (Bystrom, Ropeob&tz, Massey, & Beal,
1991; Conrad, 1993; Hullett & Louden, 1998; Just, Crigler, & Wallach, 1990;
Lichtenstein, 1982; Ornstein, 1987; Pfau, 1983; Philport & Balon, 199&)-
ever, these studies also have not examined news coverage of those debates.

A few studies have examined news coverage of presidential debates, co
paring the content of debates with contehthe news coverage of those-d
bates.The key variables function and topic are derived from Functional
Theory (Benoit, in press; Benoit et al. 2008litical campaign messages have
three distinct functions: acclaims, which praise the candidatckatt which
attack the opponent; and defenses, which refute attdbksdiscourse cance
cur on two topics: policy (governmental action and problems amenable to g
vernmental action) and character (the qualities and abilities of the candidates).
So, staterents by candidates (in the debates and quoted orhpasag in news
stories about the debates) have two dimensions: functions (acclaims, attacks, and
defenses) and topics (policy and character).
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Benoit, Stein, and Hansen (2004; see also Benoit & Cur@i@l)2content
analyzed newspaper coverage ofgalential campaign debates from the general
election, 1982000.They found that the news stories on debates were isignif
cantly more negative than the debates covered in the stories: Attacks comprised
50% of he statements from candidates reported in the news but only 31% of the
statements candidates made in the debates; acclaims appeared less frequently in
coverage than debat&imilarly, Benoit, Hansen, and Stein (2004; see a0 R
ber & Benoit 2001) analyzedewspaper coverage of presidential primagy d
bates from 198@004.Once again, attacks were exagged in stories about
these debates (52% in stories, 20% in debates), whereas acclaims were under
reported.So, news stories about both presidential prinsargl general debates
have been found to be much more negative than the campaign messages the
selves.

This line of work has also examined the topics of news coverage of general
presidential debatek the general campaign, policy was discussed signtfican
more in the debates than in the stories about the debates (74% to 68%gsvh
character was emphasized more in the news than in the debates themselves (31%
to 26%; Benoit, Stein, & Hansen, 2009nce again, this pattern occurred in
newspaper stories at presidential primary debates as willthe debates, the
candidates devoted significantly more of their comments to policy thanddid st
ries about the @bates (65% to 60%); the stories stressed character more than the
debates (40% to 35%Kendall (199), who wrote about news coverage of the
1996 presidential debates, reported a similar pattern:

Media interpretations have been found to follow a pattern: They detwote li

tle time to the content of the debates and much time to the personalities of

the canitlates and the process by which they make the decision to debate,
prepare to debat e, and fispindo the st
of the debates. (p. 1)

In short, the news appears to have a tendency to overemphasize character cove
age at thexpense of policy.

So, newspaper coverage of both primary and general presidential debates
reveal two patterns: (1) news stories discuss attacks more frequently than they
occur in debates and (2) stories emphasize character more, and policy less, than
thedebatesHowever, we do not know whether these patterns also occur in non
presidential debate#\ccardingly, this study will replicate existing studies of
newspaper coverage of general (Benoit, Stein, & Hansen, 2004) and primary
(Benoit, Hansen, & Stein,0D4) presidential debates, extending that work to
investigate news coverage of U.S. Senate debBtesed on the findings just
reported, we propose two hypotheses:

H1. Newspaper coverage of U.S. Senate debates will cover attacks more
frequently, and acclas less frequeity, than they occur in the debates.

H2. Newspaper coverage of U.S. Senate debates will cover character more
frequently, and policy less frequén than they occur in the debates.
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Finally, existence of data on newspaper coverage of premtidebates (8
noit, Stein, & Hansen, 2004) allows us to test for differences in emphasis of
functions or topics between presidential and senatorial news coverage:

RQ1. Does newspaper coverage of U.S. Senate debates emphasize the same
functions as covage of presidaial debates?

RQ2. Does newspaper coverage of U.S. Senate debates emphasize the same
topics as coverage of presidential debates?

This study will extend our knowledge of news coverage of political campaign
debates to contests for other okt office.

Method

We analyzed newspaper coverage of 10 U.S. Senate debates from 1998
2004. These debates featured 10nerats and 10 Republicans including 7
incumbents, 7 challengers, and 6 opeat candidates, a nice balance of éand
dates (Benoit, Bxzeal, & Airne, 2006)-or the current study, we employedxte
is-Nexis to locate newspaper stories about each of these delvgtesearched
for articles published after the debates (rather than articles aboatgti@p for
or expectations about the del®dtso we could compare the content of tiee d
bates with the content of articles reporting on the deb#esignored articles
that did not focus on the debate, were very short, or were transcripts @-the d
bates.These procedures obtained a sample of 17spaper articles about this
sample of debates (note that these articles were written about theselgrartic
debates, not about Senate debates generéhy).sample is described in Table
1.

The content functions and topic$ of these debates is known frgone-
vious research (Benoit, Brazeal, & Airne, 200&hich will facilitate compai
son of our (new) content analysis of news coverage of these debates with (exis
ing) content analysis of the debates themselSasilarly, we can compare the
data on newspagp coverage of presidential debates (Benoit, Stein, & Hansen,
2004) with the new data on newspaper coverage of senatorial debates produced
here.The content analysis in this study of news coverage employed three steps,
utilizing the same praclures employe to analyze these Senate debaf@st,
we | ocated statements in a newsmaper ¢
ments in the debate (either direct quotations or paraphr&3b&y. comments,
such as desgiions of the debates and evaluative stategm&om the reporters,

were excludedSecond, the statements inm-the s
ments were unitized into themes or utterances that address a coherent idea (in
our discussion, we use the term®- Autt e

onymousl|l y wiBehr efl tshoenme(sl1095.2) defriomed a
about a subjeenat t er O HOpst 1381969) explmined
gl e assertion abou3o, asthemeis as argument (arca ( p .
gumenti n OO0 K e9@é7] terBireologly) Bbout the candidates or their issue
positions.Because discourse is enthymematic, themes can vary in length from a
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phrase to several sentencéhird, as in the research on debates, each theme in
the newspaper stories was coded for the wariables under investigation here:
functions (acclaims, attacks, defenses) and topics (poliesacter).

Table 1.Newspaper Stories on Senate Debates

Year Stories  State Canddates Incumbent  Challenger  Open

2004 9/19 2 SD  Daschle 1 1 0
Thune

2004 1/30 1 UT  VanDam 1 1 0
Bennett

2004 10/3 1 OK  Cason 0 0 2
Coburn

2004 10/12 2 IL Obama 0 0 2
Keyes

2002 9/22 2 CO  Strikland 1 1 0
Allard

2002 10/24 2 MO  Carrehan 1 1 0
Talent

2000 9/13 2 NY  Clinton 0 0 2
Lazio

2000 10/24 2 CA  Feirstein 1 1 0
Canpbell

2000 10/22 1 MI Stalenow 1 1 0
Abraham

1998 10/19 2 FL  Graham 1 1 0
Crist

Total 17 10 20 7 7 6

First candidatés a Democrat; second candidate is a Republican.

We then compared the data about news coverage produced by these content
analytic procedres with the results of previous content analysis of these Senate
debatesin other words, we began with the content analysis of the deHates a
ready available in the literature, and replicated those procedures to corent an
lyze newspaper stories about tthebates, and then compared the results of the
existing content analyses of the debates with the new contalysems of the
news coverage of these debafBise data from content analysis of debates and
newspaper coverage of those debates are comparableskethey were gene
ated with identical procedures.

Two coders performed content analysis on these tReisability was &-
sessed with a subset of approximately 10% of the té¢semplogp d Cohen6s
(1960) o8, which accouwt$oforfuagt-eemeif!
tack, defend) in coding the debates w
.88.Inthe analysisofnesp aper stories o for functio
.95 and for coding topicwas 9L andi s and Koch (®977) |
tween 6L 80 refl ect MAsubstant i alOdeprasgnt e e me
flal most p -eaddr eetabildy (p. b65)€his means the redility of
these data are acceptable
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Because the content analytic procedures produce frequency data, we will
test the two hypotheses withhi-squareanalysesWe report the significance
| evel and t he evffdr @x8 thi-squarese&n d Cii ather 6 2 x 2
squares.

Results

The firsthypothesis predicted that newspaper coverage of U.S. Sesate d
bates would be more negative than the debates themsEhsgrediction was
upheld in these data: the most common function in news coverage was attacks
despite the fact that the most commondiion in the debates was acclaims.
Specifically, attacks comprised only 29% of the debate utterances but were 48%
of the statements from candidates in the articles; acclaims, on the other hand,
constituted 60% of the statements made by candidates iretiaded but only
39% of the statements from candidates in the news artiegxample, a sty
about the 1998 Graha@rist debate reported that Charlie Crist charged that Bob
Graham fAhas voted for more t dhisels-0 ( Mal
straes an "ack because most voters prefer lower, rather than higher, @Gmes.
the other hand, the story also reported thahGxm boast ed t hat h
bring us to a balanced budget amd the
tury, 0 a imlfaelaiming) starysoh thea2000 Feinsteidampbell
debates reported that Tom Campbeliused the Democrat of having a conflict
ofinterestThe story reported that HAFes-nstei
perate tacti c byinsaorth, 2080, m A3), anacrathpledohd e 0
defense A story on the Strikland-Allard debate of 2002 reported that Allard
accused Strickland of Amisstating AlIl a
ter, 2002, p. Al)Because the actual policy positions aot discussed, this is an
attack on Strickland for dishonesty in his campaigrese differences are stati
tically $§[dfga]i=80.1¢,an.0001(Ve .18; the frequency ofca

claims versus attacks [excluding defenses] was also significanflyfi e f[@éfnt :
=1]=8296p< . 0001, G = .19) and the data ¢
Table 2.Functions of U.S. Senate Debates and News Coverage 20098
Acclaims Attacks Defenses G (df=2)
Debates 1346 (60%) 597 (29%) 219 (11%) 80.17,p<.00Q
News Stories 163 (39%) 200 (48%) 57 (14%) V=.18

Note Thechi-squarefor acclaims versus attacks (excluding defenses) is also statistically
significant: 82.96p< . 0001, 4 =

Hypothesis 2 anticipated that newspaper articles about U.S. Sehates
would stress character more, and policy less, than the debates thendek/es.
prediction was also confirmedlthough both debates and newspapessudised
policy more than character, the emphasis on policy was greater in the debates
(71%) than inthe news stories (57%); conversely, newspaper articles discussed
character more than the debates (43% to 2%%).exanple, the story on the
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FeinstenCa mp b el | debate reported that Fei
Republicans to produce major bills dikhe Desert Protection Act, thelibe
Restoration Pl an, and the 1994 Assaul

A3). This statement is an example of policy discussidmese differences are
statisti cacP[dfy1]s26g0RAGE<f i.c0a0n0t1) andthe data cah 1
be found in Table 3.

Table 3.Topics of U.S. Senate Debates and News Coverage;20H8B8

Policy Character ¢ (df=1)
Debates 1307 (71%) 536 (29%) 26.02,p < .0001
News Stories 210 (57%) 156 (43%) a = .11

The first research quésh concerned the distribution of the three functions
in news coverage of senatorial and presidential debEtese was a statistiig
significant di f¥dx3aE¥p<d.06,VEWL).dspEOoNS (¢
tion of the means reported in TablesHows that senatorial debate coverage r
ports fewer acclaims and attacks and more defenses than presidential debate
coverageFurther analysis using only acclaims and attaekeals that there is
no significant differ enfde1j=n05p>s8) of t h
which means that the difference in function inheres only in defense.

Table 4.Functions of News Coverage of Presidential and U.S. Senate Debates
Acclaims Attacks Defenses G (df=2)

Senate 163 (39%) 200 (48%) 57 (14%) 7.97,p<.05
Presidential 969 (41%) 1160 (50%) 214 (9%) V=.05
Note Thechi-squarefor acclaims versus attacks (excluding defenses) is not significant:
.05,p > .82.

Research question two investigated the emphasis on the two topicsin sen
torial and preislential debate news coveraditere again a significant difference
emerged: Senate debate coverage discussed pag;\aled character more, than
presidenti al ?¢{de=hlpt18.34po v e6 5 g eSée(Table508) .
for these data.

Table 5.Topics of News Coverage of Presidential and U.S. Senate Debates

Policy Character G (df=1)
Senate 210 (57%) 156 (8%) 18.34,p< .05
Presidential 1542 (69%) 702 (31%) ag = .0
Discussion

This study investigated the accuracy of newspaper coverage of U.S. Senate
debatesRather than perform fact checks (e.g., www.factcheck.org) on the truth
of report e wsldokes tosdeaef mavspaper, articles about debates
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accurately reflected the tone and topics of the debates themgevweih news
coverage of presidential primary and general debates (Benoit, Hansen, & Stein,
2004; Benoit, Stein, & Hansen, 2004), neays@r accounts of Senate debates
accentuate the negativttacks comprised less than etiérd of the statements
made by candidates in these debates; however, almost half of all statements a
tributed to candidates in these articles were attaeksitive satements were
correspondingly under represented (60% of candidate debate statements were
acclaims but only 39% of the comments quoted or paraphrased from candidates
were positive).Clearly, these newspaper articles fostered the impression that
these Senatdebates were more negative than they were in fact.

A negative tone in political campaign coverage should not be surprising.
Hart observed that #dApoliti deNewmvYerkvs i s
Time® coverage of g e n er ark negative (5t%) than ¢ a m|
positive (39%; Benoit, Stein, & Hansen, 200S)milarly, Jamieson, Waldman,
and Devitt (1998) observed that fArel i e
the campaign would lead one to conclude that it contained a far highkeofeve
attack than was i %0ndwapager covarage af d.8n&e ( p .
debates is substantially more negative than the campaigh message=as.

This emphasis on the negative in news articles is easy to underatand.
tacks, clash, or cdiict is likely to be more interesting than platitud&irely
journalists want to arouse and maint a
attacks might well be thought to serve this géakthermore, voters must know
the differences between candidabesorder to decide whom is preferablé.
voters only hear positive statements
jobs, 0 Al want to protect Soci al Secur
there is little basis for preféng one over thether. Criticism or attacks if
truthful and accuraté can help distinguish candidates and give voters a reason
to prefer one over anothe®o, attacks are not necessarily undesirable in and of
themselves.

The potential problem lies in the fact that npaer coverage of debates
could easily create the impression that the candidates were more negative than
was actually the casdlthough some questions have been raised about their
study (see, e.g., Finkel & Geer, 1999), Ansolabehere and lyengar (1968 arg
that negativity in political advertising adversely affects voter turribig.pos$
ble that high levels of negativifiy or high perceivedlevels of negativity' in
political debates could also depress voter turnloig. worth noting that, as &
keland Geer point out, one of Ansal abeh
lyzed negativity in news about the campaign (rather than negativity in television
spots).That means their research actually found that higher levels of attacks in
newswas associatewith lower turnoutTherefore, there is a possibility that the
fact that news coverage of U.S. Senate debates is so negative could hrave a te
dency to depress voter turnout on election day.

Our findings also indicate that newspaper accounts of Senatteslaiva
phasize character more, and policy less, than the debates thenideve<a-
erage of presidential campaigns generally emphasizes horse race the most (40%
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