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Abstract:  
 
At present, the mass media have a profound influ-
ence on political communication. The relationship 
between the mass media and politics is complicated 
and can be seen as a fight to win the better position. 
That is why politicians have been constantly trying 
to set the rules of their media presentation. In the 
case of United States presidential debates, the can-
didates have managed to take control over the pro-
duction of official televised debates. The Memoranda 
of Understanding signed and pre-negotiated by two 
major U. S. political parties before televised presi-
dential debates represent examples of political ma-
nipulation of the media. In this study, we analyse 
the Memorandum of 1992 in order to answer some 
of the criticisms in order to understand the process 
of political distortion of reality. 
 
Keywords:  
 
The Mass Media, Political Communication, Cam-
paign, Candidates, U. S. Presidential Debates, 
Memorandum of Understanding  
 

Introduction 
 
We live in a world where a single idea can 

be heard or read by millions of people at the 

same time. This is possible especially thanks to 
the mass media and Internet. This can be also 
applied to political communication as it can, 
thanks to the rapid development of mass 
communication industry, carry important mes-
sages throughout the world. A political discus-
sion is important for democracy, but it is dis-
putable which form it should or should not  
acquire. As an example, we will look at U. S. 
presidential debates1, which are highly criti-
cized for being pre-negotiated in every possible 
detail. It gives them the status of theatrical   
appearances rather than real debates. No 
doubt, television has given politicians a mighty 
weapon in political campaigning, yet, it has not 
always been for the sake of democracy. In this 
study, we would like to discuss several ques-
tionable points concerning political communi-
cation in the media in order to illustrate the 
ways in which politicians try to manipulate the 
media in order to get the better position in 
campaign. We will analyse the conditions writ-
ten down in a document called the Memoran-

                                                           
1  Every four years, during the election race for the post 

of the President of the United States, official televised 
debates are held between two major parties’ candi-
dates (the Democratic candidate and the Republican 
candidate) (Kraus, 2000). 



Annales Scientia Politica, Vol. 4, No. 2, 2015    Article 

81 

 

dum of Understanding (1992), which was ne-
gotiated by two major political parties of the 
United States in order to take control of tele-
vised presidential debates.  

 
1 The Influence of the Mass Media  
 on Politics 
 
Jirák and Köpplová (2003, pp. 20 – 53) de-

fine the media as social institutions, which 
provide one-way communication within socie-
ty – from a source towards an undefined audi-
ence. Moreover, the mass media influence its 
cultural environment. According to the func-
tionalistic approach, the mass media have the 
following functions: providing information, so-
cialization, reproduction of existing cultural 
models, entertainment, and agitation (Jirák, 
Köpplová, 2003, pp. 40 – 41). In this context, 
McLuhan (1987, pp. 40 – 41) sees the role of the 
media in society as “the extensions of man,” 
through which a man understands and ex-
plains the world. Postman (1985) goes even 
further and claims that “the medium is the 
metaphor” to describe the process of infor-
mation transfer in three different types of cul-
tures, namely oral, literate, and televisual.    
According to him, the rational argument can-
not be transferred through television because 
“its form excludes the content” (Postman, 1985, 
p. 5). It means that TV is not capable of trans-
mitting higher level of ideas and prefers visual 
images to the actual verbal message of the poli-
ticians. Based on these assumptions, we can 
claim that the way in which the media present 
the candidates and politics as such is rather 
shallow and do not offer any real substance. 
Similarly, according to Lowi et al. (2002, 
p. 387), the media as the most powerful force in 
the “marketplace of ideas” have a huge impact 
on public opinion and attitudes as they are not 
just disengaged messengers but have deve-
loped ways of shaping a public opinion by spe-
cific reporting of political events, from which 
this opinion can be formed (Lowi et al., 2002, 
p. 387). As Graber claims, television is seen as 
a great tool for conveying audiovisual infor-
mation, such as people’s impressions, because 
it is suitable for transmitting emotional appeal, 
while it is not so powerful when abstract ideas 
should be presented (Graber, 1997, pp. 189 – 
190).  

Jirák and Köpplová (2003) offer a definition 
of the modern mass-media and state that the 
mass media represent a specialized industry 
aimed at producing products which satisfy, 
and simultaneously create, the need for various 
sorts of information and entertainment. Conse-
quently, the mass media can be seen as a social 
institution having a significant influence on 
forming and enforcement of social relations, 
and as such, the media are then attributed 
a substantial influence on the form of current 
political processes in existing democracies. 
They represent public as well as political life in 
a special way of production called medialogic, 
which result in personalization, dramatization 
and depoliticization of politics (Jirák, Kö-
pplová, 2003, p. 186). It means a focus on a per-
son, representation of politics as a series of con-
flicts, and finally replacement of valuable dis-
cussions for shallow entertaining spectacles 
(McNair, 2000, p. 6). However, it has to be also 
pointed out, as Parenti (1986, p. 213) writes, 
that “news production is not purely an auton-
omous process ... many distortions are of 
a more political nature and reveal a pattern of 
bias that favours the dominant class ideology”. 
Thus, it is clear that it is not just the mass me-
dia which influence the news; it is also the 
dominant political ideology which intervenes.  

 
2  Political Communication and the Mass 

Media 
 
Graber (1993, p. 305) defines political com-

munication as “the construction, sending, re-
ceiving, and processing of messages that are 
likely to have a significant impact on politics.” 
It is obvious then that such a communication 
fulfils an important function within political 
processes. The relationship between political 
and media communication can be understood 
in the context of communication within the 
public sphere. Political communication is based 
on the fact that the exchange of information 
must have some effect on the functioning of 
a political system (Graber, 1993, p. 7). In this 
context, Jirák and Říchová (2000, p. 14) claims 
that political communication can be seen as all 
the processes of symbolic interaction within the 
society at the macro political level. However, 
politics is not given by the media but it is 
formed in interaction with it (Jirák, Říchová, 
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2000, p. 17). Similarly, McQuail (1992, p. 87) 
claims that the role of the mass media in the 
political decision-making exists within a broa-
der context of the relation between the media 
and society – it depends on the functions which 
are ascribed to the media by the given society. 
Dominant political images can create a world 
of its own – the more news is reported, the 
more credibility it gets, and subsequently be-
comes official. It seems then that inability to 
control the news is almost equal to political 
failure (Bennett, 1996, pp. 80 – 82). One of the 
possible ways to control the situation is to an-
ticipate moments of spontaneity and prevent 
them. Bennett (1996, pp. 91 – 103) illustrates it 
with existing practice of certain public officials 
to agree to be interviewed only on condition 
that they set the rules which are agreed to by 
the journalists. However, when the press does 
not cooperate, its intimidation is the next best 
strategy used by politicians to control the 
news. Thus, the press and the politicians live in 
a state of mutual dependence – they need each 
other, yet, they often stand in opposition. Un-
fortunately, as Bennett (1996, p. 109) points out, 
the result of such a long term political control 
of the news is a limited range of problems, so-
lutions, and ideas presented to the viewers. 
Similarly, Habermas (1989) claims that in the 
early capitalism, as a result of economic inde-
pendence, private ownership and critical re-
flection in literature, an autonomous sphere of 
political discussion appeared. It created a con-
sensus based on reason, and citizens and the 
press became watchdogs of the government. It 
gradually changed in the second half of the 
nineteenth century, when the public sphere 
came under control of the state and organized 
economic interests. Consequently, a new model 
of corporative power relations was created, in 
which the economic interests put restraints on 
the public sphere. The media ceased to be the 
power of rationality and started to manipulate 
opinions of people. Thus, the politics started to 
be viewed as entertainment, which made the 
public just passive consumers (Habermas, 
1989). Today as well as before, journalism, to-
gether with the mass media, creates the feeling 
that it can solve all important social problems. 
However, the media did not become communi-
cation means themselves but rather as a reac-
tion to specific social needs in a given period 

(Jirák, Köpplová, 2003, pp. 39 – 58). What fol-
lows then is that the media should not be con-
sidered objective, but they should be viewed as 
mirroring the current social and cultural needs 
and preferences. Jackson and Crotty (2001, 
p. 220) describe recent relationship of U. S. pol-
itics and the mass media as being interchange-
able: “Politics equate to TV in contemporary 
campaigns. The media is American politics to-
day”. This is an interesting point of view, 
which can tell us a lot about the current state of 
political communication in the mass media in 
the United States. We also agree with the fact 
that the media are used by politicians today 
more than any other means of communication. 
To illustrate this fact, we can look at the U. S. 
presidential debates broadcast on TV before 
every presidential election.  

 
3 U. S. Presidential Debates 
 
U. S. presidential debates have become 

a high point of presidential election campaigns 
and every four years, the debates are the most 
anticipated televised political events (Frieden-
berg, 1990, p. 190). The question is whether the 
attention paid to them is deserved or not. As 
Kraus (2000, p. 77) claims, if a politician is able 
to control political events he or she is taking 
part in, the higher is the chance that the politi-
cian wins the race. Thus, it is quite under-
standable that the presidential candidates have, 
ever since the famous Kennedy-Nixon debates 
of 1960, tried to find ways how to control the 
production of U. S. televised debates. Since 
1988, documents called Memoranda of Under-
standing have been negotiated and signed by 
the Democratic and Republican Parties before 
every presidential debates concerning all the 
details of the televised debates (Farah, 2004).  

To illustrate the pre-debate negotiations, we 
chose to analyse the Memorandum of Under-
standing of 1992, because it was the only time 
when a third party candidate has been invited 
to debate (Farah, 2004, p. 53). The U. S. political 
life from the beginning of the 20th century has 
been dominated by the two major parties: the 
Republicans and the Democrats. Nevertheless, 
there have always been other parties – known 
as Third Parties (Malamud, 2004, p. 36). Inclu-
sion of Third Parties’ candidates can be seen as 
a positive step. In 1992, there were three tele-
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vised presidential debates sponsored by the 
Commission on Presidential Debates, which is 
often criticised for agreeing with pre-debate 
negotiations by the Democrats and Republi-
cans (Farah, 2004). George Bush was a Republi-
can candidate and also incumbent fighting for 
re-election, and Governor Bill Clinton was 
a Democratic candidate. Ross Perot, a Texan 
millionaire was a Third party – independent – 
candidate (Malamud, 2004, p. 6). Despite Perot 
being invited to the debates, he was excluded 
from the pre-debate negotiations, so he 
couldn’t influence the debate format (Farah, 
2004, p. 6).  

The Memorandum of Understanding of 
1992 (Memorandum of Understanding, 1992) is 
divided into thirteen points concerning various 
aspects of up-coming debates:  

1.  Number (of debates),  
2.  Dates,  
3.  Sponsorship,  
4.  Third candidate,  
5.  Location,  
6.  Time,  
7.  Format,  
8.  Staging and production,  
9.  Ticket distribution and seating arrange-

ment,  
10.  Dressing rooms/holding rooms,  
11.   Miscellaneous,  
12.  Announcement of agreement,  
13.  Amendments (Memorandum of Under-

standing, 1992).  
The document stipulates that there will be 

three presidential debates lasting ninety 
minutes, and the candidates cannot take part in 
any additional ones. The sponsor can be 
changed by the two campaigns if it does not 
agree with the given agreement. A third-party 
candidate is also required to accept “the terms 
of this agreement” (Memorandum of Under-
standing, 1992, p. 2). The Memorandum can be 
made public only if it is agreed by the cam-
paigns. As to the format, there will be three 
forms of debate: panel format, moderator only 
format, and moderator and audience participa-
tion format. All debates will have different 
moderators who will be responsible for enfor-
cing time limits, balancing the questions, and 
adhering to particular formats. Panellists and 
moderators have to be approved by the major 
parties’ campaigns. As to the actual question-

ing, each debate format has strict time limits 
for questions, responses, and rebuttals. Panel 
format involves a panel of three persons, 
agreed on by the campaigns, asking the ques-
tions with “no direct candidate-to-candidate 
questioning” (Memorandum of Understand-
ing, 1992). Time limits for the scheme of ques-
tion – response – rebuttal are as follows: up to 
fifteen seconds – two minutes – one minute. It 
means that a panellist asks a question which is 
not longer than 15 seconds and the first candi-
date have 2 minutes for the answer. Then, the 
two remaining candidates comment on his an-
swer or on the question, each having 1 minute. 
The order of questioning is decided before eve-
ry debate by a draw. Each candidate will also 
have 2 minutes for his closing statement.  

As it can be seen, all the details of each for-
mat were covered in the Memorandum of Un-
derstanding of 1992. Farah (2004, pp. 83 – 88) 
points out that there are at least three major 
drawbacks of the panel format, namely the arti-
ficiality of questions posed only by the journal-
ists, no direct inter-candidate cross-ques-
tioning, and the restrictive limits on answers. 
According to Farah (2004, p. 87), short respons-
es mean rehearsed answers, which, together 
with no candidate-to-candidate verbal contact, 
exclude a real discussion. While we can agree 
with importance of having enough time for an-
swers, and direct cross-questioning for having 
a real discussion, several facts and circum-
stances have to be taken into consideration. It is 
understandable that if there is ninety minutes’ 
space for discussion, certain time limits have to 
be imposed. According to Dominick (1990, 
p. 20), the mass media “need a great deal of 
money to operate ... exist to make a profit ... are 
highly competitive”. It means that the discus-
sion has to be artificially cut off in order to 
meet the requirements of dynamicity and ne-
cessity of advertising space. As to cross-
questioning, candidates have time for rebuttals 
during which they can react to their opponents’ 
speech. We can agree that in the era, when 
candidates are predominantly judged by their 
verbal skills, their campaign managers would 
never agree with informal and uncontrolled 
discussion. Otherwise, they would not draft 
the Memoranda before the debates.  

However, the second 1992 debate aspired to 
be less rigid and more informal, introducing 
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the format called a town hall format2 for the 
first time in the history of televised presidential 
debates (Farah, 2004, p. 81). The credit should 
be given to Bill Clinton who actually came up 
with the idea as he claimed in the second de-
bate: “I started doing these formats a year ago 
in New Hampshire and I found that we had 
huge crowds because all I did was let people 
ask questions and I tried to give very specific 
answers” (The Commission on Presidential 
Debates, 2015). As Farah (Farah, 2004, p. 82) 
claims, Clinton was considered to be a skilful 
communicator with ordinary people, therefore 
he wanted this format to be included. Truly, it 
made him seem absolutely committed to the 
purpose of debates and open to all questions. 
Town hall format includes potential voters sit-
ting in the audience and asking questions 
about anything they want, which enables the 
public to raise issues everyday Americans want 
to talk about. Therefore it is very popular with 
the viewers (Farah, 2004, p. 81). In 1992 town 
hall format debate, the members of the au-
dience were selected by an independent re-
search firm, so that the participants were de-
mographically representative and uncommit-
ted (Memorandum of Understanding, 1992). 
Another positive fact about this format, as de-
tailed in the Memorandum (1992), is that fol-
low-up questions were also allowed. 

On the other hand, the third format – 
a moderator only format – is still criticized. Se-
lection of a moderator is considered to be very 
important as he or she runs the debate and can, 
to a certain degree, influence the debate by 
formulating questions, or even by a positive 
smiling at a particular candidate (Dominick, 
1990, p. 547). Since 1992, it has been mostly Jim 
Lehrer, host of PBS’s NewsHour3, who moder-
ated the debates (Dominick, 1990, p. 296). He is 
considered to be objective, but also rather stiff 
and unchallenging, hardly ever using follow-
up or unpleasant questions (Farah, 2004, p. 85). 
It is not difficult to understand why the cam-

                                                           
2  It has its origins in the New England town meeting, 

where the village residents could discuss important 
issues. It belongs among the earliest manifestations 
of democracy in American colonies (Urofsky, 1994, p. 
414). 

3  The Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) serves as 
a network for noncommercial stations (Dominick, 
1990, p. 296). 

paigns prefer Jim Lehrer. It is obviously one of 
the strategies to make the debates more secure 
for the candidates. The Memorandum says that 
the process of selection of moderators is “con-
fidential between the signatories” (Memoran-
dum of Understanding, 1992), which can imply 
that the candidates do not want to show their 
preferences. On the other hand, if the selected 
moderator fulfils his or her duties, such as bal-
ancing the questions and providing equal 
space for each candidate, there is no reason for 
the claim that with unchallenging moderator 
a debate does not have the characteristics of 
a real discussion. It just means that the debate 
is less sharp, provocative, and consequently 
less interesting.  

Yet another aspect of a debate has to be ana-
lysed, that is the staging and production, which 
involve such things as the height and shape of 
podiums, camera placement, colours of back-
drops, composition and seating of the audi-
ence, kinds of microphones, make-up persons, 
etc. All these aspects are included in the Mem-
oranda as well. The candidates know that visu-
al part of debates is important, especially when 
there is a limited time for discussion (Adatto, 
1990, pp. 20 – 25). In this context, Farah (2004, 
pp. 92 – 94) claims that voters do not care about 
details such as the colour of backdrop or ca-
mera angle but they care about the composition 
of the audience. According to the Memoran-
dum of Understanding of 1992 (Memorandum 
of Understanding, 1992), the press is seated in 
the back rows, while family members of the 
candidates are closest to the podium. The audi-
ence is prohibited from any reaction, such as 
applause, and television networks are forbid-
den to take any shots of the audience, except 
for the town hall format. The camera shots are 
limited to the persons speaking, whether 
a candidate or a moderator, but in no case 
a non-speaking candidate can be shown 
(Memorandum of Understanding, 1992). It is 
obvious that candidates want their supporters 
closest to them, while the critics – the press – 
are to be seated the furthest they could. As to 
the restrictions on camera shots, it is obvious 
that candidates do not want to be caught un-
prepared. In this sense, it is necessary for them 
to create the conditions to avoid such situa-
tions. Nevertheless, in 1992, President Bush 
was caught on camera looking impatiently at 
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his watch during the audience participation 
format, which was criticized by the Democrats 
as the evidence that Bush “didn’t care about 
the people” (Farah, 2004, p. 93). Clinton media 
advisor later said that knowing the stage, they 
told Clinton where to go in order to show Bush 
on the camera (Farah, 2004, p. 93). Clinton team 
also chose “oversized stools” as Perot was ra-
ther tiny and it made him seem like a child 
(Simon, 2000). These strategies are also part of 
candidates’ media strategies and illustrate the 
process of careful staging of U. S. presidential 
debates. We can claim then that looking at the 
pre-debate Memoranda of Understanding can 
uncover interesting facts about presidential 
debates themselves. The analysis of such do-
cuments can explain the process of media ma-
nipulation by the presidential candidates.  

 
Conclusion 
 
To conclude it, we can agree that the mutual 

relationship of the mass media and politicians 
is complicated and has to be seen in the context 
of public life and power relations. Politicians 
have learnt how to make use of the media to 
create a political image which would be posi-
tive for them and enable them to reach their 
aims. In the case of U. S. presidential debates, 
the process of media manipulation has          
acquired the form of pre-debate negotiations 
between two major U. S. political parties – the 
Republicans and the Democrats – which results 
in documents called the Memoranda of Under-
standing. These documents detail every aspect 
of the televised debates. The analysis of such 
documents can help us to understand the fears 
and preferences of major parties’ candidates 
and provide us with more objective view of   
actual debates.  
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