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New Media Campaigns and the Managed Citizen

The political campaign is one of the most important organizations in a
democracy, and whether issue- or candidate-specific, it is one of the least
understood organizations in contemporary political life. This book is a
critical assessment of the role that information technologies have come
to play in contemporary campaigns. With evidence from ethnographic
immersion, survey data, and social network analysis, Philip Howard
examines the evolving act of political campaigning and the changing
organization of political campaigns over the last five election cycles, from
1996 to 2004. Over this time, both grassroots and elite political campaigns
have gone online, built multimedia strategies, and constructed complex
relational databases. The contemporary political campaign adopts digital
technologies that improve reach and fund-raising and at the same time
adapts its organizational behavior. The new system of producing political
culture has immense implications for the meaning of citizenship and the
basis of representation.

Philip N. Howard is an assistant professor in the Communications
Department at the University of Washington. He has published a co-
edited collection entitled Society Online: The Internet in Context (2003)
as well as articles in New Media & Society, American Behavioral Scientist,
and the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science.
Howard has been a Fellow at the Pew Internet and American Life Project
in Washington, D.C., and the Stanhope Centre for Communications
Policy Research in London.
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In the summer of 2003 I was invited to be a Research Fellow at the
Stanhope Centre for Communications Policy Research in London, and
I worked in an office that looked onto the Speaker’s Corner of Hyde
Park. Speaker’s Corner is one of the oldest living institutions for free
speech, an institution used at different times by Marcus Garvey, George
Orwell, Vladimir Lenin, and Karl Marx. One of the other academics in
residence at Stanhope was Christian Sandvig, and he decided it would be
worthwhile to try to bring a wireless internet connection, coined Wi-Fi,
to Speaker’s Corner. In contrast with the oldest institution of free speech,
Wi-Fi is one of the newest technologies for free speech, used by political
activists and digerati and espoused as a politically liberating technology.
Both the institution of Speaker’s Corner and the technology of Wi-Fi
support wireless communication.

But Sandvig had problems bringing Wi-Fi to Speaker’s Corner. The
equipment had to be ordered online and shipped from overseas, and the
United Kingdom had very strict regulations about what kind of power
and reach his equipment could have. The equipment was difficult to
assemble, and eventually the antenna had to be perched atop telephone
books and a series of poles held together with duct tape. Could today’s
free speech technology be for anyone other than a devoted hobbyist?

Dr. Sandvig had a program on his laptop that would reveal Wi-Fi field
strength by making the sounds of someone banging on a piano keyboard
with their elbows. The stronger the Wi-Fi signal, the higher the pitch
of the piano sounds. He had hoped to be able to project the field as far
as the sausage stand in Hyde Park, so that the customers could eat and use
the internet. Ideally, the proprietors were to rename their establishment
Wi-Fi Dogs. But it didn’t quite work. A section of Speaker’s Corner was
covered by Wi-Fi, but the antenna projected the Wi-Fi field in a plane,
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descending from the third floor of Stanhope House on the other side
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This meant that one’s Wi-Fi card had to be at the right altitude to get a
signal. If you were on the second level of a passing double-decker bus,
you could get a good signal. In the park, a particular row of maple trees
had a good signal. One of the highlights of that summer was perching
on chairs at the edge of the rooftop, playing with antenna angles while
Sandvig skirted trees in the English sun. Unappreciative roller bladers
glared at him as he held up a laptop making piano sounds and testing
the field of reception.

There is always a difference among technological dreams, organiza-
tional logistics, and institutional impact. Sometimes I wonder whether
Wi-Fi is a myth, but Sandvig insists he can find Wi-Fi fields when he
needs them. That summer, the exciting new technology that was going
to revolutionize our political lives was Wi-Fi. It had previously been
chat, e-mail, Usenet, and the internet, and if you went further back the
same excitement had brewed over television, radio, the post office, and
Greek pottery shards. That summer, two questions crystallized in my
mind: Why is our political imagination so rife with images and rhetoric
about how new technologies fix democratic institutions? More specif-
ically, how are information technologies being used in contemporary
campaign politics?

It is usually best to describe technological innovation in terms of evo-
lution, rather than revolution, and the same caution should be used
to describe institutional innovation. As viscerally exciting as a technol-
ogy may be, it is the structure, function, and change in social institutions
that is of most interest to social scientists. The rhetoric and excitement of
technological innovation, especially when it comes to new media inno-
vations, has obscured some of the fundamentally interesting changes
in the shape and character of our political institutions. New media have
not revolutionized our political institutions, but our political institutions
have evolved significantly over the last decade. Too many scholars have
downplayed these changes because they want to see direct causal con-
nections between technological innovation and changing media habits.
I suspect they will be waiting for a while, but I am certain that they
are missing the important aspects of institutional innovations that have
occurred, have left a clear trail of evidence over the last decade, and must
be evaluated in both a scholarly and normative manner.

Communities of friends and colleagues often overlap. The people
in these communities make my choice of profession worthwhile, and
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is not the story of this book. This book is about how they construct tech-
nologies for mediating the relationships between voters and candidates,
citizens and democratic institutions. Through this work, political con-
sultants specializing in information technology reify many of the ignoble
traits of competitive politics, while encoding many of their noble aspi-
rations for better communication between citizens and political leaders.
The goal of this book is not to embarrass them but to illustrate that they
are doing some things wrong and that it is incumbent on the rest of us
to make our expectations clear through public oversight. I take them
seriously, I treat them critically, and I remain grateful for their help.

In 1998, Al Hammond casually sketched out a possibility for my doc-
toral research on my napkin, and he was kind enough to let me keep the
napkin. Its pictograms probably have as much explanatory power as my
dissertation did, but this book has moved significantly beyond both the
napkin and my doctoral work. As part of my obligations to my respon-
dents, I have melted my tapes and destroyed the code pad that identifies
respondents with interview notes. If anyone wants to critique my argu-
ments or subpoena my evidence, I still have my soiled napkin filed in my
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grace.

Speaker’s Corner may have been the first barometer of public opin-
ion in a modernizing nation-state. For many centuries, England was
the world’s wealthiest, most advanced democracy, where Kings and Par-
liaments relied on surveys of the activity at Speaker’s Corner for their
construction of public opinion. Today, the United States is the world’s
wealthiest, most advanced democracy. Public opinion is constructed in
different ways through communication technologies, and in this book
I analyze how political campaigns use new information technologies to
construct public opinion.

La Ricoleta, Buenos Aires
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Prologue: The Flows of Information in

Competitive Politics

On the first night of the 2000 Democratic National Convention, Los
Angeles is pungently warm from the day’s heat, but the climate inside
the convention hall is cool and dry.

In the first hours of the meeting, runners in red jackets move along
the aisles of the convention floor, distributing placards. During Jesse
Jackson’s rousing appeal for party unity, the convention floor is a sea of
blue placards, clear visual consensus that everyone present is fervently
behind the Gore-Lieberman team. Then the giant digital screen, tow-
ering over the stage, fills with stirring images of average families living
and loving happily after eight years of prosperity under a Democratic
President.

During the two minutes of video, runners move up the aisles of the
New York delegation and distribute black signs proclaiming “NY loves
Hillary” in white script. As Hillary Clinton takes the stage and televi-
sion cameras swivel to capture the roar from New York’s delegates, their
delegation is marked by a distinct, united sea of black posters. After she
speaks, the runners replace placards with the same efficiency.

Every important speaker is met with an impressively coordinated
turnover in delegate placards. The display is for the benefit of prime-
time viewers. Some runners are charged with planting signs designed to
appear as if they were made at home on the kitchen table: “Nurses for
Gore,” “Firemen for Gore,” and “Wichita for Gore.” The constant re-
arrangement of signs leaves delegates uncertain about what they are hold-
ing and waving at the cameras. It takes just two minutes to reconstruct
the appearance of consensus among delegates, a unity that is presented
to the national cameras. No interpretive labor is required of delegates.
Little interpretive labor is required of viewers.
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For months before the convention, the party Web site celebrated “the
most open and accessible and interactive convention in the history of
politics.” Streaming video let curious viewers take in different parts of
the convention, from the makeup room behind the podium, to a bird’s-
eye view of the delegations. Visitors to the Web site were invited to
help redraft the party’s 1996 policy platform. The convention chairman,
Joe Andrew, began the invitation by writing, “Don’t be surprised if the
ideas you and other Democrats have shared are included in the Platform
adopted this summer at our Convention.” When a Web visitor sent in a
submission, the Web site responded with a personalized response from
Al Gore. It is not clear that any online submissions made it into the
official party platform.

At 7 o’clock the arena lights dim and a hush descends on the audi-
ence. Cameras swing into action and aim at strategic parts of the stage,
particular delegations, and of course the podium itself.

The stage is empty, but the giant screen above flickers to life, show-
ing the long hallway of cinderblock walls and storage rooms below the
convention floor.

Bill Clinton springs out of one of the doorways into view on screen.
Delegates jump to their feet and cheer. A camera moves ahead of him, as
he walks to give his last address to DNC delegates. The scandal-ridden
two-term sitting President looks radiant with energy, and the camera pre-
cedes him as he makes his way up through the labyrinth of underground
passages.

The crowd sees Clinton begin to react to their cheers, which are now
loud enough to echo down into the basement chambers. The audience
can see him smile and quicken his pace. As if a Baptist minister approach-
ing the pulpit, he shakes out his tensions in his arms, stretches his neck,
jogging behind the camera. The audience loves this, and as the delegates
respond to his maneuvers, he, in turn, responds. Clearly, he feels the
crowd returning his energy, amplified in their cheers.

Suddenly, Clinton is no longer a preacher warming up for an energetic
sermon; now he is a prizefighter, head down, jabbing and dancing lightly
to the left and right. He throws punches at imaginary opponents. The
crowd is fevered now, some people punching the air with fists, matching
Clinton’s rhythm. He is doing fancy footwork, every pace bringing him
up to the stage level and the sound of frenzied delegates.

The camera shows him rounding a corner, then another, and then
bounding up a few final stairs. As he gets closer to the entrance, he can
hear the crowd roar and his punches get faster, harder, his feet move more
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quickly. With a burst of spotlights he is on the stage and the crowd reaches
a new height of collective, ecstatic, effervescence. Our attention moves
from the larger-than-life, projected image of Clinton to the genuine
article on stage.

On television and online, the spectacle is streamed around the world
to anyone who will watch, party faithful and detractors alike. Data on
their real-time reaction are fed back to campaign strategists.

Near the convention, Francie is getting ready at the Independent Media
Center (IMC). She is twenty-three, petite, and dressed in black and green
army fatigues bought at a secondhand store. Francie is angry at her
country, disgusted by its blind faith in an environmentally unsustainable
economy. Francie believes in a carbon tax that would discourage polluters
and create a revenue stream for research into green technologies. She
doesn’t believe that the mainstream media do justice to environmental
issues, so she has volunteered with the IMC.

The IMC is set up in an old hotel ballroom with no air conditioning.
There is electricity, however, and activists have taken over the main floor
of the hotel, laying wires to power the battery of technologies that they
will use to organize the logistics of their protest and broadcast their own
counter-convention.

Under crumbling plaster beams and flickering chandeliers the IMC
has built a large bank of computers, a small video filming area, and
several almost-soundproof radio booths. Off the decrepit ballroom are
a kitchen and a meditation room. Snarls of wire run everywhere, taking
the news and views of convention protester activity out to the world. The
room is hot, crowded, and tangy with ozone from all the electronics.

Francie is wired up. She gets instructions from a centralized dispatcher
through her headphones. The dispatcher monitors police frequencies,
tracks police movements, and records confrontations. Through her own
cell phone she maintains occasional text communication with two friends
who have also come for the protests but been assigned to other parts
of the city. She has worked out an exit strategy with her friends, just
in case she gets into trouble or disagrees with instructions from the
dispatcher.

She has to be careful. At the Republican National Convention, John
Sellers, director of the Berkeley-based Ruckus Society, was arrested
and charged with several misdemeanors, including conspiracy, reckless
endangerment, obstruction of justice, and possession of instruments
of crime. While he had provided training on nonviolent direct action
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techniques to many protesters, the police credited him with master-
minding the week of protests. He was held on a million dollars’ bail.
When he was picked up, they noted his “instruments of crime”: his cell
phone and Palm Pilot.

Francie is equipped to broadcast video and has agreed to bear witness
and record confrontations between protesters and police. She can stream
small chunks of video content through her commercial provider and has
set up a system to both archive and forward video to the data storage
server maintained offsite by the protester organization. Two wireless Web
cams are strapped to her baseball hat. She has a couple of battery packs
in her pants pockets, two small bottles of water around her waist, and
a GPS device on her wrist. Her shift on the streets is going to be five
hours long, and even though the equipment does not weigh much, she
is already tired from the heat.

The dispatcher sends her to the corner of Figueroa and 8th Street.
She climbs up into the well-manicured flower bed of an office complex.
From here she can see the entire intersection: police lined in riot gear
to protect an entrance to the convention grounds, cohorts of activists
moving freely, and a circle of Anarchists drumming in the middle of the
street.

The drumming intensifies as the circle evolves into a phalanx. Dressed
in black, pounding drums and shaking fists, the Anarchists get ready to
rush at the police line – not with the intention of breaking through, but
planning to stop short and provoke a violent reaction from the police.
Most of the activists are there for peaceful protest or civil disobedience,
and they dislike this provocative Anarchist strategy. The streets start to
clear and the air gets tense in anticipation of what is to come.

Most of the activists are on the sidewalks now or crowding in flower
beds, chanting “Peace-ful Pro-test! Peace-ful Pro-test!” in response to
Anarchist maneuvers. The Anarchists stomp in heavy boots as they move
in formation at the police line. Francie’s camera records whatever she
turns her head to see.

Twenty feet from the police line, the rhythmic drumming goes into
double time, and the Anarchists rush forward, howling and shaking their
fists. The phalanx stops just short of the barricade, with protesters and
police face to face. But someone throws a punch and the truncheons
come out. A second later the tear gas canisters rain down. Frantically,
the activists scramble for a way out of the intersection.

Francie flees, but some roads have been blocked off and her retreat
becomes a route into a police blockade. Police close all exits from the
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street and several hundred protesters are trapped. Francie knows it will
take several hours to arrest and release everyone, one by one, so she texts
with her friends about what happened.

Sitting on the curb, she uploads her video data.

It is almost 9 o’clock, and in another part of the city, Lance swears and
shouts to his son: “Nathan, it wants you again!” Lance puts down the
remote control because it has stopped working. On top of the television
sits a black box, and on top of the little box a red light is flashing. Even
though the family is not watching coverage of the convention, they are
about to play a small part in the election season.

In exchange for free access to the internet, the family has agreed to
make themselves available for surveys whenever the internet provider
summons them. Nathan has had two weeks to answer these questions,
but he has not done so and the TV signal is being blocked.

Nathan pads into the room and takes the keyboard off a shelf to begin
the survey. The screen specifically asks for him and lists other directions
about how to prepare for the survey.

“The instructions say you are supposed to leave,” he says without
looking at his father. Nathan knows this is one occasion when his father
will actually leave the room. He is expecting another commercial survey.
But this one is different: It is about politics. Nathan sits up. He likes to
think about politics, but hasn’t really been motivated to get involved.
When the service was first installed, the provider asked general ques-
tions of each family member. More recently, the family was being asked
about detergents, but now the screen asks, “Do you support the idea of
a minimum wage?”

From this basic query grows a series of more complex questions that
probe the nuances of Nathan’s opinion. His knowledge of the issue is
taxed, but he is alone, so clicks through the “pro” and “con” arguments
without feeling self-conscious. For some of the questions, the company
has provided background information so that he can teach himself about
the issues. He is careful about forming his preferences.

The surveyors promise to send his opinions to “the policy makers who
count,” but he doesn’t know much more about what the survey company
does with his answers. Nathan weighs options and answers. He returns
to the basement without telling his father he is done.

Lance peeks in a few minutes later and is happy to see the TV sig-
nal is back on. He is not watching coverage of Bill Clinton’s speech
nor is he watching news about the clash of ideologies on the streets
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of Los Angeles. He is watching something else and isn’t interested in
politics.

He eases into the couch for the remainder of the night, satisfied that
his remote control works again.

Amanda and I arrive at the Velvet Lounge and she offers to show me
how to work the room “DC style.” She teaches me the trick of holding
business cards inside the left sleeve with the fourth finger of my left hand
so that left thumb, index and middle finger can hold my Manhattan,
and the right hand can be free and dry to shake hands with people. We
can keep our business cards discreetly hidden but easy to produce with-
out rummaging through pockets or switching drink hands. She has also
developed a technique for smoothly giving and receiving business cards
at the same time with the same hand but I cannot master this in time to
start meeting her friends at the monthly NPHaHo (Net Politics Happy
Hour) event. From the White House Webmaster and the head of the Pres-
ident’s favorite polling firm to the coordinator of an online newsletter
for log cabin Republicans and a lobbyist for the American Pharmaceu-
ticals Association, about sixty campaign consultants have come to talk
about politics online. In the atmosphere of bluesy music, dark red walls,
and wrought-iron candelabras, representatives from the Sierra Club,
Christian Coalition, National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People, National Rifle Association, American Civil Liberties Union,
League of Women Voters, and other groups toast the future of the polit-
ical internet. These organizations may be adversaries, but in this room
individuals are not really representing their organizations – they identify
with a higher calling and a subversive community. Many in the NPHaHo
group are devoted to “e-politics,” designing new media technologies for
political communication. They share a commitment to making democ-
racy more direct and deliberative and represent this community agenda
in the diverse organizations that employ them.

In the 1996, 2000, and 2004 campaign seasons, a community of politi-
cal consultants specializing in information technology built the tools that
allowed convention delegates to nominate their candidate for President,
that allowed activists to coordinate civil disobedience and protests, and
that allowed citizens to express their policy preferences about the min-
imum wage. Major political parties, candidates, and lobbyists relied on
strategic advice from companies such as Mindshare.com, Aristotle.com,
and PoliticsOnline.com. Election.com designed the Web-based voting
system used by delegates to register their votes, while SpeakOut.com
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provided the 360-degree Web cam of the convention floor with gavel-
to-gavel coverage of the proceedings, instant polling and voter reaction
to convention events, and chat room commentary on news develop-
ments. Grassroots.com provided services to people who wanted to start
their own online protest movements, and Voter.com provided special-
ized election news and a matching service to help citizens find compatible
politicians. Vote.com collected survey data on public opinion and sent
the results to elected officials; InterSurvey collected household survey
data through WebTV services; HarrisInteractive maintained an online
polling panel of almost a million people; and Capitol Advantage built the
interactive color-coded maps that pundits and news services around the
country used to (mis)predict the distribution of electoral college votes
on election night.

Here in Washington, D.C., within the safe velvet confines of the bar,
they have philosophized about their work, fantasized about potential
projects, and fed the collective imagination about how new information
technologies can be used to help enrich our democratic experience. When
the coalition has dispersed for the evening, Amanda and I leave the Velvet
Lounge and she sums up the event from her insider’s point of view.
“There’s a mini Constitutional Congress going on right now,” she says.
“Whatever American democracy looks like in fifteen or twenty years, it
will have been designed by us.”
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Introduction: The Hypermedia Campaign

After the 2000 election, exit polls revealed that a third of the electorate
had used the internet to learn about the campaigns. After the 2004

election, surveys revealed that over half the electorate had gone online to
get news or information about the campaigns.1 Yet the growing number
of citizens who use the internet in their political lives may not realize that
they are being fed highly personalized information. In the weeks before
the 2000 election, when “Elaine” – a conservative, middle-aged voter
living in Clemson, South Carolina – logged onto her favorite Republican
Web site, she saw headlines about the commitment of Republican can-
didates to the Second Amendment right to bear arms and pro-life argu-
ments against abortion. When “Lois,” a middle-aged Republican voter
living in Manhattan, logged onto the same site, she was never shown
those headlines. Designers of the Republican Web site knew that even
though Lois was conservative on many issues, their statistical models sug-
gested she would support some form of gun control and a woman’s right
to choose. The Webmasters were right, but neither Elaine nor Lois sus-
pected that, as members of the same political party, they were receiving
significantly different political information during the campaign season.
In fact, they assumed the opposite – that everyone in their political party
received the same content.

Information technologies have played a role in campaign organization
of the major parties since the 1970s, but it is only over the last decade that
adopting new technologies also became an occasion for organizational
restructuring within political parties and campaigns. The result of this

1 Exit poll data from 2000 reported in CNN Election 2000 Exit Polls CNN, 2000 (cited
2003), available from http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2000/epolls/US/P000.html.
Post-election 2004 figure from author’s calculations using data from the Pew Internet
and American Life Project.

1



P1: JZZ
0521847494int CUNY143B/Howard 0 521 84749 4 January 27, 2006 8:7

Introduction

restructuring is the hypermedia campaign, an agile political organization
defined by its capacity for innovatively adopting digital technologies for
express political purposes and its capacity for innovatively adapting its
organizational structure to conform to new communicative practices.
In other words, it is not simply that political campaigns employ digital
information technologies in their communications strategies. Integrat-
ing such technologies becomes an occasion for organizational adapta-
tion, effecting organizational goals and relationships among professional
staff, political leadership, volunteers, financial contributors, citizens, and
other political campaigns. Political hypermedia are the conjoined super-
structure of fast, high-capacity hardware and software communication
tools that let people transmit, interact with, and filter data. First, political
hypermedia are structured literally over and above traditional media in
a network of satellites, relay stations, and data bases that coordinate the
retrieval and delivery of public and private content. Second, these media
operate at greater speeds and with greater amounts of content than do
traditional media. Third, they permit simulations of offline interaction,
speedy circulation of social signs and meanings, rapid decomposition
and recomposition of messages, and increased transience of socially sig-
nificant symbols. The rising prominence of hypermedia campaigns has
been marked by three trends.

First, a service class of professional political technocrats with special
expertise in information technology (IT) arose. Like pollsters, TV ad
managers, and other campaign strategists, the consultants specializing
in IT collected information about competing candidates and prospective
voters for the campaign and projected information about the campaign
to the electorate. Unlike these other campaign managers, however, the
consultants specializing in IT also built new communication technolo-
gies for citizens and candidates. Second, the political consulting indus-
try replaced mass-media tools with targeted media tools, ranging from
fax and computer-generated direct mail to e-mail and Web site con-
tent, which allowed the industry to tailor messages to specific audiences.
The hypermedia campaign builds a targeted-media strategy. It not only
produces political content for mass consumption over broadcast tech-
nologies, it also produces political content for private consumption over
networked technologies. Third, the engineers of political hypermedia
made technical decisions about political hypermedia that constrained
subsequent decisions about the production and consumption of political
content. The hypermedia campaign took advantage of the norms and
values entrenched in technology when designer’s choices – embedded
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with attitudes about how democracy should work – were turned into
code. In this sense, the code in software has become embedded with the
normative choices of designers. The tools of a political campaign and the
choices that campaign managers make about manipulating data, ideas,
and people reflect their own political norms. Some campaigns choose
to obstruct real learning about political issues, manipulate their mem-
bership, and prevent too much interactivity. Other campaigns allow a
range of interactive tools, adapt their organizational behavior to allow
members to both produce and consume political content, and give such
members the capacity to seed their own campaigns.

Political communications technologies have become so advanced that
it is possible for campaign managers to send significantly different mes-
sages to potential supporters. Citizens experienced with computing tech-
nologies will sort through the manipulative messages and find content
more sophisticated than ever before. Richly detailed political informa-
tion is increasingly available on the internet, in the form of direct corre-
spondence from political leaders, policy options from diverse voices, and
records of government activity. At the same time, political campaigns in
the United States are increasingly manipulative, as managers find new
ways to distribute propaganda, mine data, mask political interests, and
mislead people unfamiliar with computing technologies.

One of the most lucid cases for periodizing political campaign styles is
made by historian Robert Dinkin in Campaigning in America. He labels
the period between the 1950s and the last election he analyzed, the 1988
campaign year, as the ‘‘Mass Media Age.’’ This was a period in which
the power of influence of the grassroots organization of political parties
increased in comparison to the party elites and political consultants,
the television attained dominance as the most costly and most popular
conduit for political information, and truly national political campaigns
came to exist (Dinkin 1989). But I argue that the hypermedia campaign
has succeeded the mass media campaign, such that the 1988 campaign
season was the beginning of an important transition in the organization
of political information in the United States. This introduction provides
a historical background to the role of information technology in political
campaigning. The first step in my argument, however, is to define the
relationship between political culture and communication technology
and offer a theoretical framework for how this relationship should be
studied.

Throughout these chapters I explore four different kinds of code. First,
there is the software code for Web sites, relational databases, and content
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distribution systems that has become the primary medium through
which we now produce and consume political content. Second, there
is the normative code of political campaign managers that shapes deci-
sions about technology design and campaign strategy, a normative code
that they encrypt in the information architecture that other citizens use
but do not always understand. Third, there is the language-based con-
ceptual system for encoding and organizing political information, which
provides a structure consisting of political objects, events, processes, and
memory. Analytically framing political life through inputs and outputs
tends to privilege the consumption of political information over the
production of political information. Contemporary theory treats cul-
ture as competing discursive strategies. Rather than providing standard-
ized values, culture provides resources for interpreting and approaching
problems and provides different resources in different ways to different
subcultures. These cultural resources take the form of discourse, such
as talk, media, text, and, as analyzed here, the hardware and software of
information technologies. Finally, there are the encrypted informational
systems that few people understand and to which few have access. This
is the secret language of lobbyists’ relational databases and private data-
mining services that code labels about who we are and what our public
policy preferences are likely to be.

The range of tools for producing and consuming political information
has greatly expanded over the last decade. Of course, most politicians
produce Web sites with content about their goals and aspirations. But
more and more citizens use a sophisticated tool kit for interrogating the
work and ideology of political representatives. Some look for news or
information about politics or the campaign, go online to get news or
information about the elections, or participate in online discussions
or “chats” about the elections. Others register their own opinions by
participating in electronic polls, get information about a candidate’s
voting record, or learn when and where to vote.

A growing number of people send and receive e-mail supporting or
opposing a candidate for office and contribute money to a candidate
running for public office through his or her Web site. They explore
these Web sites for details about candidates’ positions on the issues,
send e-mails with campaign and election jokes, and send friends and
relatives information about “getting out the vote.” They research political
endorsements or ratings of candidates by favored organizations. They
visit Web sites that provide information about specific issues or policies
of interest, such as the environment, gun control, abortion, or health care
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reform. They also visit partisan sites, such as those run by the political
parties, a candidate, or a campaign, and compare points of view with
nonpartisan sites. Not everyone learns about politics in these ways, but
a growing proportion of the public does (Howard 2005).

The short history of political life online includes both discouraging
and inspiring chapters. Information technologies enable the major politi-
cal parties and lobbyists to hone their skills for manipulating public opin-
ion. However, voters are turning to ever more diverse resources for their
political news, often preferring interactive political media over television
news. Campaign managers themselves say they like to use technologies
such as the internet to create informational feedback loops between can-
didates and constituents. Whenever information-gathering technologies
diffuse – whether they are computer-assisted telephone interview sys-
tems, Nielsen television ratings, or the internet – these technologies are
used to help politicians calibrate their messages. However, the feedback
loops for interactive information technologies, or hypermedia, are dif-
ferent enough from those in the mass media campaign manager’s tool
kit that they warrant specific and critical treatment.

THE EVOLUTION OF HYPERMEDIA CAMPAIGNS

IN THE UNITED STATES

Between the 1988 and 2004 presidential campaign seasons, the politi-
cal internet emerged as a critical component of U.S. campaign strate-
gies. The proportion of people using the internet to collect news or
to research policy alternatives increased significantly as the technology
diffused. From inside candidate and issue campaigns, the internet and
related tools allowed a number of campaigns to make significant advances
in fund-raising, volunteer coordination, logistics, intelligence on voters,
and opposition research. As journalists began to cover these campaigns,
they produced stories about the new digital democracy, hypermedia cam-
paigns, and cyber-activism. Internet technologies, headlines declared,
were revolutionizing political life. Just as the new economy had become a
fast-paced, interactive system in which traditional economic elites had to
battle with young, creative start-ups for the attention of the information-
savvy consumer, politics was becoming a fast-paced, interactive system in
which traditional political elites had to engage with new actors offering
creative policy options for the information-savvy citizen.

Political information technologies develop in stages, in concord-
ance with the size of campaign budgets. This means that most of the
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