
HOW TO READ THE CAMPAIGN 
by Michael Cornfield 

A 
n autumn episode of 
America's most consis- 
tently intelligent and 
fiercely realistic prime- 
time television series 
opened with Homer 

Simpson watching the news. "And, to con- 
clude this Halloween newscast on a sca-a- 
ry note," said the anchorman, "remember, 
the presidential primaries are only a few 
months away. Heh-heh-heh." 

There is no escaping now. Since mid- 
January, the Washington Post and New York 
Times have allocated at least one full inside 
page to the 1992 campaign every day. CNN 
has been airing at a minimum a half-hour 
program every weekday. The newsmaga- 
zines and the other broadcast networks 
have cut back their campaign coverage 
budgets but not, it seems, on column 
inches and minutes. "Coverage" seems too 
mild a word to describe the reports, round 
tables, polls, predictions, analyses, profiles, 
rumors, shoptalk, advertisements, call-in 
shows, and comedy routines geared to the 
presidential campaigns. This is super-cover- 
age, a Niagara of coverage-or, in the 
vernacular of television, "our continuing 
coverage. I' 

Increasingly, this coverage continues by 
covering itself. Expressions of concern 
about the power of the media to distort 
campaign results and to sour the electorate 
on national politics have become part of 
the usual campaign clamor. (Such media 

self-criticism reached a crescendo, for ex- 
ample, during the controversy over Gover- 
nor Bill Clinton's alleged adultery.) In the 
universities and think tanks, critical reports 
have proliferated; Harvard University alone 
published three by the end of 1991. Many 
reform proposals have merit, but their oft- 
repeated condemnations of the "vicious cy- 
cle" of trivialized discourse, as it is fre- 
quently called, only serve the literary 
function of absolving all parties of guilt. To 
gather journalists, politicians, and scholars 
around a conference table and emerge 
with lists of recommendations on improv- 
ing the process is also to give the screw an- 
other downward turn. 

The "vicious cycle" also refers to a sec- 
ond problem: the irresistibility of the ver-- 
sion of events that media coverage gener- 
ates. The source of this irresistibility has 
less to do with the conduct and motives of 
individual politicians and journalists than 
with the dynamics of the whole subculture 
to which they (and thousands in the audi- 
ence) belong. 

Members of this subculture-the self- 
proclaimed "junkies" of presidential poli- 
tics-share a language, perspective, and set 
of priorities. They are the audience for the 
daily Presidential Campaign Hotline, a kind- 
of campaign tip sheet that is sent by fax or 
computer feed to subscribers. It is a safe 
bet that many Hotline clients grew up read- 
ing the books of Theodore H. White, begin- 
ning with The Making of the President, 1960. 
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White's great discovery was that the news 
swapped among campaign insiders could 
be consolidated into the classic story form 
of a melodramatic contest. Journalists have 
long since learned how to weave the fore- 
ground events of a campaign (speeches, de- 
bates, elections) together with the daily 
mass of background talk and memoranda 
to generate White-like narratives on a daily 
basis. This form of storytelling, however, is 
a source of the irresistibility that afflicts 
campaign journalism. 

What is it that cannot be resisted? Call it 
Topic A. At any moment during the cam- 
paign, one topic dominates the subculture 
buzz: the David Duke phenomenon, Mario 
Cuomo's indecision, the president's bout of 
stomach flu in Japan, the Clintons' mar- 
riage, Patrick Buchanan's surprise showing 
in the primaries. Topic A is often symbol- 
ized by a segment of videotape on which a 
"defining moment" has been recorded. 
Whenever the topic comes up thereafter, 
images and dialogue from the videotape 
will spring to mind. 

Ah, but what meanings will be associ- 
ated with the defining moment? For the few 
days a story topic is Topic A, elite members 
of the subculture rush to shape its most 
widely accepted connotation. To many peo- 
ple inside the subculture, the identity of the 
next president seems to hinge on the battles 
for authority that each Topic 
A sets off and that each de- 
fining moment seems to re- 
solve. There lies the devil's 
lure. Most journalists do not 
want to be manipulated; 
most politicians want to 
(and do) stake out serious 
positions on issues; and 
most academics want to 
compose scholarly accounts 
of the election. But each 
party to the vicious cycle 
gets yanked along the way- 

ward story line that the string of Topic A's 
constructs. Wherever coverage continues, 
there all eyes and ears are drawn. 

The "vicious cycle" and "defining mo- 
ment" are recent examples of storytelling 
conventions that have emerged from this 
subcultural vortex-alas, with conse- 
quences that are not always helpful to the 
public's understanding. Such conventions 
enable junkies to quickly encode the latest 
topic A into a readable account of presiden- 
tial campaigns. 

Sometimes reliance on these conven- 
tions-and I shall examine four of them: 
the "road," "momentum," the "profes- 
sionals," and "tests of characteru-makes 
for apt descriptions of what is going on in 
presidential campaigns. Too often, how- 
ever, an almost unconscious reliance on 
these stock formulas causes the subculture 
to miss the real story. And what we get in- 
stead, as "The Simpsons" joke suggests, too 
often resembles a shaggy dog story. 

'The Road' 

V reporters who cover the day-to- 
day workings of government can do 
stand-ups in front of the Capitol or 

the State Department, but those who cover - 
campaigns have a problem: Their story may . 
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take them to many places and settings. To 
make sense of all this, they collectively 
draw a chronological line through all of the 
moves of the top candidates and call it the 
"road to the White House." This enables 
them to tell a story of a journey with a clear 
destination. 

On the campaign road the race is run, 
the motorcade passes through, the band- 
wagon rolls, and the press bus follows. This 
is where losers come back after a period in 
the wilderness (Nixon '68), and unknowns 
come from out of nowhere (Carter '76). 
Democratic candidates travel the road low 
to high, carrying the historically marginal 
groups they personify (e.g., Irish Catholics, 
southerners, women, Greek immigrants) 
into the capital city of national respectabil- 
ity. Republicans head down to Washington 
alone, reluctantly, on leave from the private 
sector, to right a capital sunk in corruption 
and mismanagement. The road warriors of 
both parties are outsiders with new ideas 
who lead grass-roots movements against 
entrenched interest groups. It is a simple 
matter to drop each of this year's contend- 
ers into one of these categories; indeed, 
many have tried to shape their image to fill 
a particular role. 

Journalists hope for a close race to sus- 
tain audience interest, and their reports 
can subtly influence perceptions. In 1979 
political scientist C. Anthony Broh noted 
several ways that reporters stoke the feeling 
of suspense. They highlight "quotes" from 
representatives of undecided segments of 
the populace, adjust the length of the time 
period in which "recent" results are dis- 
played (to emphasize the narrowing gap be- 
tween candidates), and provide technical 
information about the range of error in 
opinion polls to intimate the unpredictabil- 
ity of the impending election. 

Long before it became a journalistic 
convention, "the road" for Americans was 
a mythic place where individuals escaped 
conformity, oppression, and deprivation, 
where the romance or friendship of a life- 
time might be forged, and where pilgrims 
searched for a higher ground. But the real- 
ity of contemporary politics makes it diffi- 
cult to maintain such a convention. Cam- 
paign information from one stop on the 
road is instantaneously dispatched through 
an electronic grid to every other potential 
stop. Primaries and caucuses that occur 
simultaneously in states-notably "Super 
Tuesday," which came on March 10 this 
year-also fracture the sense of a journey. 
And the political nominating convention, 
that crucial way station on roads past, now 
seems as superfluous an institution as the 
Electoral College. The outcome has already 
been networked. 

In order to reconstruct the road, the 
campaign story has been stretched back to 
the weeks and months prior to the first offi- 
cial events, the Iowa caucus and the New 
Hampshire primary. This change, in con- 
junction with the rise of primaries as the - 

preferred method of delegate selection 
(from 17 Democratic and 16 Republican 
primaries in 1968 to 37 and 39, respec- 
tively, in 1992), has led to a "front-loading" - 

of the campaign process. 
Front-loading has stirred concern that . . 

the news media (and the citizens of Iowa 
and New Hampshire) exercise undue influ- 
ence over the nomination process and the 
election. (To Broh's list of suspense-build- 
ing techniques, for example, may now be - 

added the quite familiar phenomenon of 
journalistic swarming around an early 
front-runner to expose his debilities and 
perhaps bring about a fall.)  hanks to the 
long buildup, Chapter One-or even the 
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Preface-of the official Campaign Story 
sometimes delivers the climax. 

More generally, front-loading has de- 
tracted from the campaign's inherent inter- 
est and truncated political debate. The 
greater story potential of the early stages of 
the race helps explain why William C. Ad- 
ams of George Washington University 
found that Iowa and New Hampshire pro- 
vided the setting for 32 percent of the cov- 
erage that ABC, CBS, NBC, and the New 
York Times devoted to the first six months 
of the 1984 presidential campaign. In an- 
other study, Syracuse University's Thomas 
Patterson found that voter interest peaked 
early in 1976 despite dramatic develop- 
ments during the conventions and fall de- 
bates: the hard-fought contest for the GOP 
nomination and the close race between 
Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. There is no 
reason to doubt that these findings have 
been duplicated in the years since. 

T he Democratic Party has attempted 
to avoid an early wrap-up of its 1992 
nomination. It mandated propor- 

tional, Congressional district-by-district se- 
lection of delegates rather than winner- 
take-all primaries and increased the 
percentage of appointed "superdelegates," 
who would presumably not commit to a 
candidate until late in the primary season. 
Even if this stratagem delays the emer- 
gence of a victor, even if the convention in 
New York City proves exciting (to say noth- 
ing of what happens in the GOP race), 
much of the story of Campaign '92 will still 
be resolved too soon. This is because, apart 
from the potential for a quick resolution of 
the main conflict, the first sections of the 
road have most of the fascinating bumps 
and turns. Early in the campaign the candi- 
dates are new faces, with untold biogra- 
phies and undiscovered characteristics. In- 
terest-group and voter allegiances are up 
for grabs. The possibility of victories by 

ideologically "pure" candidates is greater. 
There are more shifts in candidates' posi- 
tions. And there is a real score to update 
each week (the delegate count), not just 
media-made opinion poll standings. 

In the general election, a tight race is 
one of the few major story attractions cam- 
paign coverage can offer. But the excite- 
ment is muted by the fact that the two ma- 
jor party nominees seem by then to be few 
voters' first choice-a sentiment that 
spreads whenever "also-rans" or "never- 
rans" (such as Mario ~uomo)  make great 
speeches at the conventions. And since me- 
dia scrutiny of the finalists has been going 
on for months, there is little left to learn 
about them except how they interact in 
each other's presence. That inflates the sig- 
nificance of the presidential debates. 

The problems with the "road" conven- 
tion, then, are that it goes "downhill" too 
early and that it has few stopping places 
that seem to matter any longer. This makes 
for misshapen stories. Not least, it often 
leads to citizen disaffection. 

The Fairy Dust of 'Momentum'.. - 

I n campaign coverage, interpretation 
("This is what I think just happened"); 
explanation ("This is why"), and specu- 

lation ("This is what I think will happen - 
next") usually blur together into road race 
commentary. "Momentum" has become 
the byword of choice for the commen- 
tators. It can be divined from poll results, 
debate performances, crowd size, Federal 
Election Commission reports on fund rais- 
ing, and virtually any news event that 
catches a commentator's eye (including, of 
course, the incidents that touch off and de- 
fine a Topic A). But the beauty of the con- 
cept of "momentum" is that it need not be 
tied to anything whatsoever. Momentum 
may be conferred upon a candidate on a 
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I IS GEoCGE BUSH, 
EVEN TttoUGH HE "w." 

hunch-and simply saying that a candidate 
has momentum sometimes is enough to 
make it so. 

Since 1976, when Jimmy Carter bene- 
fited from the momentum of the Iowa cau- 
cus results and the exclamations of com- 
mentators over his victory, candidates and 
their teams have been poised to interpret, 
in the most self-serving way, the momen- 
tum-ability of upcoming campaign occur- 
rences. The politicians' entry into this 
expectations game provides commentators 
with yet another category of interpretable 
events: "Momentum" may be awarded to a 
candidate on the basis of his persuasive 
publicity. In the world of narrative, every 
announced shift of momentum whets 
reader interest whether it correctly fore- 
shadows the action or not. Thus there is a 
perennial incentive to say the magic word. 

Even when "momentum" accurately re- 
fers to a campaign that is gathering (or los- 
ing) strength, it is a poor explanatory term. 
It leaves out too many crucial determinants 
of electoral results. Off-road events-diplo- 
matic breakthroughs, economic upswings, 
and other "surprises"-may have more im- 
pact. Some of these off-road events do get 
reported in other sections of the newscast 
or paper, but even the sharpest observers 

tend to slight electoral forces that change 
too slowly to qualify as news under any cat- 
egory, such as the simple partisan predispo- 
sition to vote as one has in the past. And 
while Theodore H. White thought enough 
of demographic changes to devote a chap- 
ter or two of his campaign chronicles to the 
latest findings of the U.S. Census Bureau, 
few of his literary progeny maintain that 
tradition. 

Those Cunning 'Professionals' 

T he constant invocation of the mo- 
mentum cliche makes voting ap- 
pear more volatile and random 

than most retrospective studies reveal it to 
be. This, in turn, enhances the mystique 
surrounding campaign consultants. Con- 
tinuing coverage endows those who advise 
winners with shamanistic, momentum-cre- 
ating powers. 

Many stories improve with bad guyson 
the scene. Campaign stories have few pros-- 
pects for the role. That leaves campaign ad- 
visers, especially paid consultants. These 
"professionals" are portrayed as shadowy 
figures, often evil geniuses, who rely on 
their expertise in campaign law, finance, 
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organizing, and communications technol- 
ogy to make money off the democratic pro- 
cess. Some professionals have become ce- 
lebrity Svengalis (Roger Ailes, Pat Caddell), 
lending their candidates credible 
deniability for dirty politics. In 1988, James 
Baker and John Sasso appeared on a Time 
cover proclaiming the election a "Battle of 
the Handlers." The latest star is James 
Carville, Bill Clinton's adviser. No doubt 
some consultants resent the stereotyping. 
Others relish it, on the assumption that, for 
client-building purposes, negative publicity 
is better than no publicity at all. 

Campaign professionals, like the "pols" 
and "bosses" of yesteryear, are convention- 
ally portrayed as meeting in secret. Hud- 
died behind one-way mirrors and airplane 
curtains, they map out how they can run 
interference between the press and their 
candidate, control the flow of information, 
and thereby hoodwink the electorate. In a 
front-page Sunday story after the 1988 elec- 
tion, for example, David Hoffman and Ann 
Devroy of the Washington Post attributed 
George Bush's victory to "an immensely 
complex, largely hidden machine" main- 
tained by an army of supporters. The lead 
sentence implied that electoral triumphs 
are properly won through "a crusade of 

ideas." But the only idea advanced by the 
Bush campaign was "to leave nothing to 
chance": 

Almost everything that could be con- 
trolled, influenced, or bargained in favor 
of Bush was attempted. For example, 
when he was being photographed outside 
his home in Kennebunkport, Maine, for 
the covers of news magazines just before 
the Republican convention, his aides in- 
sisted that photographers aim their lenses 
above the horizon, and not capture the 
craggy rocks of the shoreline. Rocks, the 
photographers were told, would be "elit- - 

ist." Nearly all the photographers obeyed 
the rule-no rocks. 

In this passage the identities of the con- 
sultants were obscured by the passive voice 
and collective nouns. Vagueness fosters the 
illusion that professionals have more power 
than they do. It also cloaks the reality that 
the consultants are often the primary 
sources for the very articles that castigate 
them. Hoffman and Devroy convincingly 
described the hiddenness and thorough- 
ness of the Bush campaign's stagecraft. - .  But 

.. - 
how' crucial was it to his election? . 

The professionals' techniques also come 
in for narrative mystification and criticism. 
The black magic roster is now familiar: 
Spin control. Focus groups. Photo opportu- 

-. 
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nities. Sound bites. Attack ads. Exit polls. 
Tracking polls. PACs. Such innovations are 
news. Like most instruments, they have 
been used to confuse, distort, and lie. Even 
when used honestly, they can make citizens 
(and candidates) feel like meat. But the 
usual condemnation of professionalized 
politics rests on several fallacies. First, cam- 
paign stories sometimes imply that if the 
consultants who vend their mastery of 
these techniques were replaced by party of- 
ficials, or regulated by nonpartisan boards, 
the techniques would be used strictly for 
good. Second, news stories imply that if the 
techniques disappeared altogether, candi- 
dates and constituents would engage in Pla- 
tonic dialogues. A third notion, echoing the 
sentiment distilled into fiction by Edwin 
O'Connor in his novel The Last Hurrah 
(1956), holds up the previous era of cam- 
paigning as a more humane brand of trick- 
ery. A fourth fallacy confuses pithiness and 
effectiveness with evasiveness-as if "Read 
my lips: No new taxes" belongs in the gut- 
ter with the Willie Horton television spot. 
Finally, many of the same "sinister" tech- 
niques the professionals are said to foist 
upon press and public-such as the sound 
bite and the focus group-are used by the 
news media as a matter of course in their 
own productions. 

Tests of 'Leadership' 

T he media employ many gauges of 
campaign strength: endorsements, 
facility with travel logistics, match- 

ing funds won, cleverness at "spin control," 
poll numbers. Of these, the indicator with 
the greatest narrative appeal is the perfor- 
mance of the candidate in a well-publi- 
cized-and often well-advertised-stressful 
situation: the character test. Those who 
pass such tests are often said to have dem- 
onstrated "leadership." 

The rise of the character test is in part a 
response to the role of consultants, the idea 
being that character cannot be contrived. 
The character test also has narrative advan- 
tages. Literary theorists teach that the ideal 
road hero (Ulysses) is a goal-directed per- 
son who nevertheless remains open to 
change and growth. But presidential char- 
acter-testing makes good political as well as 
literary sense. After all, character does mat- 
ter. And while party leaders once monopo- 
lized the power to screen presidential aspi- 
rants, today, the press presides. 

At any time in the process, of course, a - 

campaign crisis may pose a character test.- 
Before and during the primaries, however, 
the conventional test is for candidate 
"weight," or simple viability as a cam- - 

paigner on a national level. 
At the conventions, the cri- 
teria shift to how well the 
nominee controls the show 
and to the quality of his vice- 
presidential selection. In the 
general campaign, stamina 
moves to the story fore (the 
road is now the long and 
winding road), along -with 
broadening of appeal (in- 
cluding the ability to attract 
the best people from the 
campaigns of vanquished 
primary opponents) and a 
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comparative advantage over the other 
nominee. Whenever feasible, the press fits 
character-testing information into the se- 
quence found in a thousand American suc- 
cess stories: "early failure," "learning the 
lesson," "gathering resolve," "better prepa- 
ration," and "eventual triumph." In 
Newsweek's special edition on the 1988 
campaign, both Michael Dukakis and 
George Bush gritted their teeth and grew 
tougher in order to defeat Richard Gep- 
hardt and Robert Dole, respectively. Then, 
Dukakis turned moody (as he had in the 
past, always a bad sign) and lost his 17- 
point lead over Bush. 

Televised presidential debates loom 
large as character tests because they are the 
only occasions on which candidates do bat- 
tle directly. The "big game" treatment 
given to the fall debates has overwhelmed 
some nominees. One can understand why 
Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford did not 
move a millimeter for 27 minutes when the 
power went out in one of their 1976 de- 
bates. By contrast, a seasoned Ronald Rea- 
gan used the test of his second debate with 
Walter Mondale in 1984 to recover from his 
poor performance in the first. 

Until 1972, most tests of character 
hinged on political skills, that is, on the can- 
dictate's ability to form and maintain a ma- 
jority coalition. But the Eagleton affair of 
that year marks the point when the private 
side of (vice-) presidential character be- 
came legitimate story material. Since then, 
it has increasingly seemed that testing for 
how well the candidate keeps together his 
stable of supporting groups matters less 
than how well he or she keeps the self to- 
gether against the onslaught of press ex- 
poses and national chatter. Bill Clinton 
won almost as many plaudits for keeping a 
smile on his face during his early travails as 
he did for keeping voters on his side. 

The cruelty such personal tests can en- 
tail, especially toward a candidate's family, 

has produced a backlash against the media, 
which it has acknowledged through self- 
coverage and, at times, a moderation of 
tone. But campaign narrators have shown 
no signs of pulling away from develop- 
ments of this ilk. Who can resist a scandal? 
(Scandals, it should be pointed out, some- 
times allow the nation to work out impor- 
tant conflicts over values, such as the fun- 
damentalist and feminist challenges to the 
Establishment code of conduct.) Excess 
and tawdriness are not the worst conse- 
quences of such "feeding frenzies." The 
larger civic defect lies in the failure of the 
media to get beyond Topic A. 

T here is nothing wrong with the ba- 
sic news conception of the presi- 
dential campaign as a nationwide 

search for leadership. While it cuts corners 
somewhat to explain campaign events 
through stories in which the winning team 
prevails because leadership suddenly 
emerged in an incident along a road, at- 
tracting followers and creating momentum 
for the next incident, such tales do serve as 
adequate summaries of and introductions 
to political history. The big problem, is that 
continuing coverage induces queasiness. 
Too much of it no longer rests on a founda- 
tion of observational reporting. It now 
takes skilled effort for a reader or viewer to 
find authentic political journalism about 
Campaign '92. Many are employed by the 

- 

news media to monitor the campaign, but 
few record what they see and hear of it. 

On October 16, 1988, the New York 
Times carried a piece by Andrew Rosenthal - 

entitled "After Third TV Debate, Networks' 
Policy Shifts." This article announced the 
television networks' decision to declare 
George Bush the winner in his third debate 
with Michael Dukakis, even though they 
had not picked a winner in the previous 
two. Rosenthal quoted network personal- 
ities who, along with one professor, com- 
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mented on their own previously televised 
commentary. He also brought in the results 
of an ABC poll conducted instantly after the 
debate. There was not a single reference to 
anything said in, or about, the debate itself. 

This is a shame, and members of the 
subculture do not even fully understand 
why. A campaign event may constitute a de- 
fining moment. It may involve an eventual 
winner. But it is, regardless, a living in- 
stance of the precious American commit- 
ment to democratic governance. The presi- 
dential campaign consists, at bottom, of 
forums in which powerful people must ask 
for things from less powerful people. When 
such solicitations occur (and when they do 
not), that is campaign news. Unfortunately, 
the political subculture's preoccupations 
have drawn journalists away from the lit- 
eral commemoration of such campaign dis- 
cussions. The emphasis is on sampling the 
legitimate crosstalk as quickly as possible 
so that it can be converted into fodder for 
"Crosstalk" and other insider forums. 

Reformers' various efforts to promote 
campaign discourse have been largely self- 
defeating. After 1988 the Washington Posts 
David Broder and others called for more 
newspaper analyses of campaign ads. This 
has been widely implemented. Yet these 
"truth squad" boxes are twice removed 
from political reality. Journalists wind up 
analyzing the campaigns by watching tele- 
vision. ABC's "Town Meeting" shows, per- 
haps the best of several pseudo-discourse 
formats intended to raise the level of de- 
bate, tend to sink into speechmaking be- 
cause of a surfeit of name-brand guests on 
stage with Ted Koppel. To the degree that 
covering talk among the people has be- 
come fashionable, the people have been 

squirreled away in focus groups or reached 
through pollsters' phone banks and asked 
to talk about, not with, the politicians. 

The irony of American campaign cover- 
age today is that the solution to the prob- 
lem is so simple. Campaign journalism 
ought to describe what politicians and peo- 
ple say to each other, and how they look as 
they talk. (Reporters should also chronicle 
discussions between voters and the candi- 
dates' surrogates-it would have been use- 
ful, for example, to have more records of 
John Sununu's appearances in New Hamp- 
shire on behalf of George Bush in 1988.) 
Perhaps coverage of such encounters 
seems superfluous to the media. Candidates 
already make efforts to speak to the people 
clearly, directly, and as often as possible. 
But covering these exchanges is also diffi- 
cult. While less translation is necessary, 
much campaign conversation needs to be 
edited out, and the remaining dialogue of- 
ten requires expository context. Exposition, 
in turn, often necessitates investigation. 
(Reporters who accept the duty to check 
the veracity of candidate claims can never 
get enough praise.) In short, good cam- . 
paign journalism may be as simple to de- 
scribe as it is hard to produce. 

Talking with citizens is the best kind of 
campaign activity that journalists can en- - 

courage candidates to do. For no one talks . 

with a president. The campaign is the last 
best chance to talk with the individuals 
who become president. Americans do not 
need to elect a great president every time 
out; they have learned to cope with medi- 
ocrity. But year in and year out they need to - -  

sense that they can tell the two apart. The 
narrative conventions of campaign journal- 
ism have dulled this sense. - .  - 
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