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institutional, political or cultural history of the American polity. Building on its earlier 
achievements, in 2020 the PHN will be launching a new programme of research events, 
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Jon Ward, Camelot’s End: The Democrats’ Last Great Civil War, New York: Twelve, 2019,  

pp. 390, Hardcover: $18.99, ISBN 9781455591398. 

 

Depending on your perspective, Senator Edward Kennedy’s failed primary challenge to incumbent 

Democratic president Jimmy Carter in 1980 is either a lost opportunity to thwart the ‘Reagan 

revolution’ or a final spasm of liberalism in the midst of America’s ‘right turn.’ Jon Ward, a senior 

political correspondent at Yahoo News, inclines to the latter view in a readable and engaging new 

account of the campaign that brings out the high drama and bitterness of that strange, protracted 

contest.  

The best academic study of the 1980 Democratic primary fight is Timothy Stanley’s 2010 

book, Kennedy vs. Carter.1 Stanley is sceptical of the idea that Kennedy was too liberal for a 

supposedly more conservative electorate, suggesting that, had he won the nomination, he would 

have been in a strong position to win the general election too. Ward, by contrast, sees Carter as 

the party’s last best hope to stop the fracturing of the New Deal coalition that the 1980 election 

represented. Kennedy’s challenge emerges in this story as the party’s nostalgic refusal to face 

political reality.  

 
1 Timothy Stanley, Kennedy vs. Carter: The 1980 Battle for the Democratic Party’s Soul (Lawrence, KS: University Press of 
Kansas, 2010). 
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However, subtitle notwithstanding, Ward’s narrative is less interested in what the contest 

meant for the Democratic Party than what it meant for the two men at the centre of the drama. 

Ward’s focus is on Carter, Kennedy, and those around them, and his treatment of each is even-

handed and thoughtful. Over a third of the book is given to parallel, occasionally intersecting, 

biographies of the two men, suggesting a long-simmering rivalry.  Mutual distaste would curdle 

into outright hostility during Carter’s presidency, as Kennedy felt Carter was failing to confront 

the challenges of the decade and Carter regarded Kennedy as the entitled son of a famous political 

family who saw the White House as his rightful inheritance.  

For all the tension of the Kennedy-Carter rivalry, the contest, when it came, was oddly 

anti-climactic. Though most observers expected an easy Kennedy victory, his campaign 

disintegrated almost immediately. Carter quickly amassed an insurmountable delegate lead, though 

a late Kennedy surge raised the brief, exhilarating prospect of an open convention. Like Stanley, 

Ward attributes the failure of Kennedy’s campaign to three factors: the campaign’s poor strategic 

decisions and inadequate organisation; the ‘rally-to-the-chief’ effect of the Iranian hostage crisis 

that caused Carter’s approval ratings to rise sharply; and lingering questions over Kennedy’s 

character, specifically rumours of his serial infidelities and faltering marriage and the 

Chappaquiddick scandal, in which Kennedy’s actions had led to the death of a young woman, Mary 

Jo Kopechne. Ward, commendably, does not shy away from confronting Kennedy’s failings.  

As Ward underscores, for all that Kennedy may have represented the Democratic Party’s 

authentic heart, Carter had a much better understanding of its procedures, particularly after the 

reforms to the presidential primary system of the early 1970s. Having leapfrogged a crowded field 

of better-known candidates four years earlier, Carter’s campaign understood that the sequence of 

the primaries, and the proportional system for awarding delegates, could work in his favour. As 

Kennedy aide Harold Ickes put it, the senator’s team, many of whom were veterans of his brothers’ 

campaigns, ‘still thought it was five bucks and a pint of whiskey in West Virginia’ (214). 

Stanley’s advantage over Ward is his attention to the coalitions fighting for control of the 

Democratic Party in the 1970s, for which Kennedy and Carter were essentially vehicles. In Ward’s 

account, the ‘civil war,’ though vicious and at times absurd, happens between Carter White House 

staffers and embittered Kennedy aides. Yet each represented wider movements. Kennedy, for 

instance, was backed by the Committee for National Health Insurance (CNHI), a campaign which 

not only supported the senator’s efforts to enact national health insurance legislation in the 1970s, 

but also put pressure on him to disavow compromise bills that it felt did not represent meaningful 
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reform. In this way, suggests Stanley, Kennedy was ‘a hostage to his own constituency … as much 

a product of his own movement as its steward.’2 

In Ward’s account, Kennedy is also a prisoner of sorts, but of the legacy of ‘Camelot.’ He 

describes Kennedy ‘plodding toward the finish line like an Irish fatalist poet … driven by fate, 

destiny, the ghosts of his family and his last name, and the weight of history’ (225). Only when he 

started losing did Kennedy rediscover the forthright liberal voice that had excited so many 

disheartened Democrats. In Ward’s telling, Kennedy’s 1980 campaign is almost an exorcism. 

Having lost, he was able to move on, unburdened by those expectations.  

Both Carter and Kennedy enjoyed distinguished careers after the 1980 election. If many 

historians’ assessments of Carter’s presidency are lukewarm, his post-presidential work as a 

diplomat and a humanitarian has inspired near-universal praise. Kennedy’s path was more 

straightforward and defined by one institution: the Senate. His political career prior to 1980 had 

‘careened between mediocrity and disaster,’ (262) but in the years that followed, he became ‘a 

model of what an effective senator could be,’ (308) building a record as not only a liberal icon, but 

as one of the most admired legislators in Congress.  

Ward relies on largely on the secondary literature, along with memoirs and newspaper 

records. His original sources are a number of interviews with the key players, including a 

ruminative Jimmy Carter, whose antipathy to Kennedy has mellowed with time. As his 

acknowledgements bear out, Ward has made great use of his Washington contacts in researching 

his book. Though many of his sources are well-used, Ward synthesises them deftly, steering a 

twisty narrative with confidence and leavening it with insightful anecdotes. He also has a 

journalist’s instinct for a good quote. The resulting book is a superb example of popular political 

history.  

 

Patrick Andelic 

Northumbria University 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 Stanley, Kennedy vs. Carter, 52-3. 
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Archie Brown, The Human Factor: Gorbachev, Reagan, and Thatcher and the End of the  

Cold War, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020, pp. 512, Hardcover: $29.95, ISBN 978- 

0190614898. 

 

Archie Brown’s The Gorbachev Factor remains the seminal work on Mikhail Gorbachev, Gorbachev-

ism, and the collapse of the Soviet Union. For any historian of the Reagan-Thatcher years, it is a 

delight to read Professor Brown’s insights about their much-discussed ‘special relationship’. Brown 

brings his much-vaunted mastery of story-telling to make even the most novel of interpretations 

seem as if it must have been obvious all along – except, of course, it was not the case until now. 

The broadening out of the Reagan-Thatcher story to include Gorbachev so explicitly – just like 

the Reagan-Gorbachev story to include Thatcher – is long overdue. Previous works of higher 

journalism, which have attempted to problematize the relationships between key protagonists, 

failed to explore the nuance and complexities on offer in The Human Factor. 

The book never claims to be a detailed account of geo-politics, although such a statement 

reflects Brown’s modesty. While the author essentially presents this work as a triumvirate 

biography, the politics and intricacies of the era are on full display here. After introducing his 

argument, Brown offers a tour-de-force, explaining the rise and establishment of our three central 

protagonists: Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher and Mikhail Gorbachev. He then moves on to 

discuss how their overlapping ideas, personalities, and actions led to the end of the Cold War, and 
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ultimately the collapse of the Soviet Union. Indeed, as Brown notes, Reagan was the only one of 

the three to leave office on his own terms, with domestic events spiralling beyond the control of 

both Thatcher and Gorbachev. Nonetheless, as Brown explains, all three leaders were the right 

people at the right time that were necessary to usher in a world without the Iron Curtain. Reagan 

and Thatcher’s close relationship and broadly shared political philosophy ensured that the 

president listened to the British prime minister on issues related to the Soviet Union. Thatcher 

quickly developed a rapport of her own with Gorbachev – one that encouraged her in seeking 

engagement with East-West dialogue. Reagan’s conservative credentials meant that he too was a 

man who could do business – and his big picture thinking about a world without nuclear weapons 

chimed with Gorbachev. The three leaders’ chemistry and mutually benefitting ideas and political 

skills ensured that they were the most impactful trio since Kirk, Spock and McCoy. Nevertheless, 

Brown splendidly outlines how the ending of the Cold War can also be considered to be an 

ensemble piece, with honourable mentions to the importance of other actors, especially U.S. 

Secretary of State George Shultz.  

The history of international relations is a rapidly evolving field of study. Historians are 

asking new questions (for instance about the role of race and emotions) about what determines 

the nature and outcome of events. These are worthy endeavours. However, there is something 

comfortingly old and refreshingly new about what Brown has achieved with this work. The Human 

Factor asks how individuals shape history. But these are not the individuals of a bygone era of great 

men. These individuals – Reagan, Thatcher, Gorbachev and their supporting casts – are human in 

every sense: reflective, evolving and connecting with each other in an attempt to ask and answer 

questions about how nations and peoples can overcome differences and live in a world without 

fear of nuclear war. For this review, Brown has once again demonstrated that he has the ‘X factor’ 

in the history of the 1980s.       

 

 

Dr James Cooper 
York St John University 
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Bruce Riedel, Kings and Presidents: Saudi Arabia and the United States since FDR,  

Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2018, pp. 271, Paperback: $23.99, ISBN  

9780815737155. 

 

It is by now traditional to open any commentary on US-Saudi Arabian relations with a succinct 

and pithy summary of the two nations, usually revolving around democracy (or a lack thereof), 

religious conservatism (normally applied to one but not the other), and the oddities of such an 

alliance. However, US alliance-making has always had a degree of moral flexibility when it comes 

to the internal dimensions of its partners. Feel free to insert here your choice of examples from 

the extensive list available. The US-Saudi relationship is neither unusual nor exceptional but is still 

worthy of study and reflection. 

Bruce Riedel brings his extensive experience as an intelligence officer, member of the 

National Security Council, policymaker, and analyst to bear on this relationship in Kings and 

Presidents. This is a brisk, lively work that examines the roles of key elites on both sides of the 

partnership. Riedel is at his best when he focuses on moments for which he has “insider” 

knowledge culled from his many years of government service. However, this approach also 

presents problems. 
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Despite the headline claim to address the US-Saudi relationship from FDR to Trump, the 

actual coverage is extremely variable. For example, the Truman and Eisenhower administrations 

(the latter of whom formalised the Middle East's role in US foreign policy) are covered in a few 

scant paragraphs. The Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, and Ford administrations – all consequential in 

their own particular ways as regards US-Saudi relations – are covered by a single brief chapter. The 

bulk of Riedel's coverage is on those administrations where he had personal involvement as an 

analyst, intelligence officer, and policymaker. 

More problematically, Riedel seems to be unaware of – or has set aside – much of the huge 

body of crucial scholarly work on US-Saudi relations and cognate areas of interest that has emerged 

over the last two decades. It is genuinely surprising to see a book of this kind that does not 

reference Robert Vitalis’s America's Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier (2006, 2011), Toby 

C. Jones’s Desert Kingdom: How Oil and Water Forged Modern Saudi Arabia (2010), Nathan Citino’s 

From Arab Nationalism to OPEC: Eisenhower, King Sa‘ud, and the Making of U.S.-Saudi Relations (2002, 

2010) and Envisioning the Arab Future: Modernization in U.S.-Arab Relations, 1945-1967 (2017), or 

Timothy Mitchell’s Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil (2012) to cite just a few key 

examples. All of these scholars have brought a critical eye to bear on the diplomatic, economic, 

social, and political history of the relationship through a variety of frameworks. 

This absence of critical scholarship means that there are worrying lacunae in Riedel's telling 

of the alliance between Washington and Riyadh. The Arabian-American Oil Company (better 

known simply as ARAMCO) was, as Robert Vitalis has made abundantly clear, a central 

component of the relationship and a deeply problematic one at that, at least until its complete 

takeover by the Saudi state in 1976. Yet, ARAMCO is scarcely mentioned, despite Riedel's 

numerous references to oil. 

Moreover, there are also some worrying framings deployed throughout the book. Riedel's 

assessment of key Saudi figures strays alarmingly close to classical orientalism at times. To give 

one early example, FDR is introduced through a brief summary of his political career, yet ibn-Saud 

is introduced almost solely through a description of his sexual appetites and his vast number of 

wives. Surely if such personal details were germane to the wider analysis, some commentary on 

FDR's numerous extra-marital affairs would also be warranted? Likewise, a potted history of Saudi 

Arabia is wisely offered for the non-specialist reader. But might a potted history of the United 

States, a nation also born of political manoeuvring, war, conquest, and violence also be 

worthwhile? Perhaps the stark differences between the two nations that Riedel alludes to are not 

so stark after all. 
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While adhering to conventional wisdom about US-Saudi relations and largely eschewing 

more critical engagement with the topic, Kings and Presidents still has much to offer. It succinctly 

and engagingly outlines the broad sweep of the relationship's history and the significant role of 

top-ranking elites in maintaining that relationship. With broad and deep insider knowledge, Riedel 

is able to illuminate more recent episodes that are still obscured in the archive by the lengthy 

process of declassification. However, it also at times hews to orientalist and exceptionalist 

narratives that diminish its impact. While therefore useful, it is a book that must be approached 

with caution and a critical eye. 

 

Malcolm M. Craig 

Liverpool John Moores University 
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Iwan Morgan and Mark White (eds.), The Presidential Image: A History from Theodore  

Roosevelt to Donald Trump, London: I.B. Taurus, 2020, pp. 262, Paperback: £19.79,  

ISBN 9781838604745.  

 

In a period when American politics can only be described as unprecedented and the president is 

perceived through a multitude of established media sources as well as through new technologies, 

this publication is especially timely. It shines a much-needed spotlight on an aspect of presidential 

history that has, somewhat surprisingly, received relatively little in-depth coverage. Edited by two 

of the leading British authorities on presidential history, who also contribute chapters, they have 

worked with ten others British and American experts to produce a collection of thought-provoking 

and engaging essays that contribute substantially to answering the key questions posed in the 

introduction about the ownership and construction of presidential image; the role of the media, 

cultural outputs and new technology in its formation; the durability of that image; and its 

importance. Unlike Richard E. Neustadt in his seminal work Presidential Power, this work aims to 

place greater emphasis on the intentional construction of a president’s image rather than stressing 

its link to the office of the presidency. The book is organized chronologically and focuses on the 

modern presidents (1901-2020) and in covering 12 presidents it omits only Harding, Coolidge, 

Hoover, Eisenhower, George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush. In other words, slightly more 
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coverage is given to Democratic presidents (Wilson, FDR, Truman, JFK, Johnson, Carter, Clinton, 

Obama) than Republicans (TR, Nixon, Reagan, Trump). The book does not claim to be 

comprehensive, however, so this slight imbalance only suggests the possibility for yet further work 

in this area. 

The authors address different aspects of the debate in their individual chapters but all speak 

to the importance, or otherwise, of presidential image. One of the strengths of this volume is the 

insight offered by those chapters that focus on the many cultural outputs that have helped shape 

public perceptions of particular presidents. From operatic productions to feature films, radio, 

music and novels, presidents have been interpreted and mediated through a variety of forms. The 

emphasis on how an individual president’s image was established prior to taking office 

(intentionally or otherwise), during their tenure in the White House, and post-presidency, reminds 

us that it is not fixed and in terms of historical reputations is actually fluid.  

John Thompson’s impressive chapter on Woodrow Wilson outlines how his previous 

career as a professor and president of Princeton University both aided his political fortunes and 

helped cement his political legacy but also led “plain folks” (and Teddy Roosevelt) to see him as 

elitist, highbrow and lacking virility. But ultimately his image – negative and positive – was 

cemented by events and by the high hopes of others: by the failure of the League of Nations and 

by his Christian idealism that galvanized those seeking a more peaceful world. Michael Cullinane’s 

fresh take on Theodore Roosevelt’s image – from adolescent bully to more complex, intelligent 

character – via the lens of theatre productions, and Tony McCullough’s examination of the 

“everyman” image of Harry Truman and his growing popularity over time, both suggest strongly 

that public perceptions of the presidents often follow the historiography, especially political 

biography. 

All the chapters in this volume are engaging and packed with interesting examples of how 

image is often hard to control. For instance, John Dumbrell shows how Bill Clinton struggled to 

project a flattering image of himself as a serious politician and statesman, rather than as a ruthlessly 

ambitious, slippery character linked to financial and sexual scandals. The fictional work Primary 

Colors, a novel not so loosely based on Clinton‘s 1992 presidential campaign published in 1996 and 

later made into a feature film staring John Travolta, worked against any rehabilitation of Clinton’s 

image even before the Lewinsky scandal and his impeachment because it played on his perceived 

public and private vices, some accurate and some not. Dumbrell also reminds us that the former 

president’s on-going attempts to redeem his character are evident in his co-authored fictional work 

The President is Missing, an entertaining political thriller published in 2018 that expresses his thoughts 

on being responsible with power. 



 13 

The final chapter by Tim Stanley on Donald Trump and his use of Twitter in the 2016 

presidential election campaign outlines how, in certain contexts and with the right resource, image 

can be easily manipulated and to impressive effect. Stanley outlines how Trump’s ability to appeal 

to American conservatives was aided by his increasing use and astute understanding of social media 

and its link to old media. His direct and capitalised tweets could be used to slay and mimic his 

opponents, allow him to understand which rhetoric and policies were attractive to potential voters 

by counting the number of likes and the increase in new followers, and ensure mainstream media 

were forced to cover his controversial statements, thus attracting him much more TV coverage 

than Hillary Clinton was able to garner by taking the high road. Regardless of accuracy, Twitter 

was therefore critical in Trump’s depiction of himself as a radical outsider with strong business 

credentials who, if elected, would make “great” deals at home and abroad. 

This book is highly recommended as the perfect place to begin exploring how presidential 

image has always been important in shaping public perceptions of presidential personality and 

leadership skills, winning elections, and establishing historical reputations. 

 

Sylvia Ellis 

University of Roehampton 
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Richard S. Conley, Donald Trump and American Populism, Edinburgh, Edinburgh  

University Press, 2020, pp. 433, Hardcover: £90.00, ISBN 9781474450065. 

 

Richard Conley’s substantial 455-page assessment of Donald Trump’s unparalleled term in office 

is an engaging tome. Consumed in the light of the president’s two impeachments, a storming of 

the Capitol by enraged supporters and a ban from major social media platforms, its populist focus 

chimes resoundingly with the zeitgeist. 

The billionaire political renegade who defied predictions, opponents, a hostile media and 

political gravity to become the forty-fifth president is analysed here in the context of the American 

populist tradition. Conley’s focus offers a useful reminder to observers who may think that the 

past four years has been a unique period in the nation’s history, that others have trodden this noisy 

populist route before, and may again. This is not to dispute that the Trump phenomenon has 

exceptional qualities, not least access to media technologies that even recent predecessors could 

not have dreamed of. 

Conley sets the scene with a chapter on Trump as the Disruptor-in-Chief, offering detailed 

reminders of the range of ways his populism shook the political landscape to its foundation. And, 

just as readers might over-emphasize the uniqueness of this moment, chapter two maps out an 
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ontology of earlier populism, with necessary caveats relating to the difficulty of categorising this 

often-elusive state of being. From grassroots discontent to disgruntled executives, the work 

provides a scholarly analysis of this ‘thin-skinned’ ideology and its cocktail of performance, 

pretence, posturing and personality (59). Interspersed with this is a positioning of Trump’s 

potential legacy within the conceptual framework of Stephen Skowronek’s political time. A 

necessary caveat is included offering a reminder that the (2019) predictions offered were premature 

at best. This is all the more so in the light of the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent health 

and economic crises, as well as the January 2021 scenes of violent chaos that took place in 

Washington, D.C.  

The section on the roots of Trump’s ideology-free populism is succinctly summed up by 

his own undisputable claim that “cabbies love me” (160). Outlining the real-estate mogul’s 

politicking back to the 1980s, the author challenges the powerful myth of Trump as a self-made 

man. He reflects on the persona of the billionaire outsider, be it Donald Trump or Ross Perot, 

allegedly sticking it to elites, in both cases illustrating scenarios whereby lambasting the Powers 

That Be helped to reinforce their perceived man of the people credentials. In chapters five and six, 

Conley examines the strengths and attraction relating to the populist as permanent campaigner, in 

some contrast to the shortcomings of the populist as policy-maker. Again, we are reminded that 

Trump-centric tactics such as holding post-election rallies are not new, as they are considered in 

the context of Andrew Johnson’s Swing Around the Circle tour back in 1866. 

In conclusion, Conley considers perhaps a most toxic aspect of Trump’s populist legacy: 

the decline of civic dialogue. He reminds us that this lack of interpersonal trust is no recent 

phenomenon, citing Eric Uslaner’s 1996 work on the topic. Decades earlier, Richard Hofstadter 

had long warned of the paranoid style of politics, which Trump in many ways came to embody. 

Conley posits the argument that elected officials are a reflection of “us” (336) hence it is no wonder 

that Trump’s populist style resonates with so many. Be that as it may, it is surely the moral 

obligation of the nation’s leader to use their bully pulpit with some sense of responsibility. The 

alternative, as events in Washington, D.C. so dramatically demonstrated, can lead to mob violence 

and bloodshed.  

Throughout the work, Conley offers evidence of Trump as a president who, despite his 

unorthodox tactics, governed in a fairly orthodox Republican way. His position chimes with that 

of Rich Lowry when arguing that, beyond the populist cornerstones of trade and immigration, on 

which Trump has long remained consistent, much of Trump’s policy rollout was standard GOP 

fare (331). This argument lines up with McCrisken, Herbert and Wroe (2019) whose “Ordinary 

Presidency” theory is based along the same lines. The known unknowns that have occurred since 
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these works were published, have transcended the boundaries of their respective theses. Few could 

have anticipated how a former reality television star with a penchant for populist rhetoric and 

disdain for science and expertise may have handled a lethal pandemic. There was nothing ordinary 

about a death toll nudging 400,000 as his term drew to a close.  

A key strength of the Conley work is that in dealing with topics as emotive as populist 

President Trump and all the associated baggage of nationalism, nativism, immigration, conspiracy 

theories and more, the tone remains balanced throughout, allowing the facts and events to speak 

for themselves. The result is that the book packs a powerful punch, leaving the reader winded by 

the assault on democracy that accompanied the Trump years and yet breathing easier at the 

reminder that populists may come, but they also leave.  

 

Clodagh Harrington 

De Montfort University 
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Amber Roessner, Jimmy Carter and the Birth of the Marathon Media Campaign, Baton  

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2020, pp. 344, Cloth: $39.95, ISBN  

9780807170793. 

 

In Barack Obama’s recent memoir, A Promised Land (2020), the former president showers praise 

on the political genius of David Plouffe, David Axelrod, Robert Gibbs, and Jon Favreau. The 

architects behind Obama’s triumphant 2008 campaign have long been superstars in certain circles. 

Since the 44th president left office, many of his former staffers have established broad fanbases 

with popular books (Ben Rhodes, Alyssa Mastromonaco, Dan Pfeiffer) and podcasts (Axelrod and 

Favreau). The fame of presidential candidates can turn speechwriters, press secretaries, and 

campaign managers, as well as political reporters, especially campaign correspondents, into 

celebrities. Reporters, campaign correspondents, and the campaign staffers make or break a 

presidential campaign. 

In Jimmy Carter and the Birth of the Marathon Media Campaign, Amber Roessner turns the 

spotlight on the people standing at the edges of the candidates showered in light and glitter. Since 

the publication and instant success of Theodore H. White’s pathbreaking Making of the President, 

1960, presidential campaigns have been the source of intense interest. Yet it wasn’t until the 

reforms of the nomination process in the late sixties, establishing the familiar tradition of 

competitions over months in primaries and caucuses across the nation, that the people 

constructing and covering presidential campaigns emerged as prominent figures in the national 
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media. Following the 1972 election, the Institute of Politics at the Harvard Kennedy School began 

hosting the so-called campaign managers conference where prominent campaign staffers and 

reporters came together in conversation of the race. Roessner, in other words, is wise to choose 

Jimmy Carter’s long outsider campaign for the White House as the vehicle of investigation. Carter’s 

surprising success in 1976 is widely seen as a masterclass in media campaigning, perhaps the first 

actual modern media campaign. 

Based on considerable archival research, most prominently in the Jimmy Carter 

Presidential Library, the book offers a compelling look at how presidential campaigns understood 

the role of the media, how they adapted their strategies accordingly, and how the media made 

Carter a successful candidate. To appreciate the influence of campaign correspondents and 

political reporters, Roessner adapts Kathryn Cramer Brownell’s concept of Showbiz Politics (2014), 

a political process that prefers advertising, media, and image over party identity, patronage, and 

party machines. Following the reforms of the nomination process, the media emerged, as Roessner 

convincingly argues, as the “new kingmakers in presidential politics” (29). With Carter not 

considered a credible national challenger ahead of the primary season in 1976, the campaign 

depended on media narratives and a win in the Iowa caucuses to catapult him to prominence. The 

former Georgia governor received five times the amount of broadcast coverage as his competitors 

did following his success in Iowa. The book illustrates the strategies behind Carter’s campaign; 

relying on local media to establish a profile; the value of the concept of the New South to attract 

positive coverage; the Nixonian obsession with image and media narratives; and the often-hostile 

relationship between the campaign and the media following Carter’s success. 

The importance of mass media in modern political history is widely acknowledged yet 

remains underexplored in the historiography. Roessner’s book is an example of new scholarship 

analyzing the relationship between mass media and politics through extensive archival work. At 

times, due to the chronological structure, the book’s arguments become repetitive and the end, 

with a separate conclusion and epilogue, it runs a little long. Overall, however, the book is a strong 

and very welcome addition to the scholarship on a key transformative moment in modern political 

history: the change from a politics of parties to a politics of mass media and image. 

 

Oscar Winberg 

Åbo Akademi University 

 


