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STRATEGIC MASCULINITY AND THE MEDIA 
 
The two-pronged Bush administration strategy of masculinity that we propose here is an 
example of what Manheim (1991; 1994) has termed “strategic political communications,” 
in which leaders craft their public language with the goal of creating, controlling, 
distributing, and using mediated messages as a political resource. Scholarship suggests 
that political elites excel at controlling political and media environments, particularly in 
times of national crisis such as terrorist attacks (e.g., Coe et al. 2004; Domke et al. 1999; 
Entman 1989; 1991; Herman 1993; Hutcheson et al. 2004; Livingston 1994; Scheckels 
1997; Zaller1992). This body of work focuses largely on the news media tendency to 
echo the substance of political messages. We extend this scholarship by examining how 
the news media respond to stylistic elements of leaders’ rhetoric, such as specific word 
choice and structure. This approach is valuable because masculinity is continuously 
reconstructed in media discourse via such sophisticated and nuanced mechanisms (Cooper 
2002; Parry-Giles and Parry-Giles 1996; Vavrus 2002). Further, news media messages are 
a primary way that citizens learn about and understand the broader political environment. 
Indeed, the “news interest” of US adults was markedly high in the days after the terrorist 
attacks. For example, in the week afterward fully 96 percent of randomly sampled US 
adults indicated they were following news related to the attacks “closely” or “very 
closely,” equaling the highest level of public interest in a news event in the 15-year 
history of the Pew Research Center’s measurements (Pew 2001). 
 
In such a context, any presidential discourse was likely to receive considerable attention 
in the press because of the general news media tendency to rely upon government  
leaders to “index” the range of view points in news coverage (Althaus et al. 1996; 
Bennett 1990), especially in national security contexts (Hallin, Manoff, and Weddle 
1993). This particularly occurs when vocal mainstream political opposition is absent, as it 
was following September 11. As a result, the press was likely to function during this time 
as it often does in times of national crisis–as “government’s little helper” (Zaller and 
Chiu 1996; see also Hutcheson et al. 2004). Further, the press may have viewed the 
national crisis context as the first real opportunity for the president to assert himself as 
a leader, thereby providing Bush with the kind of “honeymoon period” common when 
presidents assume power (Graber 1997; Hughes 1995). Just as important, a masculinity 
strategy, in particular, was especially well positioned to capitalize upon the post-
September 11 media environment, for two reasons. For one, dominance masculinity’s 
emphasis on aggression and emasculation establishes conflict and drama–key elements 
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sought by journalists when crafting stories (Bennett 2003; Price and Tewksbury 1997)–
while also supplying the pithy sound bites upon which journalists rely. In addition, 
discursive control techniques exhibit a certitude that many citizens, including many 
journalists, would likely have welcomed during a period of so much uncertainty and fear. 
With all of this in mind, we expected news coverage of the attacks and governmental response 
to emphasize Bush’s masculinized discourse, particularly his themes of dominance. 
 
Two important and complementary arenas of media discourse to examine for potential 
alignment with the president are network television news and newspaper editorials. At 
least half of Americans rely on television for their news (Callaghan and Schnell 2001) 
and the three major broadcast networks’ evening newscasts combine to reach approximately 
50 percent of the viewing public (Pew 2000). Further, this medium has been found to be a 
crucial mechanism in presidential attempts to dominate public discussion on a topic 
(Bennet 1994). At the same time, scholars contend that editorial boards have a central 
role in interpreting events (Huckin 2002; Vermeer 2002), often serving as a source of 
“opinion leadership” for both citizens and national political leaders (Dalton, Beck, and 
Huckfeldt 1998; Powlick 1995; Schaefer 1997). Situated between political leaders and 
citizens as key sites of articulation (see Hall 1996), then, television journalists and 
editorial boards were crucial public forums for the dissemination of presidential 
ideological constructions that were enacted following the terrorist attacks. 
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