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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper looks at the role of blogs in presidential campaigns. In the 2004 

campaign blogs leapt onto the scene for the first time. Since then they have become 

an increasingly major player in politics. Candidates have their own blogs and 

encourage their supporters to blog on the campaign website. Blogs have increased 

the size of the activist class and have increased the ability of campaigns to draw in 

supporters and volunteers. However, in addition to creating a larger political debate, 

blogs also polarize it. Looking at the 2004 election the blogosphere was intensely 

polarized between liberal and conservative blogs, with few links between the two. 

Also, in 2004 blogs served a role of creating messages for campaigns and enforcing 

message discipline on the wider population. Whether this role will continue is 

unclear. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

During the Presidency of George W. Bush blogs have come to have a 

substantial impact on presidential politics. Several of the most influential blogs 

were founded in 2000, during the Florida recount and by the 2004 election blogs 

began to play a major role the presidential campaign. From the early primary of late 

2003 and early 2004, when the surprising insurgency of former Vermont Governor 

Howard Dean was fueled by his phenomenally successful Blog for America to the 

fall campaign, when blogs played a major role in several key campaign events, 

from the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth attacks on Senator John Kerry to the 

“Rathergate” scandal, when the forgery of key documents that purported to show 

that President Bush has been absent without leave from the Texas Air National 

Guard was exposed by bloggers, blogs played a major role in campaign 

communications.  

Already, mere months into the 2008 campaign season, blogs continue to 

play a major role in presidential politics. All of the major contenders have campaign 

blogs and two bloggers in particular, Amanda Marcotte, of the Pandagon blog and 

Melissa McEwan, of the Shakespeare’s Sister blog, have already caused a major 

scandal, after former Senator John Edwards’ campaign hired them for its official 

blog. Conservative activists and Bill Donohue of the Catholic League objected to 

their positions on the grounds that they had written blog posts that expressed 

derogatory views towards Catholics on their personal blogs. The furor over their 

positions lasted for several weeks, until eventually the bloggers were forced to 

resign from the campaign.  



The overall impact of blogs on presidential campaign has not yet been fully 

examined. On the one hand blogs provide a remarkable opportunity for ordinary 

citizens to become deeply involved in the political debate. Any individual with an 

internet connection can start their own blog and contribute their own original views 

and arguments to the national debate. Furthermore, while there is no guarantee any 

individual’s blog will be read, any individual is free to post his or her own thoughts 

in the comments sections of just about any major blog, which will likely be read by 

a wide cross-section of the activist class. Senators, Congressmen, and Presidential 

candidates have all posted on major blogs, providing ordinary citizens a unique 

opportunity to express their views in a forum where they may actually be heard by 

decision makers. 

On the other hand, many questions remain about the true nature of blogs. 

Numerous interblog debates have broken out about whether there is an “elite” group 

of high traffic blogs that dominate the blogosphere and keep new blogs from 

gaining readership. Debates about the over-representation of white men and the 

under-representation of women and minorities have also raised questions about the 

equity of blogs and their place in the national debate. 

For the purposes of presidential politics, however, the single biggest 

question is what purpose to blogs actually serve in politics and how can they best be 

harnesses by campaigns? Though every credible campaign has its own blog, it is 

unclear as to whether campaigns can actually harness blogs to aid in their 

campaign. Presidential candidates face endless ridicule on blogs and a single 

misstep by a candidate can come back to haunt him even months later. Stories that 

in a traditional media environment would almost certainly die are kept alive by 

bloggers and can create significant controversy, as can be seen in the cases of Trent 

Lott’s comments on Strom Thurmond, the Rathergate scandal, and the United 

States Attorney firing scandal. 

  

THE KEY FUNCTIONS OF BLOGS IN PRESIDENTIAL POLITICS 

 

Blogs serve a number of functions in presidential politics. They allow 

candidates to communicate with supporters, they allow citizens to engage in 

political debate, they allow candidates to make fundraising pitches directly to a 

wide audience, they allow candidates to communicate their message directly to 

voters, and they allow candidates to introduce attacks against their opponents 

without having to directly engage them. 

The single biggest role that blogs play in political campaigns is 

communicative. They allow campaigns to communicate with supporters and allow 

supporters to leave comments on the blog and communicate with campaigns. 

Furthermore, in the 2008 campaign cycle, candidates have added community blogs 

to their websites, allowing users to create their own diaries and make their own blog 

posts on the campaign site. Campaign blogs allow candidates to communicate the 

latest campaign news and their positions to voters.  



In the 2008 campaign cycle candidates have already used blogs aggressively 

to communicate their message voters. For example, Senator Hillary Clinton kicked 

off her blog with a series of letters encouraging her to run for president and 

explaining her merits. The first three of these letters were selected to represent a 

cross-section of Clinton’s supporters. They were from a 28 year old who will vote 

for the first time in 2008
i
, the founder of EMILY’s List

ii
, a political action 

committee devoted to electing women to political office, and a prominent liberal 

blogger
iii

. In opening her campaign blog in this manner Clinton was able to 

introduce potential voters to her basic campaign message, a variety of rationales as 

explaining why Clinton would be a good president, and three supporters of 

Clinton’s campaign. 

Senator John McCain, on the other hand, has taken a different approach with 

regards to communicating with voters on his blog. McCain launched his blog on 

April 25, at the beginning of his official campaign kickoff tour, and has thus far 

used his blog to communicate news to potential voters. Instead of using his blog to 

introduce supporters or rationales for voting for him, McCain has chosen to use his 

blog to tell the story of his campaign directly to voters, bypassing the local and 

national media who would traditionally cover the campaign. With posts such as  

“Portsmouth, NH Buzzing With Action!”
iv

 and “Despite the Weather Reports...”
v
 

the McCain blog told readers the story of his campaign kickoff, summarizing 

events, writing about the campaign’s travel experiences, and talking about the 

weather forecast for McCain’s next event. The McCain blog aimed to allow readers 

from across the country the experience of being on the campaign trail with McCain. 

Many of the posts have photos and almost all are dedicated to the experience of 

campaigning. The McCain blog also aimed to be interactive and draw readers into 

the debate. For example, the day before the Republican’s first Presidential Debate 

the blog had a post up that informed readers: 

 

“With ten candidates on stage and only ninety minutes, plus the chatty Chris 

Matthews moderating, the amount of time each candidate will have to 

present his case to the American people and answer questions will be 

limited. My question to you as we lead up to the debate, - what questions 

would you like to see Chris Matthews ask the candidates?”
vi

 

 

By inviting readers into the conversations McCain’s campaign can see the 

issues that potential voters care about and tailor responses in the debate to those 

issues. Also, using comments allows the campaign to draw readers into the 

conversation and hopefully encourage frequent readers.  

Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney has taken a different approach with 

his official blog. While the posts on the blog focus on the same type of campaign 

news and events that the McCain blog focuses on, the authors of the blog are 

different. Whereas McCain has chosen to have a long time staff write the majority 

of his blog posts, whereas the Romney blog is titled “Five Brothers” and has 

Romney’s five sons as the contributors. His children are playing an active role in 



the campaign and also have the duty of posting to the campaign blog. This 

communicates a different aspect of the campaign than the Clinton or McCain blogs, 

making an explicit reference to Romney’s “family values” and reinforces that those 

close to Romney strongly support his candidacy. The blog also takes an interactive 

approach to drawing in readers, with brother directly responding to commenters on 

the front page of the blog.   

By paying attention to the wider blogosphere candidates can monitor their 

position within the activist political class and see how they are perceived by the 

wider public. The readers and writers of blogs represent the activist political class 

that is most likely to volunteer for candidates and help get the candidates message 

out to others. For example, Daily Kos, the most prominent and well read liberal 

blog, mentioned “GOTV,” an acronym for get out the vote, in 24 posts in just the 

week leading up to the 2004 presidential election.
vii

 The vast majority of those posts 

urged readers to go out and help bring likely Democratic voters to the polls. Several 

of the posts were simply open threads that drew 200 or more comments on 

strategies, volunteer opportunities, and ways to help Senator John Kerry prevail in 

the final days of the campaign. Because of this the chatter about a candidate in the 

blogosphere can provide political campaigns with one of the most accurate reading 

of how their candidate is perceived among the most politically active members of 

the population. 

Blog readers and users also represent a younger and more Democratic group 

of people than the population at large.
viii

 More people in the 18-29 age group read 

blogs than any other and more Democrats than Republicans or independents read 

blogs. This provides Democratic politicians with a built in advantage in the 

blogosphere. As of April 3, 2007 four of the five popular political blogs on the 

internet are reliably liberal
ix

 and as of June 1, 2006 eight of the 12 most popular 

blogs were liberal.
x
 This advantage helps explain why Democratic presidential 

candidates have invested more heavily in blogging than Republican candidates.  

In the 2008 election cycle Democratic candidates have invested in campaign 

blogs much more heavily. Of the top three Republican candidates, McCain and 

Romney have blogs but posting is limited to those selected by the campaign. Also, 

neither candidate launched their blog before April 12, 2007. Former New York 

Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, on the other hand, does not have a campaign blog as of 

April 28, 2007, instead using a news aggregator that sifts through blog posts and 

media reports about the campaign and posts them in reverse chronological order on 

the side.  

The top three Democratic candidates, on the other hand, had each launched 

their campaign blogs by February 19, 2007. Furthermore, Edwards, along with 

Senator Barack Obama, each have aggressive social networking websites that allow 

users to create their own blogs on the campaign website and interact with other 

users and the campaign. This represents an attempt draw activists into the 

campaigns and create a volunteer base. Edwards, Obama, and Clinton also have 

their own grassroots fundraising pages, which allow users to act as fundraisers for 

the campaigns, e-mailing their own friends and colleagues to ask them to donate to 



the specific campaigns. These functions are linked to each of the campaigns blogs 

and the blogs have made an effort to drive traffic to the fundraising pages. Of the 

Republican candidates only Romney has a comparable function on his website. 

Blogs play two other major roles in presidential politics. First, blogs in 

many recent major scandals blogs have played a role keeping the story alive before 

major media sources pick up on the issue. The classic example of this was the 

incident in 2002 when Senator Trent Lott made comments at Senator Strom 

Thurmond’s 100
th 

birthday party that eventually led to his resignation from his post 

as incoming Senate Majority Leader. Despite the fact that bloggers and at least 

some professional reporters in the room at the time immediately recognized that 

Lott’s remarks would be intensely controversial, media reports on the birthday party 

did not metion it. Instead, two liberal bloggers, Duncan Black of Eschaton and 

Joshua Micah Marshal of Talking Points Memo, began to blog about the remarks 

the day the occurred. Over the next several days, while the large scale media had 

largely forgotten the incident, other bloggers picked up on the story, including 

Glenn Reynolds of InstaPundit and Andrew Sullivan of the Daily Dish, two 

prominent conservative bloggers. Major media sources did not begin to actively 

write about the subject until four days after the party, when Howard Kurtz of the 

Washington Post wrote an article.
xi

 The story eventually forced Lott’s resignation 

and many argued the story would have died without the role blogs played. 

A similar situation recently developed with the scandal regarding the Bush 

administration’s firing of eight U.S. Attorneys. After the Bush administration 

dismissed the attorneys there was no media notice. The firings were timed to 

coincide with the release of the Iraq Study Group report. This caused the initial 

news of the firings to be buried by other news and for the next month there was 

next to no notice of the scandal. A LexisNexis search for the term “US Attorney” 

and “resign” from the date of the firing, December 7, 2006 to the first time Attorney 

General Alberto Gonzales testified before Congress on January 18, 2007 returned 

nine articles in major paper.
xii

 On Talking Points Memo Marshall made his first 

post on the matter on December 16, 2006 and had a total of seven posts on the 

matter during the same time frame.
xiii

 Marshall also had more posts on the matter on 

his spin-off muckraking website, tpmmuckraker.com, which provided original 

investigative reporting on the matter. 

Again, what has become a major political scandal was kept alive and 

incubated on political blogs. While Congressional Democrats were also interested 

in the issue at the time, blogs clearly played a major role in pushing the scandal into 

the mass media.  

Both of these incidents where blogs incubated a damaging story have 

dangerous implications for presidential candidates. Whereas in the past if a 

candidate made a mistake on the campaign trail they could count on the story 

disappearing quickly if they could keep reporters from focusing in on it. The only 

people who the campaign needed to spin its side of the story to were the 

professional reporters who followed a presidential campaign. However, in the new 

media environment created by blogs a small reference in a minor paper could 



become a major, nationwide scandal for a candidate. Anyone in the crowd when the 

mistake was made, anyone who saw it on television or YouTube, or anyone who 

heard about it from a friend could easily incubate a story and lead to a scandal. 

The other major impact of blogs on presidential campaigns in not evident until the 

general election campaigns begin. Whereas in the primaries blogs are a diverse 

medium that foster an open debate about candidates, during general election 

campaigns the blogosphere become extremely polarized. An analysis of the linking 

habits of political bloggers during the 2004 general election found that there are 

very few links between liberal and conservative blogs.  

 

“In our study we witnessed a divided blogosphere: liberals and 

conservatives linking primarily within their separate communities, with far 

fewer cross-links exchanged between them. This division extended into their 

discussions, with liberal and conservative blogs focusing on different news, 

topics, and political figures.”
xiv

 

 

This division indicates the degree to which the blogosphere become two 

giant, partisan echo chambers. The below chart illustrates the scarcity of links 

between liberal and conservative blogs. Each side links within their own partisan 

realm and does not engage the other in debate.  



 
Figure 1, Chart of links between liberal and conservative blogs during the 

2004 election.
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Furthermore, the partisan polarization is not limited to linking habits. The 

polarization may be seen in the content of blogs as well. Take for example the 

Rathergate incident from the 2004 election. When CBS’ 60 Minutes initially 

broadcast their report on documents that purported to show that President Bush had 

been AWOL from the Texas Air National Guard there was no immediate public 

outcry or allegations that the documents had been forged. Conservatives on 

message boards such as freerepublic.com and blogs such as Powerlineblog.com and 

Little Green Footballs initially cast doubt on the documents. The doubt was initially 

based on the use of proportional type font in the documents, which conservative 

bloggers claimed was not available in 1973, when the documents were allegedly 



produced.
xvi

 Immediately after bloggers initially began questioning the authenticity 

of the documents most of the major conservative bloggers had jumped on the 

bandwagon and were making the same arguments. On September 9, 2004, just one 

day after the initial broadcast and the day the Powerline first blogged on the 

incident Captain’s Quarters blog, Instapundit, and Little Green Footballs all had 

posts up making the same claims about the documents. Much of the blogosphere 

followed suit, with blog traffic picking up substantially and conservative bloggers 

mostly made the same arguments.  

After conservative blogs began to cast doubt upon the documents liberal 

blogs began to notice and defend the documents, for their own partisan gain. On 

September 9 and 10, 2004 there were a series of posts on Talking Points Memo, 

Eschaton, Daily Kos and other major liberal blogs examining the types of 

typewriters available in 1973 and arguing that it was plausible that the Texas Air 

National Guard may have used proportional font typewriters while Bush was a 

member. Again, after the major blogs began to make the same arguments, smaller 

blogs followed suit, creating an echo chamber. By the day after the first broadcast 

of the 60 Minutes report on the documents both sides had come to their arguments 

on the issue. Both sides of the blogosphere came to a uniform message immediately 

after the initial incident and continued to argue their message throughout the 

scandal. The liberal side of the blogosphere did not begin to admit that there were 

serious questions about the documents until after CBS itself began to admit there 

were doubts. 

The pattern of each side of the blogosphere coming to a conclusion and 

arguing it until the issue is ultimately resolved repeated itself throughout the 2004 

election. When the New York Times published a report on explosives that went 

missing in Iraq after the American invasion a similar phenomenon occurred. Each 

of the major liberal blogs and many of the lesser ones trumpeted the report a proof 

that the Iraq war had been badly bungled and that President Bush was an unfit 

leader, whereas conservative blogs uniformly argued that the piece was an outright 

partisan attack on President Bush by the New York Times.  

In this way the blogosphere functions in much the same way as presidential 

campaigns did during the 1990s and in the 2000 campaign. Immediately after an 

incident occurs the blogosphere comes to a single message and begins to hammer 

on it relentlessly. Because the blogosphere is so highly polarized each side quickly 

comes to an argument and uses it for partisan purposes. During a general election 

campaign the blogosphere does not look at policy, but rather politics, with each side 

consisting of partisans out to benefit their candidate. Whereas in the 1990s a 

political campaign would settle on a message and then relay it to its surrogates on 

television news in the blog era the dissemination of the message happens 

organically through blogs. Pundits on television are not necessary to disseminate a 

campaign’s message to the wider public, blogs instead come to a remarkable 

message discipline disseminate the message to the public.  

 

CONCLUSION 



 

Blogs play a unique role in presidential politics. While there has thus far 

only been one presidential campaign where blogs have been a major factor several 

lessons are clear. Blogs are primarily a medium for motivating and organizing 

partisans. In the 2004 campaign this happened largely organically, with large blogs 

settling on a message and smaller blogs picking up the message and disseminating 

it. In the 2008 campaign the candidates are attempting to harness the process to 

their advantage. Democratic candidates and allowing users to set their own blogs up 

on the campaigns’ websites, thereby allowing a community of supporters to develop 

and have faster access to the messages put out by the campaign. This will allow 

campaigns to spread their message to the general public through the conduit of 

blogger on their own site as opposed to through the traditional media or large blogs. 

While large blogs wills still remain incredibly important, they will also have less of 

a monopoly on the process.
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