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The Alliance Campaign 

1996a). This hegemony, although it was contested with increasing vigour 

during the 1970s, was not openly disrupted in New Zealand until the 

introduction of Labour's economic reforms (Kelsey, 1997). The disruption, 

when it came, was abrupt and created a block of citizens who considered that 

their interests were no longer represented in Parliament (ibid.). 

In spite of Labour's loss of the 1990 election, NewLabour did not 

attract significant support. The fact that a very new Green Party won more 

votes than New Labour was reflective of growing concern, internationally, 

about ecological problems. It also suggested that voters were becoming more 

prepared to lend their support to issues and moving away from class-based 

electoral support (James & McRobie, 1993). It further indicated a growth in 

public acceptance of a market-driven economy. 

The Democrats and the Liberals, individually, had very little voter 

support to bring to the Alliance. Nor were their policies based upon the same 

issues of social concern as those ofNewLabour and Mana Motuhake. The 

Democrats had previously been known as Social Credit, a party associated 

with a specific policy of monetary reform and which was essentially 

libertarian (ibid.). The Liberals were formed by two former National Party 

supporters, one of whom moved on to join Winston Peters when he formed 

New Zealand First. Because of their small numbers and low levels of support, 

neither of these two parties were strongly influential in the formation of 

Alliance policies. Some of them did, however, have valuable experience in the 
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running of election campaigns (ibid.) and were, therefore, able to contribute in 

the discursive practice of dissemination of Alliance campaign messages. 

The Greens joined the Alliance, as did the other member parties, in 

order to increase their electoral prospects rather than out of any inherent 

compatibility of beliefs or of policy (ibid.). The policies of the Greens differed 

essentially from all of the other Alliance members in that they were broadly 

based in social fields, outside the political field polarised by left and right. 

Green principles generally: 

centred on harmony with and preservation of the physical 

environment, rejection of materialism and industrialism ( and high 

energy use) and a preference for community-based economics and 

human-scale technology, as strong sense of personal and social 

responsibility underpinned by grassroots, participatory democracy and 

decentralised decision-making and a commitment to non-violence (ibid. 

p. 100). 

The principal goals of the Greens and NewLabour were generally compatible 

in that they were based upon collective rather than individual responsibility 

and could be realised by similar policies. In this way the Greens' 

environmental ideals could be articulated with ideological principles within the 

political field. The Alliance could also have used the Greens' differences 

strategically to draw upon a voter base which was, at that time, not contested 

by other political parties and which, as stated above, had already demonstrated 

its willingness to support environmental issues. As Bourdieu ( 1991) noted, 
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political professionals will often need to appeal to groups whose interests lie 

outside a particular political field. James (1993) commented that 

[NewLabour] has also tapped new strands of socialist thought that add 

green to socialists' traditional red .... First on its own, then in 

leadership position within the Alliance, NewLabour has promoted a 

form of the 'eco-socialism', which emphasises the public good aspect 

of environmental conservation (p. 99). 

Alliance policies reflected a combined domination of influence from the 

socio-political beliefs of both New Labour and the Greens over the other three 

member parties. Yet, as demonstrated by the analysis of Alliance texts, below, 

the range of discourses which the Alliance could have drawn upon to maximise 

its combined voter appeal was restricted by the ultimate power differential in 

favour ofNewLabour. For example, NewLabour failed to articulate its 

predominant concern for "social justice" with the environmental discourse of 

the Greens to create a new discursive formation which could have appealed to 

a wider voter base. Similarly, there was very little evidence of Mana 

Motuhake's influence in the generation of a strongly pro-Maori discourse. The 

multiple interests of the members of the Alliance should have allowed the 

party to adopt multiple subject positions (see chapter two) which would have 

placed it in a position to be the representative of multiple groups in social 

space. By allowing one member group to dominate over the others, the 

Alliance effectively reduced the multiplicity of the party. 
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The discourse practices, analysed in the following section, by which 

the Alliance produced and disseminated their campaign texts also served, in 

several ways, to restrict the potential impact of the Alliance in the new 

electoral environment. 

THE ALLIANCE'S DISCOURSE PRACTICES 

The discourse practices engaged in the construction of the Alliance 

campaign discourse further reflected the dominance ofNewLabour in several 

ways. In particular, these practices were the strategies of a focus on Anderton 

as leader; upon a progressive tax system; and the narrow targeting of wage 

earners and welfare beneficiaries. Their discourse practices associated with the 

campaign strategies for the dissemination of campaign messages demonstrated 

the Alliance strategists' failure to adapt to the new electoral system of 

proportional representation. These practices included the policy of insisting 

upon pre-election coalition settlements (and an associated refusal to enter into 

post-election campaign negotiations), and campaigning almost exclusively for 

the electorate vote rather than the party vote. This section analyses each of 

these practices. 
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List vs electorate campaign: 

As a minor party, the Alliance was reliant upon the party vote to gain 

representation in Parliament. In spite of this, the Alliance campaigned for 

success in the electorates, in the expectation that electoral success would be 

reflected in the party vote. Thus, the Alliance discourse practice of message 

distribution was focused on the electorates. Matt McCarten told a 

commentator that if the Alliance focused on winning electorate seats by 

working on the ground, he believed that 

list seats will take care of themselves .... The thrust of the campaign 

has to be to win it on the doorstep. We will door-knock on every street 

in every electorate. We have to go out there and get into everyone's 

face on the streets (Kirk, 1996). 

The practice, however, stemmed from the fact that the Alliance had a 

policy of having all constituency candidates also placed on the party list in 

order to increase the candidates' motivation (M. McCarten, personal 

communication, March 22, 1996). Striking a balance between the needs of 

constituency candidates and electorate candidates was a problem faced also by 

National and Labour (see chapters four and five). In contrast to Act, which 

campaigned primarily for the party vote (see chapter seven), the Alliance was 

unwilling to risk upsetting its constituency candidates: 

unlike Act, we had candidates in every electorate, and they're all 

working hard and trying to do their job, and you've got to be sensitive 
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to them. If you said, "Just vote for us on the party list", then they 

think, "Well, thanks a lot" (Hubbard, 1996). 

This dominant concern for electorates meant that the Alliance ran what was 

essentially a first-past-the-post campaign. However, a statement made in the 

party's closing PPB indicated that the Alliance had realised by the end of the 

campaign that they should have targeted their campaign more specifically 

towards the party vote. On that occasion Anderton stated: "If you want to see 

the Alliance in Parliament, you'll have to give us your party vote". After the 

election McCarten acknowledged that they may have been wrong in assuming 

that work in the electorates would naturally transfer over to the list vote and 

that they should have campaigned more for the party vote (Hubbard, 1996). 

Anderton as Leader 

McCarten referred to the Alliance campaign as a two part campaign - a 

"wholesale" campaign and a "retail" campaign. The "retail" campaign was the 

door-knocking campaign run for the constituency vote described above. The 

"wholesale" campaign was a personalised "Presidential campaign" which 

promoted Anderton as Prime Minister and which was geared towards 

television coverage (M. McCarten, personal communication, March 22, 1996). 

A joint promotion of the leading representatives of the key members of the 

Alliance would also have facilitated the targeting of the multiple publics who 

might have separately supported any other one or more of the multiple facets 
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of the Alliance coalition. As stated in the social practices section of this 

chapter, the Greens had the potential to attract those middle-class, middle­

income people who were environmentally concerned and who had a social 

conscience. The Mana Motuhake party was in a position to attract Maori 

voters. The Alliance's failure to consistently articulate its policies and election 

discourse with each of those multiple publics was also evidenced by the 

Alliance's campaign texts, analysed below. 

The promotion of Anderton was very much consistent with campaign 

modernisation trends described in chapter two, which have featured 

internationally regardless of the electoral system. The adoption of the strategy 

of focusing on Anderton as the face of the Alliance came relatively late in the 

campaign. Originally, the Alliance used the official slogan of"Making New 

Zealand a Better Place to Live" on its billboards, a slogan which would reflect 

the collective interests of the diverse members of the Alliance. Later, however, 

the slogan was replaced by "Leadership You Can Trust" written above the 

smiling face of Anderton (Laugesen, l 996f). The focus on Anderton came into 

criticism from some Alliance candidates, one of whom publicly stated that he 

believed that the campaign should have promoted the two co-deputy leaders 

along with Anderton, introducing a gender balance to the campaign (Hubbard, 

1996). 
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The Alliance and coalitions 

In a further failure to understand the complex needs of voters and to 

adapt to the new political environment of MMP, the Alliance, from the outset, 

refused to enter into coalition negotiations after the election. Their policy of 

reaching agreements prior to the election was based on a particular belief in the 

consumption practices of voters. They believed that voters needed to know 

what combination of parties they would be voting for in casting their party 

vote. However, as one commentator stated: 

That stance reserves for it the moral high ground of opposition in the 

first MMP parliament. The opposition benches will also give the bevy 

of new Alliance MPs a chance to learn the ropes without the pitfalls of 

power. Mr Anderton and the Alliance are already capitalising on their 

purist stance, cultivating the idea that they, of all the parties, will not 

sell out on election promises at the first sniff of power. Instead they 

will bide their time till the next election and work toward winning 

enough support to bargain from a position of power (Kominik, 1996a). 

While there may have been long-term organisational advantages for the Alliance 

in its coalition stance, the stance imposed restrictions upon their campaign 

discourse and ultimately damaged their chances of success in 1996. No other 

party was prepared to enter pre-election negotiations. They wanted to 

negotiate on the basis of a known power differential (the relative numbers of 

votes) which could only be determined by the election outcome. The other 

advantage of withholding coalition agreements until after the election was that 
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it was easier for a party to construct its campaign texts with a view to 

differentiating itself from others if it stood alone. The danger of pre-election 

coalitions was that one party's identity could too readily be merged with that 

of its coalition partner. 

The purity of the Alliance stance, once committed to, also meant that 

the Alliance could not campaign, as Act did (see chapter seven), on a platform 

of post-election support for another party and insurance against that party's 

deviating from its election promises. Thus the Alliance was unable to campaign 

convincingly for the party vote, had they decided to move away from an 

emphasis on the constituency vote. The Alliance's solitary stance was further 

entrenched by the publication of an election manifesto written without any 

future coalition formation taken into account. The emphasis remained, 

intentionally, on what the Alliance would do in its own right (M. McCarten, 

personal communication, March 22, 1996). 

As stated above, the Alliance targeted the Labour Party's traditional 

voter base, comprising welfare beneficiaries and waged workers. Again, this 

was a reflection of the dominance ofNewLabour practices. Through the 

Greens, the Alliance had the potential to articulate ecological with economic 

concerns of social justice and responsibility and, thereby, appeal to those 

middle-class voters whose social conscience rejected the individualistic and 

environmentally damaging policies of those parties who embraced 

neoliberalism. In spite of this, McCarten, the Alliance's campaign director, 

constructed campaign texts explicitly to capture the votes of those from lower 
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income wage earners. By McCarten's own assertion, the Alliance was targeting 

some 60% of the population whose incomes were below a certain point: 

we're not trying to win 100% of the vote, we're not trying to win the 

middle ground of New Zealand. We're actually trying to stake out a 

claim of where we are and it's really that traditional sort of Labour 

vote, that under $40,000 vote and that's about 60% of the population 

anyway .... we don't speak to the over $60,000 - they can look after 

themselves and they've got plenty of parties to choose from (ibid.). 

THEALLIANCE'STEXTS 

As stated above, the Alliance's failure to acknowledge and take 

advantage of its own multiplicity (Moffitt, 1994) was evident in the party's 

campaign texts. The Alliance's public discourse aimed to differentiate the 

party from other key election contenders, but it did so by positioning the 

Alliance as the only party which took a purist, uncompromising stance in all 

policy areas. Such positioning was, of course, ironical. The Alliance failed to 

acknowledge that it was itself a coalition created by compromise. This fact 

could have been used to position the Alliance as experienced in coalition 

politics. Instead, the Alliance allowed NewLabour's discourse to dominate that 

of the combined Alliance Party as well as that of each other member party. An 

acknowledgement and strategic use of difference may have resulted in a more 
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successful, and more permanent, coalition of the five member parties. Textual 

examples of the Alliance's failure to articulate the multiple discourses of its 

members are given below. 

In a statement made in the Alliance opening PPB, Anderton summed 

up the fundamental position taken by the Alliance during its campaign. He 

said: "We have inequality in this country and we have a lack of trust and those 

are the two issues that the New Zealand population will be looking at this 

election". The Alliance, throughout its campaign, used the notion of equality 

( theorised below and in chapter two) to position each of its own policy 

statements and (re )position other parties by linking their practices and their 

policies with inequality and untrustworthiness. The ways in which these 

values underwrote the Alliance discourse are demonstrated in the following 

sections, first in the Alliance's positioning of itself, and then in its positioning 

of Labour, National and New Zealand First. Significantly, the Alliance did not 

attempt to (re )position Act, the only other party to take an apparently purist 

and uncompromising stance. Act, by virtue of the ideological basis of its 

policies, was the polar opposite of the Alliance in a political field defined by 

the poles of Left and Right (Bourdieu, 1991 ). Their target markets did not 

logically overlap and so the Alliance did not perceive Act as a direct threat. 
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Alliance positioning of itself 

The Alliance separated itself from its opponents, particularly Labour, 

by refusing to separate economic from social discourse: "social policy is 

inextricably linked with economic policy" (press release, October 9, 

1996). Their discourse of nationalism combined with social democracy, once 

mainstream and thereby centrist, was, in 1996, considered to be a left-wing 

discourse. However, it remained within the "universe of what is politically 

thinkable" (Bourdieu, 1991 / p. 172) by virtue of the fact that it retained a 

viable level of voter support. Essentially, the Alliance discursively constructed 

its difference from other political parties as one of purity. In this way, the 

Alliance's refusal to compromise its policies was associated with a refusal to 

break promises or "sell out". Indeed, the slogan ''the Alliance will not sell out" 

was visually repeated throughout the Alliance's closing PPB. 

The Alliance and equality 

The Alliance consistently positioned itself as the party which worked 

upon principles of "fairness", in contrast with other parties whose policies 

worked against the fair and equal distribution of wealth and social services. 

"Equality" was articulated in the Alliance discourse with "fairness", an 

articulation which expressly worked to counter liberalism's traditional 

articulation of equality and liberty "in ways which systematically privilege 

liberty over equality" (Hall, 1986b, p. 41). Liberalism's articulation is a source 

of ambiguity because of a "contrast between formal and substantive equality" 

316 



The Alliance Campaign 

(ibid. p. 42). While individuals may have equal rights of access, opportunities 

are not equal because of differentials in the distribution of resources. Anderton 

pointed out the same contrast in the case of a ''user pays" economy which is 

based upon equal rights to health care but, in practice, unequal access: 

user pays simply means that if you can pay you can use, and if you 

can't pay you can't use it. So then we differentiate. The health care of 

a poor person isn't going to be dealt with unless that person can pay 

(Alliance PPB opening). 

The Alliance made the same argument of inequality of access to all areas of 

social policy, including education, health and housing. The following example 

articulates inequality of access with education and contrasts the situations of 

the poor with the wealthy who would benefit from tax cuts promised by 

National and Act: 

User pays for education recycles poverty between generations. User 

pays shuts out the children of the poor. Because they have a poorer 

quality education, they have fewer opportunities for the rest of their 

lives .... Free education is more important than tax cuts for the most 

affluent New Zealanders (press release, September 23, 1996). 

In each case, the differentiation between those who could and could not pay 

resulted in inequality and a lack of fairness. The same comments were repeated 

in press releases throughout the campaign, with the concept of fairness being 

used to underpin Alliance social policies and to justify their economic policy 

of graduated taxation and government provision of social services. 
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The Alliance and progressive taxation 

The Alliance constructed their policy of progressive taxation as "fair", 

on the understanding that income would be redistributed through the provision 

of social services. In their 1996 election manifesto, the Alliance claimed that 

"70% of New Zealanders will pay less income tax with Alliance, and 

everybody will get free health and education". Implicitly, then, there was 

further potential for Alliance policies to appeal to a wider range of voters than 

those of the low socio-economic groups identified by McCarten (see Alliance 

discourse practices). However, the association of the provision of social 

services specifically with the reduction of taxation for those on low incomes 

resulted in a domination of focus on the taxation policy over social services. 

Under such circumstances, it would be difficult for those outside the low 

income range to accept the personal benefits of a tax increase. The Alliance 

clearly failed to recognise that voters' interests and concerns are complex and 

multiple and that each person will shift between concerns which can often be 

contradictory (Moffitt, 1994), as discussed in chapter two. A voter may, 

while in the subject positions of patient and parent want free health care and 

education, but in the subject position of taxpayer, that person may be 

unwilling to pay tax for it. An awareness of these contradictions was not 

evident in the Alliance texts. For example, in a press release designed to 
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convey the message of universal benefits of Alliance taxation policy, attention 

was drawn to the promise of tax reductions for ''those on low incomes": 

The Alliance package is based on two complementary elements: a fairer 

tax system and greatly improved social services such as health care, 

education, income support and retirement income. We'll cut taxes for 

those on low incomes and provide much improved social services for 

everyone, including free health care, free education and universal 

superannuati~n (press release, September 11, 1996). 

In this way the Alliance campaign further risked the alienation of potential 

voters and restricted the appeal of their messages to the narrow target group 

identified by McCarten. For ''the middle ground of New Zealand", taxation 

could too easily be perceived as a threat rather than a benefit. 

The difficulty of acceptance of an increase in taxation for everyone else 

was exacerbated by the apparent, and probably unintentional, equation of 

"ordinary New Zealanders" with ''those who are most able to pay": 

Commentators who refer only to tax scales and leave out the cash 

benefits of social services are negligent and misleading. It is far cheaper 

for ordinary New Zealanders if essential social services such as their 

health care are funded out of progressive taxation than if they are 

funded by user pays .... It is a question of whether those who are most 

able to pay will shoulder a fairer share of the burden so that every child 

can grow up with a chance (ibid.). 
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Most New Zealanders in the middle income range, especially those who 

perceived themselves to be "ordinary New Zealanders" would not readily 

identify themselves with such a subject position. The association would have 

been rendered even less successful by the discourse of other parties which 

constructed "ordinary people" in a very different way from the Alliance. For 

example, Act constructed ordinary people as hard working people for whom 

taxes were an unfair penalty (see chapter seven). Had the Alliance's graduated 

taxation effected a tax increase only at a much higher rate of income, it may 

have appeared less threatening, and would have been likely to appeal to a 

wider range of voters. A less restrictive tax rate would also have allowed the 

Alliance to target more successfully those on higher incomes who may have 

voted for environmental issues rather than class determined ones. 

The Alliance and change 

It was the Alliance's stance on the inseparability of the economy and 

social services which placed it to the left of the political field in New Zealand 

in 1996. Those parties which were positioned (by self-reference and/or by 

virtue of their ideological stance) closer to the centre of the political field 

maintained a distinction between the economic and the social. National, at the 

centre right (see chapter four), maintained state ownership of social services 

but allowed them to be dominated by market forces. As described in chapter 

five, Labour, at centre left, removed the role of the market from the provision 
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of the social services of health and education but maintained a policy of non­

interference in other areas of the economy. 

Because the Alliance Party's principles of government intervention and 

graduated taxation deviated substantially from those principles which were 

mutually accepted by the major political parties, the party had to go further 

than position itself as the party of "change" and establish a need for change, 

particularly in economic policy. Ideologies become hegemonic by virtue of 

their being accepted as "common sense" (Hall, 1988a). The dissolution of 

ideological common sense and consequent receptiveness to change is typically 

initiated by a sense of, or the reality of, crisis (for example Laclau, 1986). 

Therefore, the discursive construction of a "crisis" is one of the most effective 

ways of bringing about change. This was the strategy which the Alliance 

adopted to position itself as a saviour, the agent of necessary change in the 

face of crisis. 

From within the Alliance potentially came the rationale and motivation 

to campaign on a platform of a need for change because of a crisis in a range of 

policy areas. Two of these were Maoridom (picked up by Act - see chapter 

seven) and the environment. The NewLabour-dominated Alliance, however, 

did not address these issues in terms of crisis. In arguing for the need for a 

change in economic policy direction, the Alliance did introduce an 

environmental discourse, articulating, in a limited way, the economy with the 

environment. For example, the Alliance manifesto stated that "environmental 

quality and social justice go together. The Earth can provide for everyone's 
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need but not everyone's greed". Such an articulation would have been made in 

concession to the demands of the Greens within the Alliance. Nevertheless, the 

resultant discourse rarely went deeper than the notion of sustainability of 

economic resources, the need to regenerate income (through taxation) for social 

spending. For example, an Alliance press release stated that "placing the 

economy on a sustainable environment footing and making it more socially just 

requires a fundamental change in economic direction" (September 25, 1996). 

When the Alliance's articulation of the environment and the economy did, on 

occasions, admit the ecological sense of"environment", it was not elaborated 

upon and the economy was left to dominate the articulation. For example: 

"Alliance economic policy is based on the idea that our country's wealth 

should be shared fairly. It's based on the idea that the economy should serve 

people and the environment, not the other way around' (press release, October 

1, 1996). 

Similarly, the Alliance manifesto promised to "develop a constitution 

based on the Treaty [ofWaitangi]" and to provide "additional financial 

support for Maori education, health services, economic development and Rohe 

Pooti (Maori Regional Councils). Beyond the manifesto which was written co­

operatively early in the election campaign, however, any appeal to Maoridom 

was completely overdetermined by a NewLabour discourse based within the 

political field of Left and Right. 

The crisis which the Alliance worked to have recognised as a reality in 

New Zealand was that of poverty. In adopting its stance on poverty, the 
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Alliance, at the same time, constructed National as its polar opposite in the 

political field. The Alliance positioned itself as the saviour of the poor, while 

National was the creator of poverty. The Alliance thus demonised (Burke, 

1966) National. For example: 

Poverty exists in New Zealand. It is the direct result of government 

policies and community leaders have a responsibility to condemn it. 

Only today the Salvation Army revealed it has been helping a South 

Island family that has been literally starving because it had been 

subjected to an eight-week stand-down for a benefit. A government 

that is prepared to stand by while that happens in New Zealand is 

unfit to govern. (press release, September 20, 1996). 

By placing National at the opposite pole of the political spectrum, however, 

the Alliance effectively discounted Act as a contestant. For example: "The 

Alliance and National represent the true real contrasts in this election. National 

is the party that has created a society where one in three children live below 

the poverty line" (press release, October 2, 1996). The Alliance's discursive 

(re )positioning of National is more fully explored in the following section. 

323 



~ Alliance Campaign 

Alliance positioning of others 

National 

As described above, in order to justify fundamental changes in 

economic policy, the Alliance asserted that a crisis of poverty existed in New 

Zealand. Underpinning this assertion was the Alliance discourse against the 

free market economy introduced by Labour and maintained by the National 

government since 1990. While National campaigned on a platform of economic 

success, the Alliance maintained that the economy was foundering. This 

assertion worked to position National as dishonest and untrustworthy, out of 

touch with New Zealanders, and uncaring. This section explores the textual 

evidence of the Alliance attempts to effect such a positioning of National. 

In direct contradiction to National's own campaign discourse, the 

Alliance maintained that "National is running into the election with a 

precariously placed economy featuring permanent unemployment, chronic 

balance of payments of deficits and permanently high exchange and interest 

rates" (press release, September 12, 1996). The Alliance assertions aimed 

primarily to discredit the free market economy and, by association, National as 

an advocate of that system. They went further, however, and positioned the 

National government as dishonest and untrustworthy by maintaining that 

National had deliberately lied about the state of the economy. For example, an 

Alliance press release stated that 

The Government's misinformation campaign over the level of New 

Zealand's overseas debt has reached epidemic proportions .... The 
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Government has been so unscrupulous in its misrepresentation of the 

foreign debt that there is a moral obligation on news media to publish a 

full statement of New Zealand's debt position so that the public 

knows the facts (September 27, 1996). 

While maintaining that levels of foreign debt were, in fact, deteriorating, the 

Alliance linked the government's economic policies to a destabilisation of 

national sovereignty, providing a rationale for the Alliance platform of 

economic nationalism. In the following press release statement, the Alliance 

made the link quite explicitly: 

While the government has been trying to convince the public that the 

country is paying off debt it has actually been sinking us ever deeper 

into the mire. The debt figures show this Government cannot be 

trusted when it talks about debt. Overseas debt is getting worse, not 

better .... The sovereignty of New Zealand is at risk from increasing 

debt levels of this kind (September 15, 1996). 

The risk imposed on New Zealand as a nation state was not 

constructed as an unfortunate by product ofNational's economic policies. 

Rather, the Alliance positioned the National Government as a ruthless and 

fanatical conspirator which had deliberately aimed to sell New Zealand to 

international interests, at the expense of New Zealanders. For example: 

The [New Zealand] IAP [Individual Action Plan - submitted to APEC 

1996] reveals the position the National government is secretly 
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committing New Zealand to in international negotiations. It means a 

privatisation programme that will run well into the next century and 

will cover remaining SO Es [State Owned Enterprises] and local 

authority assets .... National has declared war on public ownership and 

notified overseas governments but not the people of New Zealand .... 

There is no social or economic justification for National's fanatical 

privatisation of the infrastructure of the New Zealand economy (press 

release, Septe~ber 24, 1996). 

The negative effects on the economy and the country ofNational's 

privatisation programme were constructed as exacerbated by banks' high 

interest rates, imposed as a deliberate government policy: "In addition to 

punishing home owners, National's high interest rate policy also causes foreign 

capital to flood into the country, forcing up the currency which in tum 

punishes our exporters and producers of import substitutes" (press release 9 

October 1996). The Alliance construction of the effects of foreign capital on 

the national economy, particularly in regard to exporters, was in direct 

contradiction to National's neoliberal construction (see chapter four). National 

campaigned for a global economy, with a free flow of capital which would, it 

claimed, benefit exporters. 

Frequently, the Alliance's attacks on National were personalised 

through an attack on the Prime Minister, Jim Bolger. The use of personalities 

in this way was a well-established feature of modem political campaigns (for 
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example Swanson & Mancini, 1996), as discussed in chapter two. The 

individual provided a focus and a face for party policies. In addition, however, 

by reducing economic policies which had been in force for twelve years to the 

level of one individual, the Alliance, arguably, aimed to reduce the apparent 

strength, permanence and, hence, hegemonic acceptance of those policies. For 

example, an Alliance press release stated that "Mr Bolger's comments [about 

interest rates] are about his own insecurity and desperation to cling to power. 

They are not about reality" (September 30, 1996). 

In addition to being positioned as both committed to neoliberal 

economic policies and self-serving, Bolger was positioned as "out of touch" 

with the real issues facing New Zealand: "The Prime Minister's abusive 

response to fair, environmentally sustainable policies shows how far out of 

touch he has become with mainstream New Zealand" (press release, October 

10, 1996). At times, however, "out of touch" was given the meaning of"self­

serving" through the implication that a lack of knowledge, or 

acknowledgement, was simply an expediency. Such was the case with the 

issue of poverty in New Zealand. The Alliance frequently pointed out a lack 

ofrecognition of the issue by National. For example, again focusing on Bolger, 

an Alliance press release stated that "Mr Bolger's speech today didn't 

mention a single policy to eliminate poverty, while he trumpeted the policies 

that have created it" (October 2, 1996). The Alliance maintained that 

National's failure to acknowledge poverty was simply a tactic to ignore the 

issue. In addition, National's use of voluntary social assistance, such as 
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foodbanks, was constructed as a dishonest means of masking the reality of 

poverty: 

The Alliance has strongly attacked the inadequacy of benefits and the 

basic wage following media reports of a planned protest closure of 

several foodbanks around the country next week .... Foodbanks provide 

the Government a very cheap means for sweeping poverty under the 

carpet. It is time the Government publicly acknowledged the extent of 

poverty in this country and took steps to remedy it (press release, 

September 22, 1996). 

The key theme of poverty in the Alliance campaign discourse against 

National was linked to each of the key election issues: health, education, 

superannuation and the economy. National was positioned as having callous 

disregard for the well-being of "ordinary" New Zealanders in its fanatical drive 

for deregulation and privatisation. In this way, the Alliance attempted to 

reposition National to the right (away from centre-right) of the political field. 

For example, under National's health policy: 

people are being subjected to inhuman suffering because of National' s 

underfunding of the public health system .... National is deliberately 

underfunding the health system in an effort to force people to take out 

private health insurance. The consequence for ordinary people is 

devastating (press release, September 18, 1996). 
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National was thus positioned in strongly negative terms, with no room for 

compromise built into its policies. Its policies of health, education, and the 

economy were linked to the imposition of the free market on all sectors of 

New Zealand society, with no regard to the affect on ordinary citizens. 

As stated, the Alliance did not attempt to discursively position Act on 

its own. Act was positioned infrequently only, in the context of ''the awful 

prospect of a Government taking power formed by National, Act and the 

Christian Coalition" (press release, September 17, 1996). Act, which naturally · 

appealed to a different target market, did not apparently pose a direct threat to 

the Alliance. Nevertheless, the Alliance's failure to position National as in 

collusion with the founders and supporters of Act was surprising. An 

articulation ofNational's policies with those of Act would have facilitated the 

Alliance's repositioning of National further to the right of the political field. 

The Alliance campaign discourse worked to demonise National and to 

position both Labour and New Zealand First as linked to National. This 

positioning is explored in the following two sections, beginning with New 

Zealand First. 

New Zealand First 

Repositioning of New Zealand First was of particular importance for 

the Alliance as, in several ways, the Alliance's discursive positioning of itself 

resembled that of New Zealand First. Both parties embraced a doctrine of 
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economic nationalism (see chapter six) by expressing an unwillingness to open 

New Zealand assets to overseas buyers. Both parties could potentially serve 

as a coalition partner to Labour. As one commentator stated: "The problem for 

the Alliance and NZ First is that of distinguishing themselves from each other 

in an overcrowded political market-place, particularly when the range of 

available policy prescriptions is limited" (Laugesen, 1996f). 

In repositioning New Zealand First, the Alliance consistently 

portrayed its candidates as untrustworthy. Their inherent untrustworthiness 

was, in turn, frequently linked to the prediction that New Zealand First would, 

after the election, go against its word and enter into a coalition agreement with 

National. In this way, the Alliance both countered New Zealand First's own 

strongly anti-National campaign discourse (see chapter six) and repositioned it 

away from "centre" to right of centre and very much closer to National. The 

Alliance strategies thus aimed to remove New Zealand First as a viable 

coalition partner to Labour. 

In an intertextual reference to both their own campaign slogan of ''the 

Alliance will not sell out", discussed above, and New Zealand First's self 

positioning as the "only party that has not sold out" (see chapter six), the 

Alliance worked to reposition New Zealand First as dishonest and 

untrustworthy. The Alliance attempted to undermine New Zealand First's self 

positioning by directly associating the characteristic of untrustworthiness with 

New Zealand First's record of "selling out" on a variety of policy issues. The 

association also worked intertextually as a direct contradiction to New Zealand 
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First's self positioning as the only trustworthy party by virtue of its not 

having a record of broken promises. The key objective of the Alliance 

repositioning of New Zealand First was to construct New Zealand First as a 

coalition partner for National. This was effected by articulating New Zealand 

First policies (and changes in policy) with those of National and of a 

programme of neoliberalism. For example: 

Now that New Zealand First has sold out tertiary students, we can 

also expect them to sell out everyone else. The Alliance has always 

said NZ First cannot be trusted .... If New Zealand First is prepared to 

tolerate [student debt] then it is prepared to sacrifice a generation to a 

sick economic experiment. No wonder New Zealand First is prepared 

to enter a coalition with National (press release, September 11, 1996). 

The reference to an "economic experiment" is one which would be recognised 

by many as a term often used disparagingly to describe the neoliberal reforms 

introduced to New Zealand since 1984 (Kelsey, 1997). 

New Zealand First's position on economic nationalism was also 

undermined by the Alliance and used to reposition New Zealand First close to 

National. Economic nationalism was a position that was shared by the Alliance 

and so repositioning was necessary. The Alliance used New Zealand First's 

shift in policy regarding foreign ownership ( discussed in chapter six) to 

articulate their interests with those of National and thus reposition New 

Zealand First as dishonest and without any genuine intention of protecting 

New Zealand national interests: 
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No wonder New Zealand First is positioning itself for coalition with 

National. Both parties support Telecom's greedy profits. Nor is it a 

surprise that New Zealand First softened its opposition to foreign 

control this year, prompting Telecom to state that it was "relaxed" 

about NZ First (press release, September 24, 1996). 

The example of Telecom served Alliance purposes well as it epitomised 

neoliberal policies. Telecom was a well known and unpopular company which 

had once been a state-owned enterprise, had been privatised and sold, in large 

part, to overseas investors. The company's unpopularity stemmed in part 

from the fact that it had made large numbers of staff redundant through a 

"restructuring" process, while generating large profits. It was also negatively 

associated with a big business-led campaign against the introduction of MMP 

(Roper & Leitch, 1995). 

The Alliance further constructed New Zealand First as dishonest by 

attempting to discredit its promises of increased social spending after the 

election. Labour, too, positioned itself with similar promises. Such spending 

was dependent upon the economic surplus claimed by National. By casting 

doubt upon the reality or sustainability of economic surplus, the Alliance 

aimed to undermine National's election promises as well as those of New 

Zealand First and Labour. Without economic surplus there could be no 

increase in spending in the social sector: 

Their problem is they are looking for an easy way out - promising to 

spend without raising revenue to pay for their promises. The lower 
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surpluses forecast by the Reserve Bank will not sustain anything like 

the promises of Labour and New Zealand First (press release, 

September 13, 1996). 

By constructing New Zealand First and Labour's spending promises as 

unsustainable, the Alliance, in contrast, positioned its own tax-funded 

spending as the only viable policy. The Alliance's repositioning of Labour is 

further analysed in the following section. 

Labour 

This section looks at the ways in which the Alliance attempted to retain 

Labour in the position of the unpopular neoliberal reformer of 1984-7 in order 

to target those low income and beneficiary voters who no longer considered 

themselves represented by Labour. 

If the Alliance was to continue to appeal to these voters, it was 

necessary to prevent Labour from regaining its pre-1984 position as their 

representative. It drew upon Labour's performance in government between 

1984 and 1990 in order to portray Labour as belonging to the right of the 

political field and to prevent it from repositioning itself from the stance it took 

then. For example: 

Labour is trying to blame the Area Health Boards, which were badly 

underfunded by Labour, for making decisions that Labour forced on 

them .... Labour is trying to have it both ways. It says it will take 
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responsibility for health but tries to dodge responsibility. It says 

National should take responsibility but won't take responsibility itself 

.... The public knows full well where the responsibility lies. No amount 

of squirming from Labour will change that fact (press release, 

September 20, 1996). 

In conjunction with articulating the Labour of the present with its 

policies of the past, the Alliance worked to prevent Labour from reclaiming a 

position on the Left of the political field in 1996. It amplified Labour's 

concessions to the existing economic direction by alleging Labour's total 

separation of social and economic policy: 

Labour is making the same mistake as it made between 1984 and 1990 

in attempting to separate economic policy from social policy .... 

Labour could not again get away with pretending that economic policy 

could be totally separated from social policy in the way Helen Clark 

was attempting .... Labour must also recognise that economic decisions 

have social consequences (press release, October 9, 1996). 

The Alliance's repositioning of Labour in this way enabled the Alliance to 

distinguish itself from Labour and to position itself as ''the only party 

committed to genuinely changing economic policy" (press release, October 7, 

1996). 

The Alliance further attempted to reposition Labour to the right of the 

political field by linking Labour's policies with those of Act. This 
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repositioning was extreme and, once again, served to reinforce the connection 

of the current Labour Party with the 1984 - 1987 Labour Government and the 

economic policies of Roger Douglas (the founder of Act}, a link which the 

1996 Labour Party worked to sever. For example: 

Labour's user charges policies selectively victimise the children of the 

poor .... If Labour wants to focus on taxes alone and forget about user 

charges, it should join Act which wants to abolish tax altogether and 

replace it with across the board user charges (press release, September 

19, 1996). 

By attempting to reposition the 1996 Labour Party well to the right of 

the political field, the Alliance left little room for working in coalition with 

Labour after the election. Titls particular example was perhaps necessitated by 

the party's own refusal to enter into post-election coalition agreements. 

DISCUSSION 

The Alliance occupied the polar position of left in the 1996 political 

field in New Zealand, the mirror opposite of Act at right (see chapter seven). 

Both were minor parties which relied primarily upon the party vote for entry 

into Parliament. That the positions of Act and the Alliance mirrored each other 

was evident in several dimensions of the analysis of their campaign discourse. 
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In particular, the policy positions taken by the Alliance reflected a 

fundamental belief in collective social responsibility brought about through 

government intervention. Act, on the other hand, promoted their core belief in 

individual responsibility and liberty (see chapter seven). The two parties, 

therefore, epitomised the essential differences between Left and Right within 

the universe of political discourse. The extent to which each party could adopt 

the core principles of Left or Right was determined by the scope of the 

political field in New Zealand in 1996, by what was deemed "politically 

thinkable" at that time and place. Each party had to make compromises in 

order to remain politically viable. This was particularly so for Act (see chapter 

seven). 

The Alliance campaign discourse, dominated by that ofNewLabour, 

was essentially reflective of the principles of Keynesian social democracy, an 

ideologically based system which still had the potential to resonate with a large 

number of voters who had suffered financially and socially under the shift 

toward neoliberalism. While Keynesian social democracy is, itself, an 

articulation forged between socialism and democracy (see chapter two), the 

Alliance attempted to use a purist discourse to differentiate itself from its 

election opponents. "Purity", however, was an Alliance construct based upon 

its professed unwillingness to compromise its ideals and to separate social 

issues from the economy. Although its stance remained viable within the 

political field in 1996, it was marginalised. In order to maximise its potential to 
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have an influence in government, the Alliance ( or, rather, NewLabour) needed 

to be prepared to make compromises. 

The Alliance's purist position, dominated by NewLabour, failed to 

take advantage of the party's own multiplicity which could have been used to 

broaden the appeal of the Alliance to a much wider set of target groups. Those 

groups which the Alliance had the potential to reach included middle class 

environmentalists who rejected the individualistic policies of National and Act, 

and Maoris. Both the environmentalists and Maori had interests which 

extended beyond the arguments of the political field determined by Left and 

Right and which could have been articulated with the Alliance campaign 

discourse. The result of such articulations could have been the construction of 

a new discourse which integrated the multiple interests of its members and 

positioned the Alliance as a representative of those interests. It was significant 

that the Greens left the Alliance in order to campaign independently ( and 

successfully) for the 1999 general election. 

The Alliance campaign discourse practices further limited the party's 

collective chances of success. The party failed to adapt sufficiently to the new 

electoral environment by campaigning for electorate rather than party votes 

and by removing themselves as coalition partners by refusing to enter post­

election negotiations. Labour was the natural coalition partner for the Alliance, 

yet the Alliance consistently campaigned aggressively and negatively against 

Labour. That strategy, combined with its refusal to negotiate coalition 

arrangements after the election, appeared to leave virtually no room for the 

337 



The Alliance Campaign 

two parties to work together in government. Such a position could not have 

instilled voters with confidence that they would ultimately be well represented 

by the Alliance in Parliament. A reconstructed discourse which articulated the 

views and interests of the Alliance member parties, as suggested above, could 

have allowed overlap with Labour's policies yet retained a differentiation for 

the Alliance, leaving the two parties open to co-operation both prior to and 

after the election. 

Potential voters were also alienated by the domination of taxation 

policies over issues of social justice within the Alliance campaign discourse. 

That domination was, again, reflective of the power differential within the 

party hierarchy which favoured NewLabour. By the time of the general 

election of 1999, the Alliance had modified its taxation policy by raising the 

threshold over which taxation would rise. The modified policy was not only 

more palatable to voters but was aligned to Labour policy. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

CONCLUSIONS 

In reflection of the diverse sets of roots of the field of political 

communication, this thesis has drawn together multi-disciplinary strands in 

investigating the discourses of the election contenders in the political field in 

New Zealand, 1996. The disciplines thus combined include political science, 

cultural studies, socio-linguistics, organisational communication and public 

relations. Not only did such a combination of perspectives enrich the research 

itself, but it resulted in original contributions to each of the contributing 

disciplines, as expanded upon below. 

One of the key original contributions this work makes to political 

theory is the combination of Bourdieu' s ( 1991) work on political fields and 

Bobbio's (1996) thesis on the enduring differences between Left and Right. 

Together, the two works give insight and depth of meaning to Bourdieu's 

phrase "the universe of political discourse". The concept of a political field 

facilitates the analysis of the range of stances which fall within the scope of 

what is considered to be "politically thinkable" at any given place and time. 

The amalgamation of that concept with Bobbie's Left/Right thesis provides 

Bourdieu's work with a dynamism which historically contextualises changing 

political fields. That dynamism provides a revised theoretical framework by 

which shifts in the nature of the political centre that occur over time can be 

understood. What is analysed as the centre of a particular political field may, 
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within the universe of political discourse, be analysed as positioned to the left 

or right. This explains, for example, how the core principles of Keynesian 

social democracy could be neutralised in the centre of the political field in New 

Zealand in the 1950s and 1960s but, by 1996, were positioned as left. 

The combination of the theories of political fields and Left/Right 

differences within the universe of political discourse provides a framework for 

comparative studies of political fields over time. Similarly, it provides a 

framework for the co~parison of political fields which exist at the same time, 

but in different geographical, social and political contexts. Such comparisons 

are of critical importance, especially in the context of political, economic, 

social and cultural globalisation. 

A further enhancement of the amalgamation of the theories of political 

fields and the universe of political discourse was made in this thesis by the 

application of critical discourse analysis as a means of both explaining and 

mapping change and the processes of change in political discourse. 

As stated, the use of critical discourse analysis as a methodological 

framework for this thesis facilitated the examination of political campaign 

discourse (in the sense of written and spoken language) within its wider social, 

institutional and political context. Thus language, which the traditionally 

functional discipline of political science most often regards as transparent, was 

analysed to reveal the "connections and causes which are hidden" (Fairclough, 

1992, p. 9). The analysis of the social practices and discourse practices of 

political parties combined with a linguistically oriented analysis of their 
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campaign texts, as prescribed in Fairclough's (1989; 1992; 1993; 1995a) three 

dimensional model of critical discourse analysis revealed the dominant 

ideologies which underpinned each party's campaign discourse. It also revealed 

the discourse practices engaged in each party's struggle for the power of 

representation, both in the physical sense of representation of the non­

professionals of civil society in the political field, and in the symbolic sense of 

ideological representation of a particular reality constructed through language. 

The power struggle engaged in through language is the power to determine 

what constitutes "common sense" and, thus, which discourse exercises 

hegemonic power. 

Critical discourse analysis also, importantly, facilitated the identification of 

difference - between parties and within the discourse of individual parties. Difference 

between parties was indicative of the scope of the political field and of the relationships 

between the individual parties at a given time and the changes in those relationships. 

Changes in the discourse of any one party can indicate a change in the political field, 

brought about through changes in and struggles for what is politically thinkable. These 

changes are typically a manifestation of social change in civil society - a change in the 

social and political practices which gain dominance as "common sense", as political 

parties in the political field seek endorsement of their policies from social fields. The 

emergence of new debates and new and creative language constructions are indicative of 

hegemonic breakdown and associated power struggles and social change. They are also 

indicative of more functional changes, such as a change in the political system or a change 
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in the discursive strategies associated with attempts to gain or maintain representative 

power. 

The discourse changes identified in the political field of New Zealand, 1996, 

clearly demonstrated a struggle over the role of the market in social policy. This was the 

key issue of contention between the two major parties, National and Labour, at the 

centre-right and centre-left of the political field, respectively. At the same time, it 

demonstrated an acceptance of the role of the market in economic policy, with its removal 

as an issue in the neutral centre of the political field. These discourse changes were 

evidenced by the parties' campaign texts which demonstrated new mergings and 

separations of left/right distinctions. National' s texts, for example, provided evidence of a 

strong shift away from Keyensian social democratic principles but with some recourse to 

government provision of social services. Their discourse on health, for example, was 

creatively constructed through articulations of the economy and social spending. 

The rearticulations placed responsibility for the economy, and, as by association, for 

social spending, on the individual. Labour, on the other hand, distanced itself from its own 

neoliberal perspective of 1984 -1990, to separate economic from social discourse. The 

clear distinctions in ideological perspective between the two major parties were, to an 

extent, made transparent by the adoption of a proportional system of representation, as 

explored further below, but they were also indicative of discontent and struggle within 

civil society. 

The analysis of the discourse of each protagonist resulted in a view of 

the dynamic nature of the political power struggles in New Zealand, 1996. 

Thus, not only were the social and discourse practices of each party 
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separately identified, but they were seen in their relationships with other 

parties. The analysis revealed the ways in which the discourses were shaped in 

reaction to each of the protagonists as well as in reaction to the demands from 

the social fields of civil society. The application of Bourdieu's concept of the 

political field, combined with a critical analysis of campaign discourses, 

facilitated the analysis of political party interactions, and the range of 

interactions, in a way which has not before been effected. The relevance and 

importance of the findings of the analysis, both as a contribution to knowledge 

and as a framework for future research is discussed in the following section. 

The political field 

The political field ofNew Zealand, 1996, was of historic significance 

because it was the first in the country in which an election campaign was 

contested under an electoral system of proportional representation. The 

practical implications of the new system for the political field and political 

campaigning lay in the fact that the scope for viable competition in the field 

was greatly expanded. The application of Bourdieu's theory of political fields 

facilitated the analysis of the nature of the political field with its range of 

available stances, and the adoption of particular stances by each of the 

contending political parties. Such an analysis has not been carried out before in 

New Zealand. Nor, as far as a search of the relevant literature has been able to 
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internationally. 

Conclusion 

What the literature does reveal, however, is that in western 

democracies, particularly those which operate under a first-past-the-post 

electoral system, there is a tendency towards the formation of "catch-all" 

political parties which campaign on differences of personality rather than on 

issues of substance with a strong basis of ideological difference. For example, 

Michie (1998) describes Clinton and Blair as steering the middle ground 

without declaring themselves on issues. The application of Bourdieu's theory 

of political fields places these parties in the neutral centre of their political 

field. However, the formation of "catch-all" parties is dependent upon both an 

electoral system which minimises the range of competitive discourses and a 

period of relative stability in social space, or civil society. 

As described in chapter two, "catch-all" parties can form in the centre 

of a political field because of the relative weakness of the poles of that field. 

Weak poles are indicative of the strength of dominant ideologies of the field by 

virtue of their being widely accepted as common sense. In the centre of such a 

field, then, there is consensus - or a lack of obvious conflict or dissent. 

However, while parties may agree, in principle, upon particular policies, 

ideological differences can remain.For example, National and Labour agreed, in 

principle, upon the need for a market economy, but Labour sought to direct 

the market through legislation while National's approach was essentially 

laissez.faire. The difficulty for citizens can be that the underlying differences 
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between parties is not always apparent and so the potential for polarisation 

and a range of opinions is minimised. Mouffe ( 1993) maintains that a pluralism 

of opinion is essential for a radical democracy as without it there is no 

challenge to the status quo. 

The findings of this thesis demonstrate that the political field of New 

Zealand, 1996, was characterised by a separation of political parties on 

grounds of issues and policy. This was, no doubt, indicative of the social 

unrest and dissent which led to the wide-spread demand for a change in 

electoral system. It was also, however, a result of the switch to a system of 

proportional representation (MMP) whereby competition in the political field 

was greatly increased. In Mouffe's terms then, the introduction of MMP 

increased the scope for exercising radical democracy in New Zealand. Counter 

to the findings of research internationally which demonstrate a reduced 

influence of political parties, MMP also reinforced the strength of the political 

party structure in New Zealand as maximisation of the party vote was the 

primary focus of the campaigns. This left little room for individual 

campaigning. 

Under a system of proportional representation, a minor political party 

can hope to win parliamentary seats and to influence government policy 

decisions. Influence alone can be a valid goal for a political party without 

expectation of ever forming a government in its own right or even gaining a 

large number of seats. In terms of the political field, this thesis has 

demonstrated that such parties can take a position for themselves at the 
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margins of the field which does not necessarily comprise a new articulation of 

political ideologies or theories designed to maximise voter support. These 

parties can adopt a relatively more theoretically pure position in that they are 

not required to make new discursive formations. Such was the case for the 

Alliance. This thesis also demonstrated, however, that a political party which 

is positioned at the poles of a political field may have to rearticulate its policy 

positions in order to prevent further marginalisation which may, if the field 

shifts further to the left or right within the universe of political discourse, 

remove the party beyond the scope of what is politically thinkable. With the 

shift of the political field in New Zealand to the left and the subsequent 

formation of a coalition Government made up of Labour and the Alliance as a 

result of the 1999 general election, Act may find itself marginalised outside 

future political fields. Again, the potential for such marginalisation would be 

dependent upon the degree of difference of opinion within social fields. In 

some countries there exist political fields which are characterised by a weak 

centre and strong left and right poles. 

This thesis applied critical discourse analysis to one particular political 

field. Of wider, international and national interest, however, would be an 

extension of the research to an international and historically comparative 

project which analysed not only discursive differences in constructing new 

forms of "common sense", particularly through the discourse practice of 

interdiscursivity, but contextualised each particular discourse within the 

context of the social practices which shaped them. Such a critical perspective 

346 



Conclusion 

of the social context of discourse production would facilitate an analysis of the 

external influences, such as the nature of the political system and influences of 

civil society, upon the formation of political discourse. In this way, global 

differences in shifts of political fields within the universe of political discourse 

could be further measured against differences in social context. 

Implications for public relations, organisational communication and 

marketing 

The theoretical framework developed in this thesis has practical 

application for the fields of public relations, organisational communication and 

political marketing. What it underscores is the need for practitioners from all of 

these fields to thoroughly research the scope (the nature, range and outer limits 

of available and occupied stances) of the field in which an organisation 

functions, be it a political field or a social field. Such research must also include 

the system (legal, political or cultural) which regulates the field. In addition, 

other fields which impinge upon the primary field must be understood. These 

other fields will include those fields in which the organisation's various publics 

reside by virtue of their social practices (for example, the education system 

and/or religion). 

Knowledge of social and political fields will facilitate the discursive 

positioning of organisations and/or the repositioning of others who seek to co­

exist within the same field. Critical analysis of the discourses of competitors 
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will facilitate an understanding of the real or assumed stances of those 

competitors. As explained below, discrepancies between the social practices, 

the texts and the proclaimed positioning of an organisation can expose 

fundamental organisational problems. 

Identity 

Close parallels can be drawn between the adoption of a stance in the 

political field ( or in a social field) and the creation of an identity. For political 

parties or candidates contesting an election, the whole process of identity 

creation is intensified because of the short term of election campaigns. 

Observations of the process, however, can be usefully applied to the creation 

of identities by other organisations in other fields. For this reason, election 

campaigns can be regarded as an empirically useful "laboratory" for the 

analysis of interactions and processes which have wider applications for the 

fields of organisational communication and public relations. 

In the case of political parties' identity creation, the need to articulate 

stances or identities with popular opinion is clear. Reflective of that need, 

identity creation is almost purely poll driven - core ideologies remain but even 

these are negotiable and open to compromise as the "centre" shifts with 

changing social and, hence, political fields. 

As stated in chapter two, Cheney and Christensen (in press) observed 

that "the public relations activity of large organisations today .... is identity­

related in that each organisation must work to establish its unique 'self while 
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connecting its concerns to those of the 'cultural crowd'" (p. 4). The 

theoretical framework developed in this thesis allows the extension of Cheney 

and Christensen's observation to accommodate the perspective of competition 

in the construction of a "unique self'. If another organisation which offered a 

similar set of goods or services and was, thereby, competing in the same social 

field, attempted to target the same "cultural crowd", that is, the same market 

group, the construction of a unique identity would be difficult. As with the 

political field, the greater the numbers of contenders in a social field, the less 

likely it is that contenders will be able to successfully cluster in the centre of 

the field by virtue of a wide range of shared attributes ( or policies). As has 

been demonstrated in this thesis in the case of political fields, the construction 

of "uniqueness" in social fields could be facilitated by the discursive 

repositioning of the opposition to elsewhere in the field. Such attempts are 

sometimes evident in commercial advertising, but they have not been theorised 

in terms of repositioning. In New Zealand, directly negative advertising by 

commercial competitors is illegal. It is, however, permissible to offer product 

comparison in advertisements which may be to the detriment of the 

opposition. An analysis of such advertising could usefully be carried out 

within the theoretical framework of discursive positioning and repositioning. 

The theorising of the notion of repositioning of an opponent away 

from a preferred position or identity has greater scope for practical application 

if that theorising is extended to incorporate the range of stances available in a 

particular field. The theory of discursive positioning and repositioning of 
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political parties developed in this thesis, in line with Bourdieu's (1991) notion 

of a range of stances available within a particular political field, can be applied 

to any one of multiple social fields. Social fields, like political fields, are 

polarised, and power is invested in the accumulation of social capital relevant 

to the particular social field (ibid.). If a particular market place were to be 

theorised as having the same attributes as a social field, a marketer would do 

well to consider the range of stances available within that marketplace and the 

extent to which a stance taken resonates with consumers. In an adaptation of 

Bourdieu's terms, the researcher should assess what is considered socially 

acceptable ( or ''thinkable") within that competitive market place. 

The analysis of the range of stances adopted within a particular social 

field and the outer limits of those stances can also be usefully applied to the 

public relations and organisational communication field ofissues management. 

The issues management practitioner should constantly monitor particular 

social fields for evidence of change in what is socially acceptable and what is 

not. Organisations must adapt their behavioural practices and their associated 

discourses in order to avoid marginalisation beyond the field in which they 

expect to remain competitive. With modern communication technologies 

facilitating the rapid dissemination of information, not only from organisations 

such as corporations but also from activist groups (for example, Coombs, 

1998), the nature of a social field can change rapidly. It is not sufficient, 

however, for an organisation to merely alter its discourse practices, leaving its 
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behaviour unchanged. Consistency between behavioural practices and 

discourse practices becomes increasingly important, as explored below. 

Consistency of identity 

This thesis demonstrates that, in some cases, the proclaimed adoption 

of particular stances within the political field was not supported by a close 

analysis of the party's policy documents. That is, there was a discrepancy 

between where a party claimed to be positioned and its policies. This was 

particularly so for New Zealand First, which claimed a position at the "centre" 

of the political field under study. Its position, however, was dependent upon 

the party's own discursive construction of "centre" as neutral in the sense of 

"independent" (see chapter six). Rather than accommodating the key policy 

stances of both National and Labour, New Zealand First's texts revealed that 

the party was actually positioned in a range of stances - some right of centre 

and some left of centre. Furthermore, while the party positioned itself strongly 

as the party to get rid of National, it enabled National to retain power after the 

election by forming a National/New Zealand First coalition. 

A further inconsistency in New Zealand First's proclaimed and actual 

stance lay in the party's identification with dual but incompatible 

constituencies: the elderly conservative pakeha, and Maori. The party did not 

overtly claim multiple identities nor did it attempt to articulate the interests of 

the two constituencies to create a new discursive formation acceptable to both. 
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The differences at the time were such that their successful articulation would 

have been extremely difficult. Rather, New Zealand First attempted to 

downplay its inherent identification with Maori. It was successful in that New 

Zealand First was elected to a position where it held the balance of power and 

could enter government through a coalition agreement with either of the two 

major parties. Beyond the election, however, with the inconsistencies in its 

identity exposed, New Zealand First's support dropped dramatically. By the 

1 999 election, the Maori faction of the party had departed to form its own 

party and neither the new party nor New Zealand First was successful. 

Winston Peters, the only New Zealand First candidate to be re-elected in 1999, 

held his Tauranga electorate by only a very small number of votes. 

Multiplicity 

Successful parties did attempt to adopt multiple subject positions or 

identities for themselves in order to maximise their appeal in social fields. On 

the other hand, they also attempted to minimise the appeal of their opponents 

by discursively constructing them as uni-dimensional. For example, the 

National Party drew upon the diverse subject positions of its own individual 

candidates in order emphasise its multiplicity. At the same time, it attempted 

to reduce the appeal of the Labour Party by repositioning it to the far left of 

the political field with the Alliance, with little discernible difference between 

the policies of the two parties. The only instances where parties aimed to 

construct opponents as having multiple identities were when those multiple 
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identities could be exposed as mutually incompatible. Then a party could be 

constructed as unstable. This was the case in National's, Labour's and the 

Alliance's repositioning of New Zealand First. 

The Alliance, unlike National, failed to capitalise on its own 

multiplicity and constructed itself with a narrow range of representation and as 

single-minded in purpose. Its failure to articulate the multiple dimensions 

which comprised the totality of its component members not only limited the 

appeal of its campaign discourse but served to alienate those of its members 

who were thus denied a voice. The notable result of the Alliance's alienation of 

member parties was that the Greens chose to leave the Alliance and, in 1999, 

contested the general election independently. Their success in that election 

indicated the extent of the loss to the Alliance. 

The research undertaken in this thesis of campaign discourse within a 

political field in relation to identity creation has direct implications for the 

creation of identities in social fields. Whereas the adoption of multiple 

identities can result in an increase in the scope of identification of an 

organisation with multiple publics, the identities adopted must be potentially 

compatible. That is, the differences must be within the limits of what can 

strategically be brought together. A conflict which arises from incompatibility 

between target publics is likely to impact on the successful functioning of the 

organisation, as was the case for New Zealand First. Similarly, the discourse 

practices of an organisation must be compatible with its behavioural practices. 
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In some cases, an organisation needs to be careful not to construct its 

own uniqueness at the expense of those other organisations with which they 

must work. This is particularly so if the construction of its own uniqueness 

involved the discursive repositioning of its opponents. In the political field in 

New Zealand, 1996, the introduction of proportional representation meant 

that it was highly likely that some political opponents would have to work 

together after the election. The (re)positioning of those opponents, however, 

by some parties, rend~red post-election co-operation particularly difficult. The 

discourse technologists who constructed the campaign messages of those 

parties had failed to sufficiently assess the political field in the context of the 

changed electoral environment. The Alliance 1996 campaign illustrates the 

problems associated with pre-election repositioning of an opponent and post­

election collaboration with that opponent. The Alliance's discursive 

repositioning of Labour made it difficult for voters to accept that the two 

parties could form a stable coalition. Recognition of the 1996 problem was 

evident in the two parties' mutually supportive campaign discourse of the 

1999 campaign. From this perspective, the political field at the time of future 

elections in New Zealand would provide an appropriate case study for the 

field of relationship marketing. 
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Implications for the public sphere and democracy 

The public sphere is an essential component of civil society ( or of social space) 

and its functioning is necessary for a viable democracy. Without engagement in open 

debate about political issues, citizens tend to disengage themselves from the democratic 

process (Mouffe, 1993). This study provided evidence that political contenders did 

attempt to align policies with the concerns of voters in social space in order to obtain their 

mandate to act as voters' representative in the political field. However, such alignment of 

policies was, in many cases, derived from a political rationality rather than ideological 

convictions. For example, National publicly rejected the suggestion that it would privatise 

health and education because the weight of public opinion was so heavily against it. In a 

coalition with Act, however, National may well have proceeded with the privatisation, 

perhaps under another guise. In yet other cases, ideologies were articulated with concerns 

of voters in order to produce policy statements which were couched in terms which 

would appeal to those voters in social fields and conceal the fundamental ideologies 

underlying them. Such was the case, for example, in Act's campaign discourse which 

articulated neoliberal policies of individual responsibility for health and education with 

concerns of a Maori crisis. 

Campaign messages, through the discourse practices of public relations 

professionals, were primarily targeted to individuals in the private sphere (Garnham, 

1990), via television advertising or direct mail. These practices of message dissemination 

did not provide an avenue for feedback or interaction between candidates and voters, as 

prescribed for a viable public sphere. Further, the construction of campaign messages 
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based upon market research, including pretesting by focus groups, was aimed towards 

bypassing the process of opinion formation in the public sphere (Mayhew, 1997). 

There was one new discourse practice which was commonly undertaken by all of 

the parties of the political field in New Zealand, 1996, in the dissemination of campaign 

messages which did not maximise the use of discourse technologists. This was the 

construction of party political sites on the World Wide Web. Because of the limited use 

made of these sites and because of the degree of commonality in their use between the 

parties, they have not been analysed nor discussed within the body of this thesis. Instead, 

they are discussed as a post-script to this thesis with respect to their potential to 

contribute to the revitalisation of the public sphere. 
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THE PUBLIC SPHERE AND POLITICAL CAMPAIGNING ON 

THE INTERNET 

Mass media theory, from a political economy perspective, has for many years 

looked at the encroachment and subsequent domination by free market politics in the 

arena of public communication. The focus has largely been on the traditional media qf 

newspapers and television. Today, however, it is to the new technologies of public 

communication that media theory must turn. The Internet, or, more specifically, the 

World Wide Web, is being used increasingly as a medium for public information and 

debate. As such it provides scope for the development of a new public sphere. 

However, the Web is already being affected by the same forces of political economy 

which have changed the basis of traditional media production and distribution. 

Much has already been written about the potential of new technologies for the 

development of new public spheres, building on the Habermasian ideal of the early 

seventeenth and late eighteenth century bourgeois public sphere in which private 

interests and social barriers were put aside in favour of open discussion of matters of 

public concern. Nicholas Garnham (1990; 1992) has used the notion of the public 

sphere to argue for the maintenance of public service broadcasting. He makes his 

argument on the basis of public service broadcasting as "an embodiment of the 

principles of the public sphere" (Garnham, 1992, p. 109), divorced from control by 
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either forces of economy or of the State. Gamham's arguments for public service 

broadcasting need now to be expanded to new media forms. In this post-script I 

explore the notion of World Wide Web sites being used by political parties to such an 

extent that a plurality of interests may provide the range of perspectives required to 

form a basis of informed public debate, particularly during the pre-election campaign 

period. The notion is rejected, however, if the information provided by these web 

sites takes on an entertainment form which is increasingly targeted to individuals in a 

private domestic sphere. It is suggested that an ideologically independent vehicle for 

public service communication via the Internet is needed. This vehicle may be 

community free nets in which case, following Garnham's rationale for the maintenance 

of public service broadcasting, it can be argued that they should be publicly funded in 

order to protect their independence and integrity. 

For large societies, Habermas (1979) stressed, open communication can only 

be achieved through the agency of the mass media, including newspapers and 

magazines, radio and television. To these, I would add computers and, indeed, Morris 

and Ogan (1996) have argued convincingly for inclusion of the Internet as a mass 

medium. Other new technologies have also expanded the list beyond traditional 

television and radio with the development of cable television; televised town hall 

meetings; telematics, such as Minitel in France; and various "talk" media, including 

those which have resulted from the convergence of television and computer 

technologies. However, the contribution of these alternative media to a public sphere 

is again dependent upon their use in an interactive manner, allowing for participation 
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in discussion rather than simply serving as alternative means of information 

dissemination. 

Public Access television in the United States has been set up through the 

introduction of cable television and has allowed the production and broadcast of 

alternative programmes free from the constraints of political economy and diplomacy. 

With minimal resources of equipment, money and technical knowledge, in some 

centres anyone who wishes can produce a programme and have it broadcast through 

cable television (Kellner, 1992). Computer networks such as PeaceNet and HandsNet 

have enabled discussion and dissemination of information at a grass roots level. 

PeaceN et and similar networks exist in order to facilitate a sharing of resources, 

hosting conferences in which members can provide such items as news releases and 

alternative news services. Members can also discuss openly and laterally a wide range 

of issues (Downing, 1989; Friedland, 1996; Sachs, 1995). Used in such ways these 

alternative media do, to a limited extent, fulfil the criteria of enabling general 

accessibility of information and the elimination of privilege, especially if we accept 

Kellner's (1995) argument that, at least in the United States, most individuals will 

soon have access to computers both through schools and as standard household items 

(p. 439). They also provide a forum for debate, allowing for interactive participation 

by interested citizens and in this way can certainly contribute to the formation of 

public opinion. 

Habermas laid the blame for the demise or ''transformation" of the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth century public sphere at the feet of monopoly 

capitalism as it caused the public sphere to become "more an arena for advertising 
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than a setting for rational-critical debate" (Calhoun, 1992, p. 26). The public sphere 

thus became depoliticised while its members adopted a mass consumption mentality. 

Similarly, while the Internet is held up as a potentially democratic space, available to 

diverse groups and individuals, so is it feared this potential will be diminished by the 

drive for increased commercialisation of cyberspace (Calabrese & Borchert, 1996). 

Calabrese & Borchert (ibid.) have suggested that the rapid encroachment of 

capitalism on to the economy of the Internet will result in two separate but 

interdependent models of electronic network activity, based on dictates of political 

economy: the civic and the consumer models. In the civic model an elite class of 

technological and professional members will emerge. They will form a new class of 

intelligentsia who, although still important members of a consumer public, will 

demand input in debates of public policy making. Because of their concern with 

political discussions and policy formation, coupled with resources of knowledge and 

income, they will access relevant information and, in many ways, will function in a 

manner similar to the eighteenth century bourgeoisie. The consumer model, on the 

other hand, will be targeted towards those of lower socio-economic status and will 

centre on the sale of goods, services and political ideas and representatives. In this 

model the bulk of the flow of information will be broad and downward (ibid. pp. 251-

53 ). In line with the prediction, use of the Internet is already increasingly following a 

consumer model with a growing proportion of activity geared towards entertainment 

and the sale of goods and services. These include Internet related merchandise such as 

software and consulting but there is also an increasing use of the Internet for on-line 

advertising and direct selling (McChesney, 1996). 
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Elections, Public Relations and New Technologies 

One of the institutions within which public opinion is formed is that of the 

media of public communication. Another is that of elections (Garnham, 1990). 1996 

was a year for general elections in several Western democracies, such as the USA, 

Australia and New Zealand while in Britain campaigning was underway for an election 

to be held in 1997. Consistent with a trend which has developed since 1988, the use of 

new technologies in the context of election campaigns has increased enormously. New 

technologies provide the means for increasingly sophisticated marketing to target 

specific consumers, and the domain of political campaigning is certainly no exception 

(Maarek, 1995; Newman, 1994). Ever more sophisticated demographic computer 

software has resulted in databases which allow increasing precision in the targeting of 

direct mail; the development of cable and satellite technology has allowed, at least in 

the USA, broadcasts of candidates on media other than the traditional television 

channels; and a convergence of telecom, computer, television and radio technologies 

has resulted in televised talk shows and debates with immediate voter evaluation of 

candidates' comments and responses. It is argued that the use of new technologies, 

from early effective use of television to recent use of computer bulletin boards is 

related to successful election campaigns (Kellner, 1995). Senator Edward Kennedy's 

staff claim that his winning the 1994 US Senate election was due to his being the first 

US Senator to have a World Wide Web page (Mann, 1995). 
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While the debate about the commercialisation of the Internet continues, use of 

the Internet as a political marketing tool has emerged. In both the 1988 and the 1992 

US elections a "Presidential Campaign Hotline" offered, upon payment of a monthly 

subscription fee, a computer service to candidates and news media. In October 1994 

the US White House established an Internet site (ibid.), an addition to the existing 

White House-citizen email system (Hacker, 1996). However, the broader application 

of the World Wide Web to set up freely accessible (notwithstanding the question of 

access to computers and Internet software) web sites by political parties for campaign 

purposes does not appear to have featured prior to the run up to general elections of 

1996. 

Resources permitting, these political parties used what they could of new 

technologies as aids to election campaigning. The campaign manager of the incumbent, 

National Party, for example, claimed that their computers and demographic software 

were second to none (interview, March 1996). As a member of the International 

Democrat Union, an association of centre-right political parties world-wide, the party 

was privy to advancements made by its affiliates such as the Republicans in the USA 

and the Conservatives of Britain. However, not all of the other parties could afford 

access to databases and extensive market research. What many of them did manage 

was to set up a web site on the Internet, the content and implications of which I will 

discuss below. 

Despite the urgency of accurate and effective political marketing practices, the 

reasons given for the parties' setting up web sites were surprisingly simple. When 

campaign managers were asked for reasons the general responses were: "We have to be 
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seen to be keeping up with technology" and ''the site cost so little to set up". Neither 

of these reasons betrays any consideration of empowering the voter to make a rational 

decision informed by access to a diverse range of opinions. Nor do they indicate that 

the sites form part of any political marketing plan. Indeed, the campaign manager of 

one of the major parties commented that the direct mailing of letters is a practice 

which is virtually obsolete for that party as their main demographic group of 

supporters does not read (interview, April 1996). It is unlikely that a group of people 

who are unwilling to or cannot read will seek access to information provided by a 

party political site on the Internet. It is more likely, at this stage, that the sites were 

established because the political parties believed that they could not, especially given 

the relatively low monetary cost, afford the risk that another party might gain an 

advantage, as yet undefined, through the Internet. Such a fear would bear out the 

potential effectiveness of the advertisement cited by McChesney ( 1996) which 

promoted the Internet as a business' "secret weapon against the other guys" (p. 105). 

What constitutes a party political web site? Some of the New Zealand sites 

were set up by political party members with technological enthusiasm and skills (for 

example, Act - interview, December 1996) while others were set up by companies 

which specialise, in a technological sense, in Internet sites. In either case a lack of 

knowledge of the potential of the medium has resulted in the content and format of the 

sites resembling those of more traditional media, with little or no attempt at appealing 

to any one of a variety of publics. Although the medium is as controlled as that of any 

advertisement, standard political advertisements produced by public practitioners and 

advertisers are carefully targeted, usually on an issue basis. Web sites, like 
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advertisements, are paid for by the political parties and are used for the promotion of 

a party's policies; the dissemination of that party's interpretation of events; and 

occasionally for the denunciation of opposing party policies (for example, the 

National Party). The format of each of the party political web sites, both from New 

Zealand and elsewhere, is similar and basic ( as at November 1996). Essentially, most 

sites provide access to copies of press releases put out by the party and by 

candidates; speeches made by candidates and policy statements of the party's stance 

on key issues. Many provide a link to an email address to which comments and 

questions can be directed. The New Zealand Labour Party during the 1996 election 

campaign claimed to select key issues from email messages received and to address 

those issues weekly. In fact the "key" issues remained consistent with the party's 

campaign agenda, suggesting that they were chosen with the party's needs in view 

rather than those of any public. Some party web sites (for example, the National 

Party) provide links to other parties and to related international sites. Certainly, 

during the election campaign period, none of the New Zealand party political web 

sites allowed for open, direct interaction with or between users. New Zealand First 

did open their site with a link to a bulletin board but the link was soon removed, 

probably because of the negative comments which were being posted. Political parties, 

especially when facing an election, are likely to believe that they cannot afford the risk 

of opening themselves up to such negativity, either from voters or from political 

opponents. 
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Party Political Web Sites and the Public Sphere 

Although email links are a common feature of party political web sites, unless 

email messages are given a personal reply and questions are answered or assertions 

directly addressed, then such email facilities cannot be said to be interactive (Hacker, 

1996) and, therefore, cannot be claimed to be contributing to a public sphere. 

Providing personalised feedback is clearly problematic when the volume of incoming 

mail is great. There are, however, other features of the party political sites which are 

worth examining for their potential in increasing the range of opinions available to the 

voter for consideration. The foremost of these is shared with other forms of alternate 

media - direct access to a voting public which bypasses traditional media filters 

(Lemert et al., 1996). Many of the sites provide links to speeches made by candidates 

and to news releases. Traditionally, the voting public has to rely on journalists of the 

mass media and their editors to sift through such material, the processes of which are 

well documented (Tuchman, 1978). The consumers of the edited product receive a 

narrative constructed out of concessions to forces of political economy (Keane, 1991). 

The product is crafted to suit a target audience or public, the purchasers of the 

particular newspaper or the viewers of the television channel. As such, mass media 

products are arguably far removed from the variety of perspectives required for the 

rational formation of public opinion. 

There is no disputing that news releases and political speeches are just as 

carefully crafted as the news stories of the mass media. Nor are they any less 

ideologically biased - almost certainly more so. They are usually written by a public 

relations practitioner trained in the art of "spin doctoring". That is, the writers know 
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how to write a "news" story from the perspective which best serves their 

organisation's or client's needs. They also understand the institutional practices of the 

media and use this understanding to provide "news" in a format and at a time most 

useful to the target media. Their success in having the story published depends upon a 

range of factors, including "newsworthiness", such as the pre-eminence of the subject 

of the story (Gans, 1979; Leitch, 1990; Tiffen, 1989). 

The posting of news releases through the Internet presents an opportunity for 

public relations practitioners to by pass traditional media restrictions and to present 

their clients' perspectives. Is this further demonstration of a public sphere being 

transformed through the agency of public relations practitioners? In some ways it is 

yet it can be argued that if the whole range of political parties uploads their news 

releases to the Internet, those people who are interested are able to freely assess the 

range of viewpoints for themselves. Garnham stresses the need to recognise the 

communicative functions of the public sphere: dissemination of information and 

provision of a forum for debate (Garnham, 1990). In line with this he argued for 

greater access by public groups to direct dissemination of information, if necessary by 

the use of journalists to function as knowledge brokers (Friedland, 1996). This is 

essentially a public relations function which many journalists, because of their 

knowledge of the news industry, have "crossed the line" to adopt. 

Within party political web sites are commonly found hypertextual links not 

only to news releases and speeches but also to other political parties, nationally and 

globally; and in some cases to selected on-line newspapers, television news pages, the 

US White House and organisations such as the World Bank and OECD (for example, 
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the New Zealand National Party site). The provision of these links begins to parallel 

the vertical layering of information put forward as a model for multimedia journalism 

which enables a merging of the functions of information dissemination and provision 

of a forum for public debate discussed above (Friedland, 1996). Friedland's description 

is in the context of public journalism, put together by teams of "citizen-editors" and is 

thus removed from the advocacy of party political agendas. However, as proposed 

above, the existence of multiple party political web sites, linked together 

hypertextually, could be said to approach the range of information required to provide 

the means of rational debate. 

The "transformation" of the party political web site 

Despite the absence of well developed motives for the establishment of party 

political web sites there is no doubt that the use of these sites will continue to be a 

practice - one which will become increasingly sophisticated as the technology 

develops further, as more people gain access to computers and the Internet, and as the 

developers consider more fully the marketing potential of the medium. As argued 

above, with the addition of a forum for open debate, the plurality of views available 

through party political web sites could provide a new public sphere and so act as a 

tool for democratisation. However, it is more likely that this public sphere will, in 

tum, be ''transformed" in the same way as the Habermasian one. By building on 

Calabrese and Borchert's vision of civic and consumer models of the Internet discussed 

above, I will map out below the direction which I believe the format and use of party 

367 



political web sites will take once they are ''transformed" by public relations 

practitioners and advertisers. 

Post Script 

To date surprisingly little thought or attention has been given to how the 

Internet can be used for political marketing aimed at target groups of voters or publics. 

This may well be because it has not yet been truly integrated into the campaign 

strategy, overseen by the same professionals who direct political marketing through 

traditional media. Garnham ( 1992) in his appeal for the continuation of public service 

broadcasting described the 4ivision of public communication into a two-tier market, 

one for the "information-rich" and one for the "information-poor" with the latter 

characterised by "homogenised entertainment services on a mass scale" (p. 362) 

delivered to individuals in a privatised domestic sphere. Paralleling the civic and 

consumer models proposed by Calabrese and Borchert, this principle will be 

increasingly applied to new electronic communication. Used uni-directionally, the 

Internet, like television, addresses the individual privately rather than providing a 

forum for discussion. Such is the case with party political web sites whose added 

feature of email merely creates an illusion of participation. Without the true function 

of interactive debate, Garnham's proposal that "[i]nteractive capacity may indeed be 

useful for financial and commercial transactions, but claims that it allows the consumer 

in some way to talk back or the voter to be more fully involved in political decision­

making are highly misleading" (1990, p. 126) can be equally applied to party political 

web sites. 

Press releases and transcripts of speeches to voters can be of little interest to 

those who do not read. How can the information be otherwise delivered? The format 
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of party political web sites has so far failed to use the full range of available 

technology. There is, typically, more of visual interest to be found in graphics offered 

by traditional media. Apart from interest derived from the novelty of their existence, 

the sites so far do little to encourage examination of their contents. The trend in both 

political advertising and traditional media coverage of political campaigning has been 

towards ever shorter "sound bites" (Steele & Barnhurst, 1996) and an increasing factor 

of entertainment, particularly in the case of television. This is likely to also be the case 

for party political web sites. Instead of a written news release or commentary, the 

"story" will be relayed as a short video narrative which will portray the desired 

version of events with the relevant ideological interpretation. Ideology will also be 

encapsulated in on-line video games - good versus evil with "good" winning by 

following the policies of the sponsor political party. Prizes will be offered to 

"winners" of the games. Prizes will also be offered as an incentive to log on to a 

particular site. Web sites, and what they have to offer, will be advertised through the 

purchase of links through more popular web sites, in the form of banner 

advertisements already common in commercial web sites. Similar techniques have 

already been used in traditional media: The New Zealand party, Act, has offered 

attractive prizes for those who respond to data collecting questionnaires and has 

repeatedly used a narrative format to present scenarios in newspaper articles which 

condemn the status quo in favour of its own neoliberal ideology (Roper, 1996). The 

scenario described above is not far away. The technology is available and is already in 

use in some commercial web sites with the producers including the necessary software 

to make it available to receivers. For example, the Levis site 
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(http://www.levi.com.menu) contains two full length commercials as QuickTime 

movies. The adaptation of the technology for advocacy advertising by political parties 

will signal the end of the already limited contribution made by those parties to the use 

of the Internet as a public sphere. Instead, political marketers would be able to use 

entertainment to more effectively target their voting publics and appeal directly to 

their perceived interests. The target voting publics would fit within the consumer 

model of the Internet and would be reached in a private domestic sphere without the 

information nor the facility to join in debate on public policy making. Traditional 

media, subject to editorial processes, would continue to be the primary source of 

political information. 

Although one of the main existing reasons for setting up a party political web 

site may be the low cost of doing so, the maintenance of an entertainment format with 

the incorporation of video links created for the site, prizes and interactive games will 

be expensive. In the absence of appropriate legislation, limits to the use of the Internet 

will be drawn only by the purchasing power of the political party in question. Even 

now advertising through the Internet is a grey area for electoral law in New Zealand. 

Campaign spending is strictly limited but in 1996 only some political parties declared 

the cost of their web sites. All campaign billboards are to be removed before election 

day when all political advertising is banned; the party web sites remained in place. 

Their introduction has moved more quickly than the legislators. 

It is unlikely that anything can be done to stop advocacy advertising through 

the Internet's developing in the ways described. As the use of the Internet continues 

to increase, community networks such as PeaceN et appear to be the most likely 
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vehicle for the dissemination of information and provision of a forum for debate in the 

tradition of a public sphere. As such they must be encouraged to continue to operate 

in order to provide access to a diverse range of data and opinions. Indeed, their use 

must be expanded internationally to provide material relevant to the diverse voting 

publics world-wide. The ongoing and increasing cost of personnel for the maintenance 

and updating of these sites is high and reliance on volunteers is, arguably, unrealistic in 

the long term. Community networks must be able to maintain their integrity by not 

selling banner advertisements to sites of advocacy advertising such as those of 

political parties. These requirements allow for an extension of Garnham's appeal for 

public service broadcasting to the funding of community networks as a public service. 

Public funding would be required to allow such networks to remain independent and 

to avoid being encroached upon by capitalism in the same way as public service 

broadcasting. 

Although individuals may well choose to seek entertainment and/or 

consumerism over information, others have expressed a desire for access to 

information and for new ways of participation in the processes of public policy 

making (Hacker, 1996). As this thesis demonstrates, actors in the political field must 

ultimately respond to demands from social space. Collectively, then, citizens do have 

the capacity to exert sufficient pressure from social fields to ensure satisfaction of 

their desire for information and for participation in politics. 
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