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A Balancing Act: The Role of the Journalistic "Pseudo-Event" in the Communication 

Between House Members and Constituents 

By Susannah Griffee 

 The modern political press office operates through a compendium of "pseudo-

events": the job of the institution is to create pseudo-events, market pseudo-events, and 

convince the mainstream media that its self-generated pseudo-events are, in fact, real and 

important. In his book The Image; or, What Happened to the American Dream, Daniel 

Boorstin defines the "pseudo-event": 

A pseudo-event, then, is a happening that possesses the following 
characteristics: 
(1) It is not spontaneous, but comes about because someone has 
planned, planted, or incited it. Typically, it is not a train wreck or an 
earthquake, but an interview. 
(2) It is planted primarily (not always exclusively) for the immediate 
purpose of being reported or reproduced. Therefore, its occurrence is 
arranged for the convenience of the reporting or reproducing media. Its 
success is measured by how widely it is reported. Time relations in it 
are commonly fictitious or factitious; the announcement is given out in 
advance "for future release" and written as if the event had occurred in 
the past. The question, "Is it real?" is less important than, "Is it 
newsworthy?" 
(3) Its relation to the underlying reality of the situation is ambiguous. 
Its interest arises largely from this very ambiguity. Concerning a 
pseudo-event the question, "What does it mean?" has a new dimension. 
While the news interest in a train wreck is in what happened and in the 
real consequences, the interest in an interview is always, in a sense, in 
whether it really happened and in what might have been the motives. 
Did the statement really mean what it said? Without some of this 
ambiguity a pseudo-event cannot be very interesting. 
(4) Usually it is intended to be a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

 

Since 1962, when Boorstin coined the term "pseudo-event," this phenomenon has 

become a mainstay, if not the defining type of event, in any political office. Through 

working closely with the press director for Representative Steve Cohen (D-TN), I 
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experienced the flagrant promulgation of the pseudo-event firsthand. Cohen’s press 

director would send out at least one press release on a daily basis, a weekly newsletter, 

and multiple other email notices throughout the week. He would also arrange interviews 

with various print, broadcast, and radio media. These interviews and press releases did 

not, in any way, depend on the actual presence of "news" or any concrete actions on the 

part of Congressman Cohen. Instead, most of the "events" covered by the countless press 

releases and interviews originated in the press office itself. Representative Cohen's 

opinion on a recently passed piece of legislation would be written by a member of the 

press department, put into a context that made it seem newsworthy, and sent out in a blast 

email to constituents and members of the media that might want to interview 

Representative Cohen. In this way, Cohen's reputation was built: not through actual 

action, but through the accumulation of press releases and interviews, a vast collection of 

"pseudo-events." This is not a critique of Representative Cohen's strategy by any means; 

every member of Congress and every political player employs a similar manipulation of 

pseudo-events. Instead, this is an analysis of whether the use of pseudo-events by 

political players is helpful or harmful to their political reputations. Should politicians rely 

on the creation and marketing of pseudo-events? Or should they instead focus their 

publicizing efforts on something more old-fashioned, something people used to refer to 

as "reality"? 

 In the past fifty years, our daily experience has become saturated with pseudo-

events, to the extent that such events begin to overwhelm reality; Representative Cohen's 

press department is merely one of millions of creators of these "pseudo-events." Along 

with most members of Congress, the majority of Representative Cohen's press releases 
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deal with pseudo-events rather than reality. In the past year, from January 1, 2011, to 

December 20, 2011, Representative Cohen sent out 194 press releases. This number 

covers only those press releases sent out by email and posted on his website, and does not 

take into account his numerous television, radio, and press interviews, or any other form 

of press coverage. Of all 194 press releases, only 30 deal with what may be described as 

"real" events. I define "real" events as events in which Representative Cohen actually 

took an action. I define non-real, or pseudo-events, as events in which Representative 

Cohen took no independent action. For example, a vote by Representative Cohen is a 

"real event," and a press release stating that Representative Cohen made a statement 

about the celebration of the 4th of July is a pseudo-event. Out of the 194 press releases, 

one stated that Cohen had been sworn into Congress, 2 stated that Cohen had been 

appointed to committees, 20 stated that Cohen had introduced or re-introduced a bill to 

Congress, 2 stated that Cohen sponsored a bill, four stated how Cohen had voted on a 

particular bill, and one described an amendment that Cohen made to a bill. All 30 of 

those press releases covered actions taken by Cohen that would be important to his 

constituents and that define his reputation and career as a congressman. However, 164 of 

those press releases cover topics as mundane as how Cohen celebrated Christmas or what 

he thought about other statements by members of Congress or even, in at least five 

examples, press releases covered the fact that Cohen was about to hold a press 

conference. Of course, Representative Cohen has the freedom to send out as many press 

releases as he, and his press department, sees fit. Additionally, he is not doing anything 

unusual; he is merely conforming to the pseudo-event saturated environment that has 

come to define American life, and in particular, American politics. However, might 
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Cohen's 30 meaningful, reality-based press releases stand out more and become more 

significant if they were not buried in a flood of press releases covering pseudo-events? 

 The examination of the role of pseudo-events must occur on two fronts: first, the 

direct impact of pseudo-events created by a campaign on their immediate audience, i.e. 

voters and constituents, and second, the impact of pseudo-events as mediated through the 

behemoth known as the mainstream press. I will begin with the direct relationship 

between pseudo-events and political voters. This would be the relationship, for example, 

between the previously mentioned press releases of Congressman Cohen and the people 

who receive those press releases directly, who have signed up to be on Congressman 

Cohen's list-serv, or those who check his website regularly. In his analysis of digital 

media in political campaigns,  "Deep Democracy, Thin Citizenship: The Impact of 

Digital Media in Political Campaign Strategy," Philip Howard quotes a campaign 

manager as saying "I want the Speaker of the House to be able to send an email to a 

million people about how the latest tax package influences them. I want to circumvent 

Peter Jennings" (154).  Ironically, while the pseudo-event in the form of a press release is 

used to manipulate the mass media, it is also used to circumvent the mass media and 

reach the people directly. Roughly one in ten people who view a solicitation to join a 

campaign will actually join that campaign (Howard 156). Direct communication between 

campaigns and people may improve the chances that people actually sign on to support a 

candidate. The development of digital campaigning (i.e. press releases sent through 

email) has allowed candidates to "narrowcast" or send particular political messages to 

particular people who may be more impacted by those messages. Therefore, for example, 

Congressman Cohen sent a press release about his support of student loan forgiveness to 
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colleges in Tennessee. Although this press release constitutes a pseudo-event in that it 

does not describe any action by Cohen, but is in itself an event (the press release about 

Cohen's statement of support is basically Cohen's statement of support), the release still 

targets a receptive audience and probably resulted in a positive response. In fact, the 

Internet has become an important tool in how people decide to vote. Between 1996 and 

2002, the proportion of American adults who said the internet was "very important" in 

their voting decision rose from 14 to 20 percent (Howard 2005). This growth of online 

political information consumption is coinciding with a marked decline in the number of 

people who turn to traditional news outlets (newspapers, radio shows, TV broadcasts) for 

their political information. However, according to the Pew Center for the People and the 

Press, the proportion of people who turn to candidate websites and press releases has 

decreased significantly, while the proportion of those who turn to special interest group 

websites has increased. Howard argues that candidates can circumvent this problem by 

tailoring their news to their particular constituent groups, as people are looking more and 

more for news stories specific to them (Howard 163). However, Howard also points out 

that many political databases (the sources of email addresses for candidates) are created 

from companies that provide other services and require users to provide their information 

and email addresses (165). In this respect, Cohen's press department abides by the theory 

that narrowcasting works best: it only sends emails to those who voluntarily subscribe, 

and does not create email lists from outside databases. However, this does not mean that 

Cohen's press department is still abiding by the principles of narrowcasting. In its 

eagerness to create a plethora of pseudo-events, Cohen's press department may have 

eliminated the benefits of having a self-selected media audience. The idea for this 
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research paper, in fact, was generated by a question arising from the relationship between 

the amount of press releases issued by Cohen's office and the responsiveness of the email 

pool. One day during my internship, Representative Cohen's press director mentioned 

that more people had requested to be left off of Cohen's newsletter and email list as 

Cohen increased the number of press releases he sent out. Although it is impossible for 

me to independently verify this comment, the observation seems valid, and hinges on 

Representative Cohen's communication style. Cohen's extensive release of press releases 

on pseudo-events negates the positive impact of narrowcasting and makes his 

constituents less interested in his political information and less likely to stay tuned in to 

his direct political messages. 

 I have already established that Representative Cohen releases far more press 

releases on "pseudo-events" than on actual events, and that this negatively impacts the 

effectiveness of his political information. However, the type of pseudo-event generated 

by Cohen, in this example, and by House members in general, also impacts the 

effectiveness of the political message. In her article "House Members' Communication 

Styles: Newsletters and Press Releases," Diana Yiannakis examines the link between 

house members' communication styles and the characteristics of their constituents. She 

argues that candidates whose press releases focus on "credit-taking," or on advantages the 

candidates' have received for their districts, are interested in the narrow concerns of their 

communities rather than national issues. Alternatively, press releases that focus on 

position-taking reflect a member more concerned with national issues (1051). Yiannakis 

also points out that members from poorer districts may focus more on "credit-taking" in 

press releases since their constituents are looking for immediate improvement in their 
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particular situations (1051). Therefore, candidates' communication styles are determined 

by their perception of their constituents' needs, and by their desire for re-election. 

Interestingly, this throws new light on the importance of pseudo-events. So far, I have 

hypothesized that Cohen's reliance on pseudo-events has had a primarily negative impact 

on his direct communication with constituents. However, upon closer examination of his 

press releases, I find that of the 164 press releases defined as pseudo-events, a vast 

majority (more than 60%) can be defined as "credit-taking" pseudo-events. Those press 

releases defined as "credit-taking" pseudo-events are those that announce Cohen's 

opinion or statements concerning benefits brought to Memphis. For example, many of 

Cohen's press releases concern money garnered for local Memphis hospitals, Cohen's 

opinion on bills that will benefit Memphians in particular, and Cohen's support of 

businesses that will bring more money to Memphis. Memphis is a very poor city and a 

comparatively small player in national politics; therefore it makes sense that Cohen 

would focus on "credit-taking" in his press releases. In addition, by its very nature, credit-

taking generally requires the creation of pseudo-events: Cohen can only pass so many 

bills, but he can certainly issue a press release every time a new company creates jobs in 

Memphis, whether that is a result of his own actions or not. Perhaps, then, Cohen's 

pseudo-events are a necessary part of his campaign: Cohen's poor constituents may not be 

interested in his vote on a bill concerning an abstract national issue, but certainly care 

about the fact that new jobs are coming to Memphis, and may not notice that Cohen 

himself did not play a direct role in the creation of those jobs. 

 However, the pseudo-events generated by House press offices are not created for 

the benefits of constituents alone. Rather, their purpose is two-fold: to communicate with 
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constituents and to draw the (positive) attention of the mainstream media. This media is 

divided into two major factions: the national media and the local or state-based media. 

Obviously, it would be most beneficial for the candidate to focus on the type of media 

most valued by his or her constituents. Therefore, a candidate with more prosperous 

constituents from a district more involved in national issues would focus more on 

drawing the attention of the national media. In contrast, a candidate with poorer 

constituents from a district less involved in national issues would focus more on local and 

state media. Therefore, it makes sense to argue that a candidate known for credit-taking, 

as defined in the paragraph above, would be more likely to focus on local media, and a 

candidate more focused on issue-taking, again as defined above, would be more focused 

on national media. Interestingly, in "The Media, the Campaign, and the Message," 

Flowers, Haynes, and Crespin find that local media is more open to "substantive," or 

issue-based, messages issued by lower-tier candidates, and the national media is more 

open to logistical messages issued by higher-tier candidates (259). Above all, the study 

by Flowers et al finds that frontrunners (more prestigious political players) are more 

likely to have their press releases picked up by the mainstream media (262). However, in 

the absence of "frontrunner" status, a house member can gain the attention of the press by 

issuing releases that are (a) competitive, (b) contain quotes, (c) brief, and (d) 

geographically focused (262). Representative Cohen, obviously not a "frontrunner" in 

House politics, plays by the rules determined by this study well. For the most part, his 

pseudo-events contain quotes, are brief, and are focused on the Memphis area. However, 

his press releases are rarely "competitive" in that they denigrate another candidate. On the 

contrary, his press releases almost never mention other candidates or parties. Yet, in 
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radio, television, and press interviews, Cohen often criticizes other candidates or parties 

if prodded. This is an example of the tendency of the media to be overwhelmingly 

interested in the "horse-race" of politics, or the battle between candidates, rather than the 

actual issues. Cohen might have more luck in getting his press releases picked up by the 

media if he criticizes the competition; however, he also might run the risk of alienating 

constituents, who often are repelled by overly critical campaign messages. 

 The modern age of political communication has made the promulgation of the 

pseudo-event by candidate-generated press releases a requirement in the field of political 

competition. However, the creation of pseudo-events must be managed carefully and 

engineered for the greatest possible return, both in the form of constituent responsiveness 

and main stream media interest, for the specific context in which the House member is 

working. In the example used here, Representative Cohen is a member of a lower-tier, 

poorer district. Therefore, he should engineer pseudo-events for his district by focusing 

on "credit-claiming" events such as jobs brought to Memphis and money given to 

Memphis institutions. In terms of drawing the attention of the mainstream media, Cohen 

should focus on geographically specific issues, and make his press releases brief and 

replete with quotes. In the creation of his pseudo-events, Cohen is primarily successful. 

However, this paper does not explore the deeper ramifications that the creation of the 

pseudo-event has had and will have on America's political culture and democratic 

institution as a whole. The promulgation of the pseudo-event may be necessary, and 

neither Representative Cohen nor any House member is to be blamed by the plethora of 

meaningless press releases. Yet the pseudo-event is changing the way Americans view 

their candidates, and will continue to change the political process as the Internet 
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increasingly becomes the primary vehicle for political communication, and political 

communication is no longer limited by the constraints of the traditional media. At one 

point in history, constituents may have read one story about a politician every month: 

whenever a politician introduced a bill, or voted on a piece of legislation. Now, 

constituents receive stories about politicians almost every day: a politician may 

participate in an interview, or issue a statement, or celebrate a holiday. There are even 

some websites that report what politicians have for dinner. Now, people have come to 

actually expect this plethora of political news, and view it as normal. Peoples' hunger for 

political news is satiated by pseudo-events, and as more pseudo-events are promulgated, 

people will expect more political news. The cycle is self-perpetuating. Already, the media 

is over-run by news about politicians that holds no value in terms of the politician's actual 

actions for the American public. Celebration of holidays, statements about other people's 

speeches, opinions on the good job that a company has done in bringing jobs to a district: 

what do these pseudo-events reveal about a politician? Nothing. Soon, the clamor of 

pseudo-events will make it impossible for constituents to hear the stories that really 

matter: the votes a politician makes, and the legislation a politician introduces. The 

modern phenomenon of the pseudo-event is not the fault of the politician, or of the 

constituent, or of the media: blame is a useless and ineffective game. However, the 

solution to the pseudo-event is the problem of the politician, and the constituent, and the 

media. For the American democracy to function, real news -- that is, news concerning 

action in reality, and not news generated by press releases -- must reach the public.  
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