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That's simply not true, Boca Grande. Mary looked at the joke of a tax cut that the 
Invisible Man offered the city of Tampa last summer (as a blatant attempt to pander to 
conservative voters) and said - I think the people of Tampa need REAL tax relief. 
Face it, the Invisible Man doesn't know how to give a responsible tax cut so he made a 
gesture. Let's hope the voters of Tampa show him a gesture in return. 
Edseljoe 
Posted by: edseljoe | February 22, 2007 at 10:56 AM  
AND BY THE WAY... 
The Laffer Curve is the most appropriately named concept in economics. It's a laugh. 
Every time a conservative gives a tax cut to the top of the income pyramid, we do not hit 
the jack pot. Instead, they hide the money in tax-proof investments and then export our 
jobs overseas. 
George Bush had it right - it's Voodoo economics.  
Let's give the tax cuts to working people, and I mean NOW. Working people put all their 
cash right back into the local economy. They are the engine of economic growth.  
So you want to talk about economics? 
Edseljoe 
Posted by: edseljoe | February 22, 2007 at 10:59 AM  
If you want higher property taxes, vote for Mary Mulhern for Tampa City Council.  
Posted by: | February 22, 2007 at 11:09 AM  
So you may say, annonymous poster, but do you have any evidence or are you just 
keeping your keyboard in use? 
Mary has said on several occasions, both during the County Commission race and now, 
that she wants REAL tax relief, not an empty gesture.  
That's certainly more than the Invisible Man has been willing to do. 
Edseljoe 
Posted by: edseljoe | February 22, 2007 at 12:08 PM  
Okay, am I the only one that finds it interesting that Mulhern has hired the guy who ran 
Charlie Justice's ridiculous Superman, comic book themed campaign (which he won -- 
barely -- in spite of, not because of), and now she too is running a comic-bookish, "hero" 
campaign? 
Marketing lessons learned from professional wrestling do not necessarily translate to 
political campaigns... 
Posted by: | February 22, 2007 at 02:04 PM  
Mitch Kates is going to head up a number of successful campaigns before he gets bored 
of politics. Charlie Justice won because of Mitch's committment to counterpunching 
when Kim Whatshername insisted on going negative.  
Berfield was backed by huge stacks of cash. 
And she still lost to Justice. 
I'd say that means Kates is a winner. 
edseljoe 
Posted by: edseljoe | February 22, 2007 at 03:56 PM  
The "Shawn Who" campaign made me want to find out more. 
So I decided to find out just exactly who the Shawn was...and then when I read up on his 
platform, and then Mulhern's...I decided to vote for Shawn. 
Congrats Mulhern for generating interest in Shawn 
Posted by: | February 22, 2007 at 07:54 PM  
Kates is an idiot who hitch his wagon to a winner. Hell, Kim could have won CJ's 
campaign for him. 
Posted by: | February 22, 2007 at 08:35 PM  
6:48 - you my dear evidently haven't spoken with Mary - if you had you'd know - mary 
does the research, Mary digs deep to find solutions to problems, and Mary asks and gets 
feedback from homeowners, renters, snowbirds, students, etc.  
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When was the last time Shawn Who? asked anyone for their idea, other than a developer 
of how much they'd like to contribute for a job that pays less than $40k. 
Posted by: | February 22, 2007 at 09:40 PM  
Kates - a winner in my book. He chooses to work for people with integrity, gives his job 
everything AND he's a 'hoot too! 
Welcome to Tampa Mitch and I'm hoping that you stay around for a long time. 
Posted by: | February 22, 2007 at 10:09 PM  
What a shock... another anonymous poster for The Invisible Man!  
How can you do research on a guy with no real record? Shawn has had numerous 
opportunities to increase the transparency and accessibility of the City Council and he's 
never done it. By contrast, the County Commission has a relatively easy-to-use system 
for looking at the behavior of the body. If the Invisible Man is so proud of his record, 
why hasn't he made more of it available? 
edseljoe 
Posted by: edseljoe | February 23, 2007 at 09:50 AM  
edseljoe, I bet Shawn thought he'd just coast into office without having a real race on his 
hands. You can see he isn't prepared at all. 
Posted by: Chris W | February 23, 2007 at 05:54 PM  
you can also see his finance reports online. There are some odd expenses, including 
$2410 for a "residential map of the district" when a precinct map costs less than $10 
down at the supervisor's office and you can see which precincts are in what district for 
free on the supervisor's web site. That plus a $1.50 felt-tip marker will get you a 
residential map of the district. 
Some fiscal conservative, huh? 
Posted by: Chris W | February 23, 2007 at 05:57 PM  
Um, should I even mention the fact that Shawn uses the same image consulting firm 
(according to his financial expenditure form) that did the PR work for disgraced 
Congressman (and page harasser) Mark Foley? The Invisible Man has spent thousands on 
them... Should I mention that? 
Probably not. 
edseljoe 
Posted by: edseljoe | February 23, 2007 at 10:06 PM  
I don’t know what his last name is or who he supports… and I definitely don’t want to 
know what’s in your mouth. 
Posted by: | February 23, 2007 at 10:42 PM  
edseljoe, the Trib and the Times had it right - he's a lightweight. 
Posted by: Chris W | February 24, 2007 at 09:10 AM  
I have heard both candidates speak before on all issues, and Mr. Harrison seemed like he 
did not like me very much because he did not approve of my lifestyle. So I told him to go 
F himself, and I am voting for Mary who is more open minded than he is. 
Mark Ferguson 
http://www.myspace.com/brandon_pride 
Posted by: Brandon Pride | February 25, 2007 at 02:58 PM  
I have lived in Terrace Park for 16 years. Born in the city of Tampa. Mr Harrison came to 
our HOA meeting and made many promises which he has not kept a one. Our area has 
less now than ever in the past. One sidewalk in the time on city council, no Bus Stop 
shelters for Hart Lines and it seem that he can prejudge you in a minute. So vote on 6 
March 2007. 
Posted by: Russell Howell | March 04, 2007 at 04:57 PM  

 
Some of the posters on this blog discuss the qualifications of candidates, but this 

is not, perhaps, the very best forum for that kind of information.  Both Mulhern and 
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Harrison maintained web pages with their resumes.  Additionally, Harrison established a 

presence on the public access encyclopedia, Wikipedia.org.  Rather, the objective of the 

blog war is to create a general ideological tone, rather than the elucidation of particular 

facts.  Although blogs do have the potential to democratize the dissemination of 

information, they clearly lack much of the responsible fact checking that one associates 

with more established media.  Instead, bloggers are policed, essentially, by only two 

forces – first, the blog’s owners, who may or may not allow certain kinds of information 

to be posted.  For example, they may have a standard policy regarding profanity on the 

blog.  The other force is the power of the mob in the form of the other political operatives 

and interested parties who leap into the fray. 

Another natural outgrowth of the Internet for political campaigns is, of course, 

email.  For the cost of a monthly email connection, campaigns (including Mulhern’s) can 

access voters, sending them announcements about the campaign or requesting money or 

volunteers.  On the downside, mass emails are even more quickly deleted than paper junk 

mail is thrown in the trash.  Even ardent supporters can simply ignore the campaign’s 

email, especially if they feel that is simply another request for money. 

The following was a campaign email that we distributed to advertise Mary 

Mulhern’s Women in Politics event (originally emailed on February 16, 2007 as a last-

minute reminder): 

Hello Friends of Mary!!! 
 
This is a reminder that tomorrow night- Saturday Feb. 17th from 4:30-7:00pm 
 
Women in Politics with Special Guest Jennifer Granholm- Governor of Michigan will be 
held in honor of Mary Mulhern- candidate for Tampa City Council District 2- Citywide 
 
The event will be at the home of Janet Rifkin 5035 San Miguel Street Tampa 
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Rumor alert...Looks like our own CFO- Alex Sink will also be in attendance!!! 
 
Please see attached invite. We hope to see you there!!! 

 

 

5.2.2 Outdoor advertising and Personal Appearances 

 

Figure 6: Simply Rose.  Conservative Republican Leadership 

The most common form of campaign advertisement is the standard yard sign.  

Each sign is typically 18” by 24” and has a very simple, easy-to-read design.  They are 

called yard signs because they are typically placed in a supporter’s front yard, a visible 

symbol of the household’s support of a candidate.  While canvassing neighborhoods, we 

always tried to ask if the household would post a yard sign with Mulhern’s logo on it.  

We would then post the sign for them if they said yes.  Some households took this to 

extremes, posting either multiple signs for individual candidates or, alternatively, a great 

variety of signs for the many candidates that they supported.  However, most households 

simply declined to post yard signs.  Yard signs have multiple functions, however.  They 

can be used during campaign visibility events (as described in the vignette at the 
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beginning of the setting chapter).  The size of the typical yard sign makes them easy to 

carry or wave and they are easy to read from a distance.   

Yard signs can also be used on Election Day at the various polling places.  While 

officers for municipal Code Enforcement are often under orders to remove campaign 

signs that are posted inappropriately, polling places are exempted from this.  Voting 

actually begins some time prior to Election Day in Florida, through a mechanism called 

“Early Voting.”  Yard signs may be placed in those early voting locations as soon as they 

are opened, and, of course, they can be placed on private property at any time (unless the 

community has a restriction on public advertisements, like some deed-restricted 

communities or some trailer parks).  Sometimes, a sign is placed on private property 

without the knowledge of the property owner.  Signs placed on a vacant lot, for example, 

can go unmolested for weeks assuming they are not noticed by members of opposing 

campaigns who may remove such signs with the same impunity.  Signs placed on public 

property are summarily removed by Code Enforcement officers.  However, the delay 

between when a sign is placed and when it is removed is often great enough to justify 

continuous placement and replacement of the inexpensive yard signs.  The resulting 

guerilla war of sign placement is a standard feature of campaign season.  If a three dollar 

sign can be placed in a commandingly visible location for a few days, it is a worthwhile 

investment of campaign resources to put it out, even if the sign itself is thrown away by 

an irate property owner or Code Enforcement a few hours later.  And, of course, signs 

placed on the night before Election Day are often not removed until after the contest has 

been decided, meaning that there is a tremendous incentive to put signs out in riotous 

abundance.  Election Day is often very colorful indeed as campaign workers scramble 
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around the district, placing signs in as many public locations as possible, often illegally 

placing them on private property or on public rights-of-way.  Some campaigns hire last-

minute sign placers to crisscross the city immediately prior to the campaign.  Hiring a 

crew of workers to do such a task was traditionally a way for campaigns to pass out 

rewards to backers in exchange for guaranteed support. 

Of course, yard signs are not the only kind of outdoor advertisement.  There are 

also outdoor ads.  Outdoor ads include billboards, which come in various sizes based on 

the number of sheets of printed material are involved in creating the overall sign.  Some 

outdoor ads include: the standard roadside 30-sheet (each image on a billboard is 

composed of multiple posters, called sheets that form the pieces of the picture): the 

smaller 8-sheet (more common in residential areas); the sides of city busses, taxis, and 

trolley cars; the gargantuan “bulletin” billboard (larger than the 30-sheet); and numerous 

other forms of public advertising.  Ferlita’s campaign was able to afford billboards, 

including some in very public locations; Mulhern’s was not.  For a few weeks prior to the 

primary, Ferlita had a bulletin-style billboard perched high above the intersection of I-

275 and I-4, an extremely busy highway interchange, used by hundreds of thousands of 

commuters every day.  Ferlita’s campaign spent $112,345.60 on services, including 

billboards, produced by Strategic Solutions of Tampa, LLC, which included almost 

$30,000 on specifically billboard-related charges.   

Still another form of outdoor advertisement is called “campaign visibility.”  

During a campaign visibility event, volunteers and/or the candidate take up signs and 

wave at passing motorists and pedestrians, as I described during the vignette at the 

beginning of the setting section as well as, to a lesser extent, the beginning of this section.  
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Campain visibility is inexpensive in terms of dollars – you just grab some yard signs (or 

in the case of the Mulhern campaign, the stand-up “Marys”) and head for a public 

location where you’re likely to see lots of motorists.  It can be difficult to gauge response 

to campaign visibility.  Many cars pass quickly and few respond in a way that can be 

easily interpreted.  Even more obvious signs that a driver has noticed you (honking, 

various kinds of hand-waving) are subject to multiple interpretations.  Some people honk 

when they support a candidate, others honk when they want to show disapproval.  Still, 

campaign visibility events were often an emotional high for campaign volunteers.  After a 

visibility event, workers for the Mulhern campaign often reported feeling good about the 

progress of the campaign.  Campaign visibility events usually lasted about two hours. 

Another kind of public campaign activity is the personal appearance, either as a 

member of a public candidate forum or as the operator of a booth or table at some kind of 

public event.  Mulhern attended several candidate forums.  Local campaign forums were, 

typically, lightly attended events.  Local elections are not a huge draw under the best of 

circumstances and few voters, seemingly, wanted to interrupt their routine to attend a 

public discussion of politics.  On several occasions, there were more campaign workers 

and candidates in a room than there would be actual voters (as you can see from the 

vignette at the start of this chapter)!  There were some exceptions.  For example, a local 

gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender group sponsored a candidate forum in a renascent 

middle-class neighborhood.  Perhaps two-hundred potential voters attended.  However, 

there were more than just local candidates on the dais.  Some state and even one or two 

national-level candidates were in attendance and perhaps it was this one-stop character 

that made it more attractive for voters. 
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Another kind of personal appearance is just attending some event and mingling in 

the crowd.  Even if a candidate has not been invited to speak to a crowd, any assembly of 

potential voters can prove to be a very attractive draw.  Mulhern attended various union 

meetings, not with the intention of addressing the group but, rather, to simply take 

advantage of the opportunity to speak to the union membership on a one-to-one basis.  

While the candidate forum highlights everyone on the dais, this other kind of personal 

appearance, informally called “schmoozing”, requires a different sort of skill-set.  Some 

candidates give rousing speeches from the podium but are incapable of being personable 

off stage.  Some are the opposite, incapable of stirring a crowd but very charismatic up 

close.  Many had the ability to do either, often with little notice, capitalizing on any 

opportunity they could get to “touch” a voter. 

Still another form of outdoor activity is, perhaps, the oldest form of campaign 

advertisement: the previously mentioned door-to-door canvass.  When Mulhern would 

speak to other, more experienced candidates, the question they always asked was: “Are 

you walking?”  In other words, they wanted to know if she was going door-to-door, 

talking to every resident in her district.  Naturally, in large cities like Tampa, it is very 

difficult, if not impossible to speak to every resident.  This is another instance where the 

Democratic VAN File (Voter Activation Network File), or its Republican equivalent, can 

have a huge impact on the campaign.  Candidates and their volunteers can target specific 

doors in specific neighborhoods, with the voter database as a guide. 

Canvassing in Tampa, Florida in the summer leading up to Election Day in 

November is a hot, tiresome activity.  Summer heat and thick humidity can wilt even the 

spunkiest campaign worker.  Re-hydration is a critical element to mounting a canvassing 
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operation.  Campaign workers (and the candidate) fan out over an area, and begin 

knocking on the targeted doors (as I discussed in the vignette at the beginning of the 

Methods chapter).  Since the objective is to “touch” the voter several times, often, the 

resident of the targeted door has heard of the candidate and already has an opinion about 

his or her chances for success.   

The key to successful canvassing is not speaking but listening.  In many cases, the 

residents want a chance to vent about the neighborhood, about perceived slights or the 

indifference of municipal government, and other issues.  On at least two occasions, 

residents asked Mulhern, who was, remember, not an office holder, to undertake certain 

very specific repairs in their community.  One person wanted Mulhern to do something 

about a reputed drug den, another wanted her to do something about the specific storm-

drain situation on their block.  Mulhern carefully noted their names, addresses, phone 

numbers, and a brief summary of the problem, then called her friends in city and county 

government to ask about what could be done.  Canvassing is, perhaps, the most personal 

kind of contact that a voter can get with the campaign.  Each door represents a chance for 

the campaign to talk about issues important to the community, as well as to distribute 

campaign literature.   

Some houses have posted signs indicating that they do not wish to receive any 

solicitors at their door.  For obvious reasons, those houses are not canvassed.  Other 

houses post signs warning of bad dogs, which is a significant disincentive for a walking 

campaign worker not to approach.  During the 2006 election cycle, a possibly apocryphal 

story circulated about a canvasser who had been mauled by a pit bull while imprudently 

ignoring a bad dog sign.  I never ignored them.  However, not all dog owners posted such 
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signs.  One of the campaign workers affiliated with Mulhern’s campaign made a practice 

of shaking the gate before entering someone’s yard.  This action was intended to flush out 

any resident canines so that there were no surprises upon entry. 

One key limitation of the canvass is that it is, not surprisingly, time consuming.  

Walking is slow, steady work and a practical evaluation of costs and benefits must be 

undertaken before committing to walk in a neighborhood.  If the neighborhood, for 

example, is 90% Republican, the remaining 10% of the voters may be too sparsely 

sprinkled to justify walking the neighborhood.  The houses in at least one neighborhood, 

in the southern portion of the county, were simply spread to far apart for us to walk the 

area.  We gathered that just to walk from one relatively isolated house to the next would 

take ten or fifteen minutes; in some cases in that area, driving would be necessary just to 

go from one address to the next closest.  At that rate, hours of canvassing would result in 

only a few homes visited, an inefficient method of “touching” the electorate. 

Related to canvassing but without the attention to detail is the “literature drop.”  

This entails assembling campaign workers and driving to a neighborhood, like a 

canvassing session, but with the objective being to drop off campaign literature 

(described below) at as many houses as possible.  Literature drops go very fast, as 

campaign workers walk from one house to the next, shoving fliers or palm cards 

(described below) into door jambs.  It is against the law to place materials that are not 

distributed by the Postal Service in a mailbox; fliers or palm cards left in a mailbox are 

routinely mailed back to the campaign, marked “postage due.” 
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5.2.3 Paper Advertisements and Campaign Literature 

 

Figure 7: Rose Ferlita's campaign tri-fold pamphlet (FRONT/Outside) 

 

Figure 8: Rose Ferlita pamphlet (BACK/Inside) 

Of course one key element in all this is the creation of campaign literature.  

Mulhern, a graphic designer married to an advertising executive, understood the need for 
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visually appealing campaign materials.  All of the campaign’s images (the stand-up 

Marys as well as the yard signs and palm cards) were created by Mulhern; many of the 

campaign’s slogans and catch-phrases were created by Mulhern’s husband.  In fact, one 

early problem that I encountered in my work with the campaign was that it became clear 

immediately that my talents as a writer/wordsmith, were less useful to this particular 

campaign than they would have been to other campaigns.  My skills as a researcher and 

synthesizer of information were considered much more useful, although that was not 

what I had hoped to do for the campaign. 

Consider the fundamental criteria for successful campaign materials: they have to 

portray the candidate in a positive light; alternatively, they can portray the candidate’s 

opponent in a less than flattering light.  Regardless of what course is chosen, the message 

must be succinct and apparently unambiguous, yet flexible enough that a candidate may 

make alterations in the field without causing voters to perceive hypocrisy.  Mulhern’s 

campaign materials went through some evolutions during the election cycle.  Her first 

palm card was a plain red, white, and blue motif that emphasized her desire to see growth 

pay for itself.  After some recommendations from friends as well as some time spent by 

Mulhern redesigning the palm card, creating a cobalt blue motif, featuring her logo and 

some of her campaign principles on one side, a friendly image of the candidate in the 

“stand-up Mary” pose on the other side.  

A palm card is a pretty standard campaign document.  It is approximately the size 

of one-third to one-half of a sheet of 81/2” by 11” paper.  Each palm card functions as a 

miniature campaign poster/campaign platform.  Often, candidates use it as a resume, as 

well.  Kevin White, for example, who ran for County Commission during the same cycle 
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as Mary Mulhern, devoted one third of one side of his palm card to highlighting his 

career milestones.  However, most candidates use the palm card as campaign literature, 

detailing either general principles or specific agenda items that they would like to 

undertake if elected.  The purpose of the palm card is to act as a calling card during 

literature drops, as a conversation starter during the canvass, and as a reminder to the 

voter that the elections are coming and that the candidate depicted is deserving of the 

voter’s support on Election Day. 

The procedure for delivering a palm card varies.  At a candidate forum, 

sometimes a table is established for the dissemination of literature.  Typically, this is a 

single table placed somewhere near the entrance, but some forums that focus on one-on-

one time with candidates emphasize individual tables for each candidate and his or her 

support staff.  I recall one candidate forum sponsored by a local business group, where 

the candidates were required to stay at their table, and wait to receive a cocktail party 

crowd, as though they were an extension of the nearby buffet and open bar.  The power 

relationship in that context seemed evident in that instant: candidates are servants rather 

than authorities.  The attendees were supposed to start at one end of an arc around the 

room, visiting each candidate in turn, and then finishing at the buffet and bar.  Of course, 

a traffic jam immediately occurred and the crowd, fresh from work, simply bypassed the 

line of candidate tables and went straight to the bar.  Finally, drinks in hands, they 

returned to see what the candidates had to say.  Many candidates responded with good 

humor, some left discretely.   

Another technique for distributing materials is the literature (or “lit”) drop.  

Although this technique is less reliable than the actual face-to-face canvass, it is a 
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common enough technique.  Candidates or their representatives simply take a palm-card 

or flier and drop it on the doorstep of a given house.  The hope is that the occupant will 

see this scrap of paper and do something other than simply throw it away.  For obvious 

reasons, it’s hard to say what actually gets done with the fliers once the dropper has 

moved on.  There is at least one good reason for doing this – volume.  While a canvasser 

can only knock and talk to so many people, he or she can easily drop many times that 

much literature in a neighborhood.  If the modern canvass, aided by computer databases 

and coordination with other groups, is targeted contact with a given neighborhood, lit 

dropping is the scattergun approach.  It’s the kind of mass communicating that you can 

do if you don’t have money to put a billboard in a neighborhood. 

Another technique often used in campaigns is direct mail, which combines the 

speed of a lit drop with the targeted access afforded by the VAN-file directed canvass 

where canvassers are told to knock on particular doors based on the voting habits of the 

occupants.  As I mentioned previously, the Republicans not only have the voting 

information, they also have somewhat detailed information about other aspects of the 

person’s life, as is chronicled in the book by a former Republican direct mail specialist 

(Viguerie 2004).  Using this technique, the voting information can be cross-referenced 

with subscription lists for certain magazines.  Viguerie’s work in this area is commonly 

regarded as one of the cornerstones of the campaign operation of national Republican 

candidates.  A candidate only has to identify a select portion of the electorate and then 

design some campaign literature that, theoretically, should appeal to the group.  To give a 

rough sense of the effectiveness of this technique, consider: a person who subscribes to 

handgun magazines and is a registered Republican receives a direct mail piece identifying 
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candidate A as an ardent hunter and candidate B as a craven gun-control advocate.  This 

is the ideological combat in a very straightforward way.  The objective is to create an 

interpretation of reality that can appeal to certain voters, thus enabling the candidate to 

win in the voting booth.   

Sometimes, this practice can backfire.  In her primary election, Rose Ferlita was 

unfairly slandered by one of her Republican opponents, who used direct mail to make 

off-putting allegations.  Swanson stated in his direct mail fliers that Ferlita was friendly 

with the politically organized gay and lesbian community.  The implication was clear: 

Ferlita, argued Swanson’s fliers, is not a conservative, because she associates with gays 

and lesbians.  The tone and the content of the message were cited as reasons why the 

local newspapers endorsed Ferlita over that particular opponent.  The cross referencing of 

campaign information with other kinds of information can be tabulated by the campaign, 

or information can be amassed through the use of specialist direct mail agencies, that 

keep mailing list information for sale to advertisers and, naturally, political candidates.  

Needless to say, the campaign with the resources to afford the services of a mailing list 

company or the internal human and technological resources necessary to create such a list 

is at an advantage. 

5.2.4 Other resources in the political process 

Retaining control of power is, of course, much easier than wresting power from 

those that hold it.  The maintenance of power relationships takes several forms, some 

more overt than others.  One form of the subtle power within the political arena that is 

used in a hegemonic fashion is the institutional use of informational or symbolic or 

ideological power to rationalize or minimize decisions that might be regarded as running 
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contrary to the interests of the electorate.  During the County Commission race (and 

indeed, in the City Council race), the Mulhern campaign had trouble accessing 

information about her opponent’s voting record during her tenure on the Tampa City 

Council.  While the institutional forces that were at play may not have been installed by 

Ferlita, she certainly benefited from them and the fact that, during her stay on the 

Council, she did nothing to alter them (nor did any other sitting City Council member) is 

a fair indication of the degree to which the arrangements benefit the incumbents.  That 

advantage  can be described as one form of hegemony – the “offstage rumblings” of civil 

society intruding in the realm of political society, or vice versa (Smith 2004:219).  

Hegemony does not amount, entirely,  to this intrusion, but it is a manifestation of the 

way in which information control becomes institutionalized, and then becomes a manner 

in itself for preserving power relationships. 

Specifically, what I’m addressing is the issue of public records.  Florida’s laws 

regarding this matter are called the “Government-in-the-Sunshine” laws (Florida Office 

of the Attorney General 2007).  Originally drafted in the middle of the 1960’s as a means 

of creating government transparency, the actual implementation of those laws, also 

known colloquially as the “Sunshine Law,” has created a moderately ambiguous situation 

which bears some exploration.  As a quick example of this, consider the absence of 

history regarding the law on the Attorney General’s website, which is the state’s most 

public repository of information on the subject.  While the guide to the law includes case 

law (arranged alphabetically by plaintiff rather than chronologically – this is significant) 

and explanations regarding the application of the law, there is no official history of the 

law.  The absence of the history is, of course, a political expediency.  Inclusion of a 
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historical narrative (beyond the baldest of descriptions of the origin of the legislation) 

would only serve to acknowledge the fact that the law itself is a contestable piece of the 

historical document.  In other words, the obscurity of the history of the document serves 

to further institutionalize it, creating a sense that the document is, was, and always will be 

the only way to conduct business in the state with regard to transparency of the 

political/legal process.  If the law were widely associated with a particular political 

agenda (if, for example, it had been enacted during a Democratic or Republican-

controlled legislative era, it would be understood in that context, as a tool enacted by one 

side or the other, rather than as an unquestionable element of the institution.  If hegemony 

is about the control of history, then the Attorney General’s website and its treatment of 

the “Sunshine Law” are exhibit A in the deployment of hegemonic control over 

information and its use to buttress power relationships. 

The law comprises two necessary components: regulation of meetings of 

government officials and access and availability of public documents (Parts I and II of the 

document, ibid.).  Part I details the requirements necessary for a meeting of government 

officials to occur.  Basically, elected officials, at any level, are not allowed to meet one 

another without first giving public notice and making accommodation for members of the 

public to actually attend.  While this component of the law is nominally intended to 

provide the public with opportunities for participation in the governmental process, as a 

practical matter it does not do so in all cases.  Announcements of public meetings can be 

posted in comparatively obscure venues for public consideration.  The municipal 

government of Temple Terrace, Tampa’s northeastern neighbor, for example, posts 

announcements of public meetings on signs beside major thoroughfares.  Although this 
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does comply with the letter of the public meeting Part of the Sunshine law, it can be 

difficult to decipher a public notice in comparatively small print on an unobtrusive road-

side sign, while driving by at 40 miles per hour.  Another section of this Part of the law 

stipulates that public meetings should keep minutes and that the minutes of those 

meetings are then to be handled as a government document and, thus, are covered in the 

Sunshine Law’s next major section.  

Part II of the law covers the availability of government documents and it is this 

situation that constitutes a fascinating example of the hegemonic maintenance of political 

power in the hands of incumbent politicians.  The Sunshine Law stipulates that all 

documents handled by governmental agencies that are not subject to specific privacy 

arrangements be made available to the public.  Examples of exempted documents could 

include medical records, certain kinds of juvenile criminal records, and other, similarly 

sensitive documents.  This section of the law, again, nominally creates a situation where 

accountability is held to the highest standard and information is available for the asking.  

However, in reality, it can create the opposite effect. 

During the campaign, Mulhern wanted to acquire knowledge of Ferlita’s voting 

record.  As a series of public decisions, undertaken at public meetings, with officially 

kept minutes, banked on a publicly accessible website, one would think that nothing 

could be simpler.  One imagines a long list of legislation considered and either passed or 

rejected, with an integrated list of the ways in which individual councilmen and 

councilwomen voted.  However, what is actually there is two marginally related streams 

of information that give confusing, conflicting, and time-displaced accounts of City 

Council business.   
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To understand why, let us follow the fictional path of a zoning request put before 

the board.   Imagine a small business owner.  The success of her business has given her 

the wherewithal to expand her store and she wants to acquire a neighboring piece of land.  

Unfortunately, that neighboring piece of land is zoned as residential land, rather than the 

commercial designation she would need to expand.  Although no one has lived on that 

piece of property for many years and the owner and neighbors have all indicated that they 

find the expansion of her business agreeable, she must request a zoning change for the 

property.  The necessary forms are filed, a case number is assigned to the proposed 

legislation, a hearing is set, and the small business owner assembles some supporters to 

take the day off and attend the City Council meeting.  Arriving at City Hall, she herds her 

supporters into the chambers of the council and approaches the podium when called to do 

so.  She explains her situation, her supporters (and detractors) speak, and the Council 

makes a decision.  However, the decision is not the final, ultimate choice on the matter.  

Rather, it is simply a vote to begin deciding the matter, which must then be approved by a 

majority of Council members on subsequent meetings.  These subsequent meetings are 

nominally intended to give the Council time to consider the request and to give the public 

an opportunity to make their wishes felt regarding the proposed legislation.  In reality, the 

effect they have is to divorce the actual decision from the initial public hearing wherein 

the facts of the case are actually presented.  While the initial public hearing might make 

reference to the name of the property involved in the zoning change, subsequent 

references will allude only to an agenda item number in a large set of numbered 

government documents. 
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Ironically coupled with this procedural disjuncture created, in part, by Part I of the 

Sunshine Law, is the overwhelming mass of government documents that are actually 

provided as a result of Part II of the Sunshine Law.  In an effort nominally intended to 

expand public access to government documents, every agenda, every item, every 

memorandum is made available as a document.  The actual minutes of the meeting are 

the more-or-less word for word transcripts created as the Closed Caption stream during 

the televised broadcast of the meetings.  Those transcriptions, written very quickly while 

the actual meetings are broadcast live on television, often include inadvertent 

misspellings and the sort of malapropisms that occur when a document spell-checker is 

allowed unfettered editorial control of a document.  Those documents are available online 

as regular word-processing documents and are accessible with a simple site-based search 

engine.  However, consider the limitations of this system:  Should you desire a document 

related to Bearss Avenue, a major thoroughfare in the northern portion of Hillsborough 

County, for example, you would have to search the transcripts for any reference to 

“bears” (or “bares”) which is the common pronunciation of the word and, of course, a 

common noun that would be the first choice of any hyper-efficient spell-checking 

software.   

Other documents, like application forms and legal memoranda are made available 

in the commonly available Adobe Acrobat format (typically called “.pdf files”).  Adobe 

Acrobat documents would, at first, seem ideal for this kind of public document 

availability.  They are essentially digital images of real-life documents, viewable on any 

computer equipped with the free reader software.  They cannot be modified by the reader 

and they, therefore, constitute the closest thing to a real document that can easily be made 
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available.  Further, the hundreds of pages of documents generated by each weekly 

meeting of the City Council, are very easily redistributed, far more easily than having a 

clerk detailed to certifying the validity of the request and then copying the requested 

document.  However, although Adobe does make a version of its proprietary software 

that allows you to upload searchable documents – the text of documents being made 

searchable by scanning it in, word-for-word using text-recognition software, prior to 

uploading the formatted document – the City of Tampa does not take this precaution, 

meaning that the agenda plus supporting documents for each session are, essentially, an 

undifferentiated pile of loosely assembled materials, snapshots of the original documents, 

that defy casual or speedy examination. 

Let’s return to the example of our small business owner.  So, having submitted all 

the paperwork, and having given her initial presentation, her project becomes an agenda 

item for subsequent consideration.  At the appointed time, subsequent hearings will 

occur, accompanied by a vote, often with little explanation regarding the content of what 

is, after all, just one of hundreds of transactions that the council undertakes.  Most of the 

projects considered by the Council are, like our fictional small business owner, perfectly 

unobjectionable and, therefore, need no special attention.  A quick yea-or-nay vote is 

conducted and the results of the vote are recorded.  On many occasions, the votes of 

specific council members are not noted.  In other words, Council members might vote 4-3 

but there would not, in many cases, be a record as to who voted which way.  In any case, 

the decision is recorded for digital posterity, the documents are filed for public access and 

the letter of the Sunshine Law has been followed.   
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While newspapers are, of course, able to act as a check on the institutional 

memory of the City Council, they do not, in fact, perform this task, for a few reasons.  

First, newspapers and television news programs are in the business of selling advertising 

and subscriptions.  This stuff is boring, by any standard.  The legal permission to change 

the height of a sign by five feet is scarcely the sort of attention grabbing material that 

sells newspapers, despite the profound effect that the permission might have on the 

interested parties.  Second, newspapers simply cannot cover every decision made by the 

Council.  Sometimes, dozens of decisions are made each session, very quickly, as 

Council members resolve issues from previous sessions.  Unless the issue is an important 

one, affecting many area residents, newspapers and TV news programs have other things 

they would rather share with their consumers. 

And yet, it does not take a particularly paranoid person to imagine situations 

where the very volume of information, the vast quantities of transcripts, memoranda, and 

agendas could, in itself, obscure the actual decision-making process.  Short of watching 

the City Council hearings, either in person or on video tape, with a copy of that day’s 

agenda and supporting documents in hand (which supporting documents are readily 

available after a given day’s activities, but not during), the process can be almost 

inscrutable.  Certainly, my experience, attempting to disentangle the decision-making 

process in an effort to make allegations against Ferlita and Harrison, was a frustrating 

one.  I attempted to find just one case that was easily understood, comparing television 

transcript, with the nominally associated documents and I was unable to do so. 

The net effect of all of this is to provide a huge edge in terms of ideational 

domains (a la Kurtz 2001: 35-38) of power to the incumbent politician.  It is almost too 
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easy for an incumbent to lay claim to some great work (symbolic or ideological 

resources) that was done while simultaneously denying involvement in some perfidious 

undertaking (with the denial occurring as a result of the incumbent’s control of the 

informational resources).  It does not even require any great feat of mendacity to pull it 

off.  All a candidate has to do is keep a low profile between elections and then “stand on 

their record” during the campaign season.  The documents, available in their multitudes, 

serve as a glamorous shield.   Their very availability gives the verisimilitude of openness 

and honesty while acting as camouflage for anything that is problematic.   I hasten to 

point out that I am by no means suggesting that such subterfuge is willfully or even 

consciously undertaken.  One can comply with the system with a completely clear 

conscience, scarcely aware of the power that compliance actually extends. 

Nor do I mean to suggest in any way that the system has been generated with the 

intention of obscuring the relationship between decisions, consequences, and individual 

politicians.  Quite the contrary.  Rather, as Smith argues, the various institutions of a 

society “each have their own very particular histories from one social formation to 

another” (2004:219).  Hegemony is not conspiracy, but it is an accretion of power, often 

mounted through the accumulation of these advantages. 

In the first race, Ferlita took full advantage of this edge, laying claim to being 

honest, honorable, and looking out for the people.  Review, for example, the Ferlita 

pamphlet depicted in the figures at the beginning of the section of chapter five on paper 

advertisements.  Challenged on specifics, at candidate forums, for example, her standard 

response was to suggest that for every seeming impropriety, there were many transactions 

that were utterly without blemish.  I am by no means suggesting that Ferlita was engaged 



 
 
 
 

219

in any duplicity here.  However, the fact that the very mechanism intended to promote 

honesty is fundamentally flawed means that her claims to honesty cannot be subjected to 

scrutiny.  She was able to use the complexities of the information system and the absence 

of overt criticism of her career as a politician as a bolster to her qualifications as a 

politician. 

By contrast, in the second race, Shawn Harrison bore some similarity to Ferlita 

(both were eight year veterans of City Council, both were professionals, both were 

heavily backed financially by Republican funding sources), completely failed to leverage 

his ambiguous record for personal advancement.  In fact, Mulhern’s “Invisible Man” ad 

campaign (a symbolic resource) drew some attention to Harrison’s seeming inaction 

during his eight-year tenure on City Council.  You can see that ad in the section, above, 

about electronic campaign materials.  The ads consisted of an empty suit juxtaposed with 

the problems that faced city council during Harrison’s tenure with that body.  The 

implication was that he had accomplished nothing other than looking electable. The ads 

banked on the basic mistrust that voters have for incumbents by accusing him of being a 

do-nothing City Councilman.  This accusation is all too easy to level because of the 

invisibility of Council operations.  Harrison failed to respond adequately to the charge 

and this contributed in some small part to his demise as a candidate.   In other words, in 

the second race, the Mulhern campaign benefited from a systemic contradiction that is a 

flaw within the hegemonic formation. 
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5.3 Methods and Ethnography: Conclusion 

This brief treatment of the subject of one particular campaign has been an attempt 

to examine the subject from two different directions.  The first is a bald, chronological 

account of the campaign, with some detail regarding the events that consumed my time 

and the time of the campaign as a whole.  The second, after a very brief discussion of 

Kurtz’s conception of the resources composing power in a political context, is an 

exploration of some of the specific techniques utilized by the campaign (and by other 

campaigns) to attain office.  In the next sections, I will outline one more resource that 

impacted the running of the campaign, as an illustration of the ways in which social 

position, control of the ideational domain, and economic resources come together to 

create hegemonic power. 
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6 Conclusions 

 

 
Figure 9: The Marymobile (with stand-ups, yard signs, and Mary Mulhern herself) 

Election Day began cloudy.  By the afternoon, it would be raining hard.   Mulhern 

had got two campaign staffers to decorate a pickup truck with stand-up Marys (the 

“Marymobile”) and drive around the polling places in the district, policing our yard signs 

and creating one last visibility event.   Mulhern and a friend of hers walked a few 

districts, knocking on a few more doors before going to vote.  I met them at a grocery 

store in the district just as it began to rain, and helped them carry the Election Night party 

treats out to the car. 

When we returned to Mulhern’s house, the rain continued.  Mary’s friend left to 

pick up her child at school.  Mary had heard that rain was a bad sign for Democrats, who 

notoriously stayed home if there were any complications to the voting process.  While I 
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have no idea if that was the case in our race, I do know that it rained right through the 

afternoon rush hour, stopping only when the polls closed.   

During the day, Mary and I talked politics and watched the news.   Mary 

considered going back out, to shake hands at the polling places or to make herself visible 

in some other way.  I dissuaded her, because we both knew what the outcome of the race 

was going to be.  After both newspapers endorsed Ferlita, we saw a steady increase in 

Ferlita yard signs.  A few dozen or even a few hundred votes would not have changed the 

outcome. Signs had been pointing toward a defeat for some time and we were under no 

illusions, despite the periodic hope that would strike us hard as we heard rumors of the 

huge Democratic Congressional success building around the nation.  Although the results 

were not yet in, national exit polling was beginning to indicate a massive shift in 

Congressional power, away from the Republicans and toward a relatively new crop of 

Democrats.  Perhaps Mulhern’s disappointment, after all our walking, talking, and 

knocking, was abated somewhat by the prospect of some relief to the political frustration 

that had motivated her to seek office in the first place. 

After several hours of joking and chatting, it was time to start getting ready for the 

Election Night party.  Mary went to change clothes and I began loading materials into the 

car.  As the polls closed, I drove the food and drink over to the campaign treasurer’s 

home, where the party was held.  The home, a relatively small property within a hundred 

yards of Bayshore Boulevard, one of the priciest sections of real estate in the region, was 

soon to be filled with her friends and family.  We later heard that Rose Ferlita’s Election 

Night party was crammed with hundreds of admirers.  Mary’s party was much smaller – 

perhaps 50 people in total. 



 
 
 
 

223

Some of the people who were there were en route between multiple election 

parties.  Many were heading to one of the several parties related to the gubernatorial 

campaign of Congressman Jim Davis, whose departure from the United States Congress 

made it possible for Kathy Castor to run for that Democratic seat.  Castor’s departure 

from County Commission, lest we forget, is what made it possible for Mary to run for the 

Commission.  Davis lost.  Castor won, holding what was considered a very safe 

Democratic seat.   

People drifted in and out of the party.  As election returns began to appear on the 

Election Supervisor’s official website, it became increasingly apparent that our 

suspicions were true.  The contest was over.  Mary had lost. 

I wandered outside to the screened patio and enjoyed the relatively cool air.  

Conversations danced around the subject of Mary’s loss.  The mood was subdued.  

Guests began to leave the party, going home or going on to wake Jim Davis’ 

disappointing Election Night.  I stayed until Mary told me to leave.  Having been with her 

through the whole process, I didn’t want to just walk away.  Eventually, of course, that’s 

what I had to do, walking out of the house alone, down the still-damp street to my car. 

The final tally was: Ferlita 38,426; Mulhern 27,177. 

Months later, when Mary’s overcrowded victory party was held after her Tampa 

City Council race, much of the sadness and disappointment was gone.  After Ferlita won 

the County Commission seat, Mary Mulhern turned around, against my advice, and 

began her run for City Council against Shawn Harrison.  I felt it was far too soon.  I 

thought that Shawn Harrison had many of the same resources that Ferlita had possessed 

in the Commission race: a Republican with a vaguely positive track record on City 
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Council, with enormous capital resources ($210,422.47 - many times what Mary Mulhern 

would, ultimately raise during her City Council bid: $47,377.50).  Prior to the City 

Council election, Harrison had been discussed as a potential mayoral candidate, for 

whom the city-wide Council race was a trial balloon designed to show backers that he 

could win outside his own neighborhood.  I felt that Mary stood little chance of 

overcoming those advantages.   

However, I was probably the only person telling her this.  Many of Mulhern’s 

friends and family told her: that she had done a great job in getting her name out; that she 

could take advantage of the name recognition that she had amassed to get enough votes 

for the win; that the money was a problem but not an insurmountable one; that Shawn 

Harrison was nowhere near the known quantity that Ferlita was.   

In the end, Mary’s advisors were right.  Harrison’s mayoral aspirations were 

dashed along with his City Council At-Large seat hopes.  After the election, Harrison was 

regarded as a disappointment who could not manage a serious, big-city campaign. 

The final tally in the second race was Mulhern: 13,219, Harrison: 12,640. 
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6.1 Theory Revisited 

In this section I will try to relate some of the observations that I have made during 

my work in the field, with regard to the theoretical orientations that I have absorbed 

during this process. 

6.1.1 Political Anthropology 

As I mentioned in the last section, leaders derive their power, according to Kurtz 

(2001:32-38) from material and ideational domains of resources.  Briefly, the two 

resource domains identified are: Material (subdivided into supporters and tangible, 

material resources); Ideational (subdivided into ideological, symbolic, and 

informational).  The following is a description of some of the ways in which these 

various domains of power interact, and the way they can be made manifest in a political 

arena, especially with regard to the control of and access to information during the 

campaign. 

One of the paradigms described by Kurtz that has yet to fade from my 

understanding of politics is the processual model.  The processual paradigm in political 

anthropology stemmed from the argument “that politics was a process in which political 

agents used power and a variety of strategies to attain public goals” (2001:13).  Although, 

as I noted in the brief history of political anthropology, detailed in chapter two, the 

paradigm has varied in popularity since its original proponents advanced the key concepts 

in the post-War period, there are still elements which deserve consideration.   
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Mulhern’s campaign can be seen as, in a way, an exploration of the process of 

getting elected.  Marshalling resources, deploying them to various tactical ends, 

attempting to achieve strategic objectives: all were on display during the campaign.  

Kurtz briefly details some of the areas of importance in processual interpretations of 

political process (2001:105-106):  conflict, force and coercion, support, legitimacy, 

political field, political arena.  Conflict was, of course, visible, not just in the electoral 

process itself, but in debates, blog entries, the street-corner placement of signs, and a 

number of other arenas.  Force and coercion were not large factors in the race.   Although 

there was some harassment during campaign visibility events (consider the vignette at the 

beginning of chapter three, which ends with a city official removing our signs; on another 

occasion, a man approached Mulhern’s sign-wavers and suggested that we should give up 

because we stood no chance against Ferlita – he then began waving signs not to far from 

us as a one-man counter-protest), there was never any violence.  

Support, in the processual sense, was in abundant example throughout the contest.  

Ferlita and Harrison raised hundreds of thousands of dollars; even Mulhern managed to 

raise tens of thousands of dollars.  Ferlita, Mulhern, and Harrison were supported by 

certain factions, who provided their symbolic aid in the form of official endorsements.  

Mary, for example, was happy to garner the endorsement of both newspapers during her 

City Council race.  Although endorsements are not a guarantee of success in electoral 

politics, their presence is heartening to campaign workers and they surely must influence 

some voters to change their position.  The Hillsborough County Democratic Black 

Caucus is in the habit of releasing a palm-card prior to each election, on which is printed 

a list of their selections for every race on the ballot.  This palm card is distributed by 
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members of the caucus to residents of traditional African American neighborhoods.  

Support is, of course, the fuel of successful political operations. 

Legitimacy, in the processual sense, is treated more in the sense of support than a 

simple shared set of victory conditions and an acknowledgement of defeat.  Rather, 

according to Kurtz’s interpretation of the paradigm, legitimacy derives “from the values 

held by those political agents involved in attaining political goals and those affected by 

them” (2001:106).  In this sense, legitimacy, as a quality, is based on the same 

combination of ideological and material supports that constitute hegemony (see chapter 

two as well as my brief synopsis below). 

The political field, “composed of those agents who are directly involved in the 

process under scrutiny” (Kurtz 2001:106), consisted not only of the candidates and their 

immediate followers (of which I was one) but also some of the party bosses, as well as 

party factions.  The offensive direct mail piece distributed by the Swanson campaign in 

an effort to damage Ferlita’s run represents the best example of this faction-fighting.  

However, despite the lack of opposition for much of the primary race (her only opponent 

dropped out early to run for another office; Mulhern was unopposed during the 

primaries), Mulhern did face some factional fragmentation as Democrats with a long 

working relationship with Ferlita committed to supporting Ferlita before they knew who 

the Democratic candidate would be.  The interplay of these individuals and factions 

certainly played a role in the larger contest. 

Another processual concept at play in the election was that of the political arena.  

The arena is “a temporal-spatial abstraction” (Kurtz 2001:106) that “constituted the 

agents and organizations that constituted the [political] field” (ibid.).  In this case, the 
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arena was that span of time from Mulhern’s declaration until the final votes were tallied, 

with different individuals, factions, organizations, supports, and sites of conflict moving 

in and out, playing a momentary role, and then moving on. 

Gledhill (2000:127-135) explores some of the various ways that political 

anthropological concepts can be explored through an examination of micro-processes.  

Indeed, from an ethnographic stand point, it would be hard to do otherwise.  Gledhill 

gives a few examples of the intimacy of political power, how much larger systemic 

resources can serve as supports of direct action within the arena, how larger systemic or 

institutional forces manifest themselves as the arena itself.  One can imagine gigantic, 

overlapping spheres, constituting the larger political economic forces, manifesting, at the 

local level (the point of contact or overlap), as a particular individual or small group of 

individuals, with all their assets and liabilities, all their techniques and beliefs. 

Of course, the processual model was not the only, nor, in some ways, the most 

important aspect of political anthropology for this paper.  As I have argued in the 

Literature Review, ideology and hegemony are concepts that I intended as the most 

important concepts in this paper.  To reiterate, these two concepts represent related but 

distinct topics.  Ideology represents the body of shared beliefs or ideas that are associated 

with any group of people that explain or rationalize that group’s relationship to the means 

of production.  By contrast, hegemony is a form of leadership and control within a 

society whereby leaders use their socio-structural control of language and interpretations 

of history to elicit complicity and assent to power relationships on their behalf from a 

subaltern population.  In other words, and this was an important assumptions of my work, 

it is possible to have ideology without having a hegemonic control of society as a whole.  
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Without this assumption, there are no alternatives to the dominant power structure.  

History teaches us that alternatives are always present.  While the dominant elites may 

make some alternatives less palatable or even punishable, the alternatives must be there 

for lasting change to take place.  Consider a community after a natural disaster.  Given 

alternatives, the society can be reconstructed in a number of different ways.  Without 

palatable alternatives, the society is simply rebuilt in a manner consistent with the way 

that it was prior to the catastrophe, assuming that the resources are still there for its 

maintenance. 

One example of the interplay of ideology and hegemony comes to us from 

considerations of incumbency in American politics.  Of course, the ardent mistrust of 

incumbents in many areas of American politics (that mistrust is an ideological resource), 

at one level, benefits entrenched elites who are not subject to the electoral process – 

corporations, lobbyists, governmental bureaucrats all influence the political arena, and 

constitute members of the political field, without having to risk their position during even 

a rigged election.  Legislators and members of the executive branch in the state of Florida 

are subject to term limits.  What politician can amass the experience or the institutional 

memory of a giant corporation and its lobbyists?  They constitute the unacknowledged 

branch of government, the branch of paid representatives (who act as custodians of what 

Kurtz would describe as a material resource benefiting certain candidates, working 

against others, 2001:32-35) that impact the legislative/executive/judicial process but that 

can transcend each branch in terms of permanence, durability, and institutional memory.  

Career bureaucrats can also benefit from the transient nature of the elected officials.  The 

Tampa City Council members are described as “part-time” employees by the city 
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administration and some qualified candidates do not run for office because they fear the 

loss of income associated with taking on a job that pays less than they are accustomed to 

receive.  So, it can be said that critics on the left and the right might find term-limits 

objectionable because they allow for the formation of power structures that are very 

resistant to popular electoral democracy. 

On another level, however, hostility to incumbents can benefit potential organic 

intellectuals (true outsiders) because that very mistrust can be used as a prop in an 

election.  While Mulhern’s campaign against Shawn Harrison did benefit those members 

of the established power structure that could profit by Mulhern being a novice legislator, 

a newcomer to the political scene, and an inexperienced administrator, the fact that the 

electorate is willing to believe the worst of a candidate and vote accordingly is a 

manifestation of the power of this anti-incumbency concept.  Anti-incumbency is, 

perhaps, one of the pressure points through which outsider candidates can attack the 

hegemonic formation. 

These are just a few examples of the advantage of hegemonic control.  It is an 

important point that needs restating: hegemony is a process that capitalizes on ideological 

interpretations but also employs structural advantages that create a persistent edge to 

those that are in control.  It is very important to note, however, that the edge is never 

enough to trump all resistance and, in fact, it can create opportunities for the dismantling 

of aspects of the system.  The political history of Tampa and Hillsborough is replete with 

instances that developed in exactly this way; see the section, above, summarizing the 

history of Tampa/Hillsborough politics.  The fissures within any group, at the structural 

level (in the form of social/political organization) or at the ideological level (in the form 
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of disagreements regarding specific policies because of confusion, at the class level, as to 

the most beneficial way to advance class interests: witness differences within the avowed 

conservative movement regarding abortion rights, for example; alternatively, consider the 

ways in which being pro-business was exploited by different entrants in the mayoral 

races of the last century), create points of purchase, where an outsider can challenge the 

status quo but the edge often is sufficient to maintain a dominant position.  Interpretations 

of election results based on political positions often overlook this fundamental point: 

unsavory positions are not sufficient to end a campaign.  Often, it is the ability of a 

campaign to simply avoid or change a given subject that conveys the edge, rather than 

having a desirable platform position.  In the 2004 Presidential campaign, for example, 

President Bush’s campaign successfully avoided discussing the deficiencies of their 

tenure in office by concentrating on discussing the character of their opponent, Senator 

John Kerry. 

If we are to assume that hegemony is composed of the structural and 

superstructural elements of society (that is, the political, economic, and ideological), if it, 

in the words of Gramsci “is the entire complex of practical and theoretical activities with 

which the ruling class not only justifies and maintains its dominance, but manages to win 

the active consent of those over whom it rules” (1971:244), then exploiting the weakness 

of that complex is the only way to create political opportunity for the outsider, short of 

violent overthrow.  Short of total victory, more or less overt attempts to attack the 

structural formation (revolution or even non-violent protest) can be dismissed by the 

power structure as the grumbling of a few malcontents, further evidence of their 

marginality.  Sufficiently massive force to forcibly destroy state formations is, of course, 



 
 
 
 

232

beyond the purview of this work and, in any case, presents a related but different set of 

problems.  However, attacking pressure points within the system – ideological or 

political/economic – through the electoral process or by finding ways to lobby those 

already in power, can create fissures within the hegemonic bloc, allowing the outsider, 

the marginalized, to move to the forefront. 

It should be noted that the starker the contrast, the easier the ideological contest 

for hegemonic supremacy should be.  The adoption of a platform with more extremist 

positions (by comparison with accepted norms within a given community – which norms 

are, themselves, set by the interplay of ideology and hegemony) can present opportunities 

for a comparative outsider who is more accommodating to the diversity of opinion within 

a community.  For example, in the run-up to the primary election, we hoped that 

conservative candidate Brad Swanson would garner his party’s nomination.  Had 

Swanson done so, the Democrats that had been peeled away by Ferlita’s more moderate 

variety of Republicanism would have scampered back into the fold, supporting Mulhern 

in the general election.  Swanson’s platform was based on what are commonly called 

“values” issues – he was against abortion and opposed gay marriage.  In fact, his attacks 

on Ferlita were based on the contention that she, at least, did not oppose same-sex 

marriage.  While this message did successfully garner a significant minority of the vote, it 

was regarded as either too extreme or practically unpalatable to the voters during the 

primary.  Ferlita’s campaign, with its campaign literature focus on “Experience. 

Leadership. Integrity.”  was ambiguous.  That message appeared on front of her unusual, 

tri-fold brochures, which took the place, in her campaign, of more traditional palm-cards.   

The brochure’s text gave more detail regarding Ferlita’s objectives as a politician, but 
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consider the five bullet points listed there, nominally summarizing her attitude toward 

government and her qualifications for candidacy: “I will stand strong against increased 

taxes and fees; I will stand strong in support of neighborhoods and families; I will fight 

wasteful government spending; I will work to promote smart growth that pays its own 

way; I will stand firmly committed to our first responders [police and firefighters], in the 

name of public safety” (Ferlita Campaign Brochure).  Although one could object to the 

actual means for executing each of these principles, none of them is susceptible to attack 

by an opponent.  What could an opponent suggest?  “I HATE neighborhoods and 

families!”  Hardly likely.  Even the bullet points that come closest to outlining a specific 

set of policy directives (the first and fourth points) seem to contradict one another.  How 

can you simultaneously be for getting growth to pay its own way without levying fees or 

taxes against the developers that are doing the growing?  The strength of this document 

comes from its ambiguity, its adherence to the forms of political literature rather than the 

compelling message of the document.  Such a document would appeal to conservatives 

concerned about economic issues but put off, perhaps, by the ugliness of Swanson’s more 

aggressive conservatism while simultaneously avoiding language that could repel the 

Democrats that supported Ferlita in the general election.  In other words, she walked a 

tight rope between not-conservative-enough and too-conservative.  During the primary 

fight, Ferlita put up a billboard with this message on it: “Simply Rose.  Conservative 

Republican Leadership.”  This billboard is depicted in the section on outdoor advertising 

in chapter five.  This was a direct response to Swanson’s attacks from the right, a 

reminder that she was, indeed, a conservative meriting support (or at least not opposition) 

from the core constituents of the party.  Ferlita’s campaign removed the billboards 
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immediately after the primary, moving to a more centrist position in the two month 

general election campaign. For further consideration of the deployment of ideology on 

campaign literature, review the Results section, which provides a discussion of examples 

of materials used by Ferlita, Mulhern, and other candidates. 

Ideology and hegemony are political economic considerations, but they dovetail 

neatly with the processual conceptions of political activity that I mentioned previously in 

this section.  The work in political anthropology undertaken by this project was an effort 

to explore the micro-process, as Gledhill calls it, an effort to describe my dealings “with 

local actors such as community leaders campaigning on issues of importance to the 

residents, as well as representatives of the bureaucracy and national political parties” 

(2000:127).  My hope was that I would find ways in which manipulation of ideological 

message could counter the accumulation and deployment of resources.  It was my further 

hope that the various sources of support amassed during the campaign would be 

sufficient to overcome an overwhelming advantage on the part of the representative of 

hegemonic interests. 

After spending weeks on the campaign trail, I think I can confirm some of the 

observations of the political anthropological world.  The elements of the processual 

model are relevant, especially considerations of support and the arena.  Hegemony does 

represent an advantage to the incumbent, but not an insurmountable one (especially in the 

hands of a lackluster representative).  Economic resources and a willingness to provide 

service for powerful lobbying interests can combine to give a huge advantage to even the 

weakest of candidates. 
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6.1.2 Implications for Applied Anthropology 

Lest we forget the objective of the project, I will now restate it for the purpose of 

clarity:  The project was to change the complexion of the political landscape by aiding a 

politician who I, the author of this piece, thought was more sympathetic to my class 

interests.  By working to advance the career of a comparatively liberal politician, I hoped 

to create an ally within the power structure who would assist my class.   

However, it should be understood that, as a project, this was not an instance of 

research and development anthropology.  My influence over the campaign was 

insufficient for me to manipulate or dominate the political process.  I acted as an advisor, 

campaign volunteer, and researcher for the candidate.  Mulhern has told me that she 

appreciates my “good instincts” related to local politics, but I was not the Svengali of the 

campaign.  I did not insist on a particular theme or mission for her work, nor did I suggest 

that she alter her message in terms of content.  Although I did, at times, volunteer 

opinions (based, to the best of my knowledge, on a grasp of the local political situation), 

Mary Mulhern never let my suggestions interfere with her quest for office.  In the 

interests of modesty, I hasten to note that my advice regarding the municipal election 

cycle (that Mulhern not run) was disregarded, indicating that perhaps my instincts are less 

than wholly reliable!   

In a follow-up interview I did some time after the election, Mulhern suggested 

that my participation in the campaign consisted of acting as an agent on her behalf.  For 

example, she asked me to fill out endorsement questionnaires.  Different organizations 

provide endorsements for candidates with whom they agree.  To obtain the endorsement, 

you need to respond to questions, typically in the form of a questionnaire.  One of my 
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campaign responsibilities was to interpret Mulhern’s platform in answering the questions.  

While my interpretations were designed to appeal to the parties asking the question, I 

didn’t make alterations to her platform, nor did I engage in any form of deception.  As 

Mulhern said during the campaign, she would have to go out and actually say this stuff – 

make the accusations, challenge the assumptions, question her opponents – and she didn’t 

want to have to explain discrepancies.  

Another task I did for the campaign involved the endless grunt work of the 

campaign.  At Mulhern’s request, I knocked on doors, stuffed envelopes, placed yard 

signs, waved signs on street corners, distributed donuts and coffee to volunteers, made 

signs, blogged, updated the website, responded to campaign emails, and many other 

tasks, none too glamorous.  All of those tasks need to be done, over and over in order to 

stay competitive in a campaign.  On several occasions, it was just me and Mary.  As a 

shoe-string campaign, my status as a volunteer was essential. 

Ultimately, the purpose of this project was very explicitly working to attain 

elective office for a political candidate.  To the extent that it was an applied anthropology 

project, it bears the most resemblance to the paradigms of applied anthropology and 

social science research that I have mentioned previously.  However, there were some 

aspects of the process that raise questions related to applied involvement.  I would not 

suggest that I have, in some way, transcended or abandoned earlier models for research, 

but I would contend that the value-laden approach to the process that I took differs in 

intensity from some existing styles of applied work. 

This project consisted of two kinds of action research.  My applied 

anthropological relationship with the campaign bears strong resemblance to the “action” 
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work with the Fox undertaken by Sol Tax (van Willigen 1986:59-78), which I described 

as “advocacy” in my chapter on methods, primarily to avoid confusion with 

“participatory action research.”  There are two values associated with Tax’s action 

research model, including truth to the population with whom one is working and freedom 

for the population to be self-determining.  This work easily satisfied both of those 

requirements.  Mulhern set the agenda (getting elected and all the subsidiary activities) 

and I acted as her anthropological agent. 

I was accountable to Mulhern for my work.  It served no research agenda other 

than her own: see my brief discussion of participatory action research, next.  I wasn’t 

testing any hypotheses aside from those encapsulated in the very first thing I said to 

Mulhern (see chapter one)  – that I thought it would be possible to develop a credible 

counter-punch to offset some of the advantage that Mulhern’s opponent would have in 

the election.  Mulhern was my client and I used the techniques I have learned in my 

social science work,  as well as my grasp of the local political scene, to help her to the 

best of my ability.  Mulhern set the objectives and the degree to which I could help her. 

The other thread in terms of research is participatory action research, as I 

described above in the methods section.  Greenwood and Levin (1998:10-13) suggest 

some of their beliefs with regard to conducting such research:  the researcher’s job is to 

aid in the creation of democratic social change, as a technician, rather than as a 

director/manager; democracy is about the “creation of arenas for lively debate and for 

decision making that respects and enhances the diversity of groups” (1998:11); diversity 

is an “important feature of human society” (1998:12) and it should be encouraged in 
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research projects; action research situations are best when “social change is possible and 

can be influenced by the participants” (1998:12).   

All these features were present during this project.  Mulhern did not run an 

autocratic campaign.  She collaborated on strategy, setting the “research” agenda every 

time she updated her campaign calendar with my assistance.  Her candidacy was, in fact, 

a research project.  How does one run a successful campaign for office?  What resources 

are needed?  What techniques should be used or avoided?  We explored many aspects of 

this process in a democratic, collaborative way that respected a diversity of opinions.  

Mulhern, as I mentioned previously, was very forthcoming with regard to the level of 

involvement I was able to undertake.  Part of this was simply practical: since she could 

not be everywhere or talk to everyone, it was a reasonable suggestion that I act as a 

surrogate or representative, whether it was at political meetings, organizing her website, 

or blogging on behalf of her campaign.  Another aspect of this partnership or democratic 

relationship had to do with the personality of Mulhern herself: while she is a person of 

strong opinions on a wide array of topics, she was always willing, during the campaign, 

to listen to a suggestion.  And, at last, there was the methodological rational for such a 

collaboration.   

I think that, had I been more inclined to do so, I could have converted my less 

definite role into that of the campaign manager for Mulhern.  Campaign managers 

provide logistical support for a campaign.  They manage the candidate’s time, setting the 

literal agenda and plotting a course for the campaign.  The candidate still sets the 

message, but the campaign manager has the responsibility of making sure the message 

gets out to the people.  Campaign managers knock on doors, coordinate volunteers, and 



 
 
 
 

239

so forth.  Mulhern’s candidacy certainly benefitted from having a professional campaign 

manager during the second election cycle.  She asked me, in a courteous kind of way, if I 

would be interested in taking on that role for her campaign, in fact.  I declined, not 

because I was not flattered by her offer, but because I thought that was a slightly different 

role than the one I had envisioned at the outset.  I would not have been her partner in the 

same way, at that point.  I would have been simultaneously her employee and her 

manager; both roles involving a certain amount of subordination and dominance and 

neither role replicating the relationship I had with Mulhern, which, I believe, was firmly 

in the tradition of participatory action research. 

However, participatory action research, in the sense of the relationship I described 

above, only begins to describe the degree of partisanship that I had to undertake as part of 

my collaboration.  Consider, for a moment, an interchange that I had with my partner in 

research, Mary Mulhern.  Toward the end of the County Commission race, when things 

began to look very bleak for Mulhern’s chances, I suggested that perhaps it wouldn’t be 

so bad; her opponent had begun to say things in public that we had been saying in our 

campaign literature from the beginning, especially with regard to responsible growth.  

Mulhern turned to me and said that she could not think like that.  If she began to think 

about anything other than winning, it would, she said, not be worth continuing the 

process.  In other words, unlike the typical participatory action research project where at 

least part of the process involves the researcher (me) evaluating goals and resetting 

priorities for the research partner (Mulhern), the value shift was almost entirely toward 

the direction of the partner.  I worked very hard to help her attain her goal in the first 

race, long after I felt that it was out of reach as an objective.  Mulhern gave up hope only 
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when the final vote was tallied.  Of course, she didn’t allow that to provoke long-term 

hopelessness; she sought office again less than four months after her loss. 

I believe that we made a good faith effort, as collaboration, to honor these beliefs.  

My work served the needs of the campaign but I was always available as a technician, 

advisor, or aide, when called upon to do so.  My objectives as a researcher, though they 

bore some resemblance to the research and development techniques of older paradigms of 

applied anthropology (van Willigen 1986:79-91) were always within the various “action 

research” models – I was always both an ally and an advocate for the campaign, an agent 

who happened to have an appreciation of more abstract theoretical implications for our 

work.  When asked, I commented on my understanding of events and at times, my 

collaborator/client accepted my advice.  That, I think, is emblematic of the project as a 

whole. 
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6.2 Recommendations 

It is hard to explore the political world without garnering a cynical outlook.  Even 

honorable, honest (those that stay bought and those that are actually honest) politicians 

are forced to make compromises that can nauseate their loyal supporters.  Dishonest 

politicians can, of course, do far worse.  Certainly, adopting such a streak of cynicism is 

the defense that many participants in the process adopt.  You can scarcely be hurt if you 

expect the worst. 

However, my experience with the political system in this research should not be 

regarded as proof that cynicism is the best or even only way to interpret political events.  

Rather, I would like to draw attention to a few features of the political process that do 

seem to offer hope. 

First, it is possible to influence the outcome of the political election.  We could, of 

course, have a separate discussion about the efficacy of influencing the process, the 

degree to which meaningful change can be accomplished within any given span of time 

(weeks, months, years, decades).  However, history has demonstrated, both in Tampa and 

in a more general context, that reforms can be undertaken, that injustices can be redressed 

(albeit often in an incomplete manner) and that persistence often pays dividends.  Mary 

Mulhern may not be a savior but she has, at least, agreed with a basic set of beliefs that 

are associated with a kind of liberal Democracy.  Her work in office is nominally an 

extension of those beliefs.   
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Mary Mulhern began the campaign with certain advantages, certainly (her class 

affiliation, her acquaintances in the Democratic Party, her life experiences as an 

administrator and journalist) but there was nothing inevitable about her election; 

remember, she lost the first time she ran.  This is not cause for disappointment.  Rather, it 

should be seen as validation of the position that a persistent attempt to change the 

outcome of the electoral process can overcome systemic advantages (both in terms of the 

economic resources possessed by Mulhern’s opponents as well as the structural 

advantages imparted by incumbency and membership in the power bloc).  Mulhern did 

win.  Work and persistence achieved that goal. 

Second, it is possible to find common ground with voters, no matter what your 

perspective is.  Voters are not stupid.  They are, however, busy.  I cannot tell you the 

number of times, while canvassing for Mulhern, that I found common ground with 

citizens; certainly dozens of times.  People recognize the need for change when it’s 

necessary and they are willing to do what they can to effect change.  However, they often 

cannot undertake change themselves because they have to work, sustain a family, and so 

forth.  Still, if a candidate can show voters, by disseminating ideological information to 

them, in a way that doesn’t take too much of the voter’s time, that the candidate has a 

practical plan for his or her time in office, the candidate can often secure the support of a 

voter who can put them in a position to undertake it.  I mention this because one common 

manifestation of political cynicism is the feeling that the average voter is too dumb to 

understand how he or she is getting screwed.  While hegemonic formations (Kurtz 1996) 

do, indeed, convince people to allocate what little power they possess in ways that, at 

times, are counter to their own interests, dissatisfaction does not disappear when there is a 
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disparity between expectations and actual conditions within the political economic 

process.  People who are afraid that they will lose what place they have in a society will 

be amenable to change agents, when they present themselves.  The change agents simply 

have to present themselves in a way which is not inconsistent from the (admittedly 

hegemonic) conceptions of what a good leader is.  Still, what this all means is that it is 

possible to communicate with intelligent voters who may label themselves with 

descriptors incompatible with change (for example, describing themselves as 

conservative or satisfied) who will, ultimately agree with an outsider candidate 

advocating a position of change because their dissatisfaction with the status quo makes 

them ripe for reasonable alternatives.   

It is, admittedly, harder to do this at higher levels of political organization.  A 

local-level candidate only has to convince a few hundred voters to choose one way or 

another.  A national candidate has to not only approach millions of voters (probably an 

impossible proposition, even with the best of ground campaigns) but also has to 

overcome entrenched hegemonic power structures that are related to, but nominally 

outside the political process, like the national media.  The national media routinely brand 

candidates who lack the conventional trappings of qualification (class, educational 

attainment, personal wealth, and so forth) as outsiders who stand no real chance of 

winning, despite the fact that many people agree with the candidate on one position or 

another.  Ironically, this can sometimes work to a candidate’s advantage, as branding by 

the media creates opportunities for candidates to run away from their record.  However, 

to reiterate, the electorate is not stupid and a candidate can find common ground with 

them if he or she is willing to find ways to communicate with them. 
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Third, local politics are an obvious point of attack and they should be exploited 

ferociously by motivated activists.  While systemic advantages have a tendency, as I have 

argued, to stabilize national offices, a small body of motivated activists can change the 

complexion of a community’s politics if they are simply willing to take note of the first 

two points I made in this section: persistence and common ideological ground with voters 

(which necessarily includes a willingness to compromise on some issues, and not 

compromise on others).  Understand that hegemonic formations are created by the 

interrelationship of individual agents and the systemic forces that create advantages for 

one or another.  Without agency, the system becomes absurdly deterministic.  The 

inequities of the system would cause it to grind itself to death.  On the contrary, a skilled 

body of interpreters, acolytes, and other agents allows a political economic system to 

sustain itself, making adjustments to current conditions, explaining changes or 

rationalizing inequities, and reinforcing power arrangements through new technologies of 

social organization (see Sklair 1997).  However, the system’s very reliance on a class of 

interpreters and operatives means that there are, occasionally, systemic disjunctures 

between the owners of the means of production and their representatives.  Occasionally, 

the representatives feel that the execution of their responsibility to the society as a whole 

requires that they take more of an interest in the well being of the oppressed – the 

traditional liberal response to systemic inequities.  From time to time, some member of 

the oppressed class, however, comes to the fore, a person who displays the acceptable 

superficial features of the ruling elites, but who explicitly or implicitly works to advance 

the class interests of the outsiders and the marginalized.  The system has need of low-
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level operatives and, in one of the great ironies of modern industrial capitalism; these 

posts can often be had by such an outsider candidate. 

One hundred years ago, women were not allowed to vote and African Americans 

voted at their peril.  Change has taken place in that time.  Some might argue that features 

of the change, to allow inclusion, are manifestations of the benign characteristics of 

capitalism.  Critics might argue that their inclusion in the process is simply a way of co-

opting resistance.  Ultimately, it does not matter what the explanation for this change is.  

It is now possible for some outsiders to access and influence the political process.  This is 

not a small accomplishment and it did not occur because of some kind of dictatorial 

implementation of a policy of inclusion.  It occurred because of incremental changes 

undertaken by activists who were willing to undergo the ordeal of change.  Some were 

activists, who challenged the system overtly.  But others were organic intellectuals, 

people who provided an alternative interpretation of events from the hegemonic status 

quo.  Their actions made change possible because they provided the means for actually 

effecting it.  Riots, protests, and other forms of citizen unrest can be dismissed by the 

system as hooliganism, trouble-making, or some other form of criminal subversion.  But 

those actions, backed by intermediaries capable of contesting existing power structures 

from within (lawyers, politicians, enlightened business owners) can create incremental 

change, and, ultimately, a new hegemonic bloc, with new structures.  It might not happen 

immediately, but it can happen eventually. 

In this way, change and, indeed, revolution can occur. 

Remember, after all, that only a few hundred years ago, our species did not live in 

political economic relationships like those we find in today’s societies.  Change has 
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occurred.  I hope that by drawing attention to some aspects of my limited experience that 

I have been able to draw attention to the hope implicit in my analysis.  Determination, 

persistence, a willingness to find common ground, and the exploitation of the local power 

structure are all ways in which long-term change can be implemented. 

Abolishing cynicism from electoral (or, perhaps, any other form of) politics is 

probably impossible.  The challenges of existing political systems are daunting for an 

outsider or even a dissatisfied insider.  At a certain level, abolishing cynicism may not 

even be desirable.  Certainly, a cynical observer of the political scene is less likely to be 

surprised by some horrendous reversal of fortunes than an optimist.  However, cynicism 

can be tempered with a sort of hope.  It is not impossible to attain limited objectives and, 

after all, limited objectives are the building blocks of much, much larger objectives. 

 

Figure 10: Volunteers waving at a 

campaign visibility event on West 

Hillsborough Avenue 
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