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The Aspen Communications Program has operated since 1971 as

. . one ok several inter-related thought-leading-to-action programs of the

‘ ".Aspen Ingtitute for Humanistic Studies. Its purpose 1s to identify major

Ca tssues selating to the use and governance of the mass media and
point-to-point communications systéms, and to develop pdlicies:and

. . actions deghng with those Issues In an era of accelerating technological

. : change, Program has judged it especially important to concentrate -
on the communications policy-making process as the mediator between
new, service opportunities and basic value structures in society.
Workshops, seminars, and conferences are conducted on selected
subjects within the Program's field of interest, and the results of these
meetings and of research conducted and commissioried by the Program
are published as The'Aspen Series on*Communications and Society.
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‘The Aspen Instjtute’s Progxam on Commumcatnons and Socnety set ntself a modest
go‘hl for 1976: to make the Bicentennial election of the- Um&ed States President a model
ocbasioh msofax as the interac tlon of pohtlcs and the media was concerned.

The Program reglstered at least .one notable achnevement changlng by legal process

' the ground rules for media appearances, so that for the first time in- 16 years, the
American voters could see their major-party Presidential candidates in face-to -face debate )

on thé issues. The post mortem analyses of these encounteys, and the ways in which they
were structured, are currently underway and may well»:ﬁelﬂ suggested imprgvements.for
1980 and beyond. But there- is ground for hope that t] \mstxtutlon of.the Presidential
Debates is now lodged in the body of electoral expec hs and will become a regular

- quadrennial event.

If there were successes, there were also severé disappointments. The Presidential
Debates, or more exactly, the petition that made them posnble, grew out of a conference
of media and political actors and observers convened by the Aspen Program in early

1975 - Thére were two subsequent conferences, each of them co-sponsored by the League :

of Women Voters and Post- Newalee'k Broadcast Stations. The present paper-analyzes
the third and final conference, held in New York shortly after the convegtlons age kind
of mid-term asSessment of media coverage of the Presld .)]tlal campalgns =

By all conventional measures and gauged against our ho and ijevetires;- the,

conference was a remarkable failure: boycotted by the three telévision network news
departments, shot through with near-unanimous denunciation of /the analytical work we
had chosen as our point of departure, and.p~larized in perspectivg along professional lines
ina manner reminiscent ot nothing so much as the craft gudds of/ the Middle Ages

, In Forrest Chisman’s gifted hands however, the multrple%auses of these failures are
pursied with a laboratory skill and persistence that at Tength transmute the dross of the
event into the spjn gold of insight and understanding. C¢mbmmg rare analytical slull

‘with deft literary treatment, Chisman explores and illuminates the divergent and often-
mutually obstructive tradmons that separate the fields of practical politics, political

journalism, and political science- His fmdmai are important, because so long as these

ingrained schisms persist, it is the-active partxcnpatnon of the voter and hence the

Amencan electoral process itself that will contmue to be. vnctlmmed -t

Forrest P Chisman is a pohtlcal scientist who has served with dnstmctlon as the
Assocnate Director of the Aspen Communications Program for the past two years. It is
no disparagement of his many other ‘contributions to say that this sparklingly clear
appraisal—for which, along with thé preceding conference frustrations, he undertook
entire responsnblhty—represent the crowning achnevement to date of his associgtion with
our Program. .

‘ e [l ! - a

' | Roland S. Homet, Jr. . L

) ' Program Director
T - - L Aspen Institute Program on
. . ' Commumcatnons and Socnety
- ~
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On September 9, 1976, the Aspen Institute_ Program on Comm‘umcatlons and
Society, the League of Women Voters of the United States, and Post—Newsweek tions

" sponsored a large public. meeting at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York. The subject _
was politics and television, and; the participants were leadmg political advertisers, journa- ,
- lists and researche Cassandrag of the conference circuit often complain that the out-

comes of such meetings ‘are degres&ngiy predlctable, but thls one was different. It.was
full of surprises, at least for.those of us who orgamzed it, and those surprises spotlighted-
some issues about politics and tele\uslon ‘that appear to merit wider attentlon

\\/ : . w o . :
P + . AStaighttorward Job S P
C Ry N

Ou: goal in organizing the conference was t‘au.'ly gimple. ".'[n Novembet 1975, the |
three organizations had spomsored a conference on polities and the media which drew
ta large number of paliticians, broadcasters, newspaperpeople and members of the inter-

ested public. It was a ugeful airing of opinions and expgriences, but one group of experts '

was ‘underrepresented—academic researchesg. Oves the last few years, a toweripg pile of

has accumulated. Unfortunately,.little of this work’falls within the ken of politicians
or media people, let ‘alone the general public, probably because.most-of it is\highly
techmcai” and buried up to’its neck in jargon. As a result, researchers seldom play a
major role in meetings like the one we held in 1975

research about the effects of pelitical television and the things that cause thou\effects :

4 .

Dunng the spring of 1976, however, we learned of an attempt to, bndge-the gap
between the perspectives of academics and of practical people active in politics and -
television. Two young researchers at Syracuse” University, Thomas Patterson and Robert
McClure, had conducted a panel survey of voters in Syracuse, New Yoﬂ;, during the 1972
presidential general election campaign. That is, they had .interviewed the same group of
several huhdred people at seteral points between the start of the campaign on Labor
Day and its conclusion in November. Mdreover they. were conducting a larger study with
two other cities in 1976. Rather than relegate their findings to academic journals,
Patterson and McClure had written- what they believed to be a popular beok entitled
The Unseeing Eye. In language comprehensible to the layman and with yery little tech-

4

.

t

| o
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nical apparatis, ‘they put forward some striking conclusions and supﬂorted them vnth .

Jata presented‘ in an understandable form.
3 ! i
Network news, Patterson and McClure said, dlsserved the American public durlng
the 1972 election. The networks generally presénted practically no information about

issués or the characters and qixalificatians of candidates. Rather, they concentrated on

“horse-race and hoopla,” the day-to-day process of campaigning. Moreover, the public °

did not pick up even the little electorally relevant information-the networks did present.
“Consequently,” Patferson and McClure wrote, “‘steady viewers of the nightly network
newscasts learn almost nothing of importance about a presidential election.” In contrast,

they found that political advertising was remarkably successful in conveying information._

Although few people chan@d their voting intentions because of ads, even many short

¥ B T .
. - .

we

\ .
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- third, a mixture of the fitst two parmels. Throughoht all of the panels, we wouid sprmkle .=

- attend. This included both John Deardourff, who was handlmg advertlsmg for the Ford

A4 .
- N . ‘
.
‘ . /

(30 and 60' second) spots contaiged substantial 1nformatron .on 1s‘sues and people who
saw them tended to retain that information. Patterson and McClure riad, “T'd put it
blunfly, spot political commercials educate rather than hoodwink the voters, ” The
authors concluded -that the network news serv1tes should arrange their coverage priori-
ties and that prevailing expressions of disconten w1th political advertlsjng are unJ stified.

/
i
!
“t
i
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We thought this book would be a good ﬂocqs for a follow -up to our 1975 confer-
ence. Its criticisms of the political media were sharply drawn and they were ¢onsistent
with the complaints of many people with ;lﬁlmate knowledge of the workings of tele- *
vision an;i politics. For example in the famous Playboy interview, President Carter
lamented that*. .. the national Hews media Have absolutely ‘no interest in issues at all¢”

" Using the Patterson arfd McClure book as a focus for our conference would allow us to
examine this and other unportant criticismis of political television and it would also
allow us to bring the expertise of the academic community to bear on the kinds of
prohlems we had discussed in 1975. We wanted to find out if the conclusnons drawn by
Patterson and McCBure were justified, and if so, what their implidations were. As another
agenda item, we wantéd to- find out how, successful Patterson and McCluré had been in
bridging the gap between the practical ' world and academe and whether there ‘were any
cautlonary lessons to be taken from their experiences. We had some.faltlj spec1f1c ex- .
pectations on each of these points, but we found that, for the most part, we were very
wrong. T ] . ) / = |

| . '

As a format for the conference we settled ona day long session cdns1st1ng«¢§ three
panels. The first was to be made up mamly of polltlcal advertlsers and; consultgnfs, the
second oF the presxde'hts of the three commerclal ne&work news departments -and the

some academics and print ]oumahsts After a few false starts, we issued our nt'wtatlons
in late July. . , i ) 1

8 PR -
Contrasting Replies LT f.

" Then came our first surprise: The networks wouldn’t come. Eiepeated correspon-
dénee and phone calls made it ‘apparent that the’ network news premdents were unw1llmg ' |
to attend or to designate anyone else from' their organizatibns to | attend Irv part, the
problem was unavoidable schedule conflicts, but a number of network leaders told us
quite frankly that they would not attend even if they had the tdne The reason they
¢ gave was that they thought the research was so shoddy that thej did net want to be ‘ e
associated -with it, even as critics. We replied that if the research fwas so bad, someone |

7
- 4
. |

" should Sc’ome forth to denounce it. This argrment proved to be umvailmg o {

Our second surprise «occurred at almost the same t1me In contrast to network
people, almost-all of the political advertisers and consultants we ‘invited were willing to

campaign and Gerald Rafshoon, who was handling it for Carter. Given the pressure of
 their reSponmblhtlés we had’ really not expected that they would have the time to come
but they accepted immediately and they actually t{lmed up.

r
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* After some thought, howeter, our perturbation at the contrastlng attitudes of the
advertisers and broadcasters gave way to a disappointing_ sense of realism. Of course,
we “thought, the broadcasters womld not come because they were crltlcrzed in thg
Patterson and MeClure book, and the advertisers, who were pralsed, gereed to come so
that they could bathe in glory We had been proceedlng on the perhaps‘academlc assump-
tion that if a suitably qualified sgholar criticif¥® someone, that person will feel an opli-
gation to debate the criticism in any available farum, regardless of whether he considers

u

it well-founded. This, after all, is a basic tenet of the collegial pursuit of truth, dating “

* back to the Middle Ages. But we had })een naive, we reflected, toysuppose that practlcal
mien of affairs would emhrace some such high-ninded notion ¢f mtellectual ialogue
. rather thanefollow their self-interest in responding to our invitation. So we puf'together
" a second panel of print journalists, non-network television people, and. academics, and

went or%h our plannmg _ ; I

Here we were in for a further surprise. When'the meetmg was finally convened. under
- the’crystal chandeliers of the Waldorf’s Empire Roorg, both the advertisers and the
journalists supported the networks and attacked the book. Thair criticisms were much
~ " the same as thosé of the network news presidents: The book w shoddy work leading
td wrong conclusions. While the advertisers were anxious to assert that they corﬁurred
) with, the finding that advertising could and did convey issue information, they thoug!'ltl
.« « that Patter§on and McClure had gotten to this finding in the wrong way; and, as we shall »
\ see shortly, in some respects they wére not even satisfied with the conclusron ltself. .

The attitude of our panelists ‘at the meeting surprised us not only be‘cause the -
s advertlsmg people went on the offensive, but also because everyoné seemed to think
that’ the work was deficient. We had faith in. ~at least the mtellectuql reputablhty of
Patterson and McClure’s book. The authors are ‘well-trained scholars; parts of the book
Had prevmusfy been published in serious journals without any major dissenting voices
o being raised; and our own professional judgment, together with tha# of .other profes
: sionals consulted, suggested that they had turned out a first-raté piece of work, at least
. from a scholarly point-of view. Was the meeting teaching us that there was some kind of
' inherent E.onﬂlét between the academic and practlcal worlds that Patterson and Mc¢Clure
have stumbled over? I}r part but.not quite in the way 1t might seem. *

" Let’s lookjat ‘the criticisms leveled at the book. They are important not so- much
on the merits of this partjcular work, but because of what they show
about the acagémic, journalistic and political worlds and the relationship among them.
Of all the c¥iticisms, three were particularly telling to the\layman. First, it was said that
the book was too shrill in'its attacks on the netwarks. It ovetstated its éase and often
used unguarded language. Second, it was said that the scientific methods used in the
A book were weak. As #work of scholarship, it did not stand up. Third, it was said that-the
) valyés applied in interpreting the findings were wrong. Of all these criticisms, the third
i perhaps most important, but in order to see 1t in full perspectrve, it rs necessary to run
through the other two briefly.

-2 i
. N » .. } ’
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/ . ‘. A Question of Tone a
x ‘ . The criticism that the book was too shrill was readily pccepted by even Patterson
R - and Mchure They had, they said, tried to. wrxtbe a popular bool‘and to do thls it was
‘h‘,?‘_z‘:\ . — - - .
‘ \)‘ - 1 0 .. - .
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K wants to know is whether, for example, network news pre

‘was w

' McClure are in some ways the least interesting .to the general pubhc bufkthey are im-

' necessary to use eye-catchmg*ﬂwords and hyperbohc statements, In their degense they P -
argued that it 1s hard to mJect life into academi¢. matdvial and that they were. )ustlfled IR
in “‘jazzing it up’ ‘a brt as long ds therr facts remained essentlally correct, ’

. 7
The conference'dialogue on the,tone of the book was instruetive, On the one hand,

it sebmed-that the prattical-world people were operating ‘from a. sterpotype about what

academic work should be like. When Patterson Clure dried’ tp break into their

woild of popular communication, tl)ey experienced 2 knee-jerk rejection. On the other

hand, it seemed that Patterson and McCluré, being basically academrcs, held an incorrect

stereotype of what popular writing should be like. They offended the tacit canons of . -

*journalistic éthics.“Ta say ‘that the networks ‘“‘consistently misuse the medium” ‘and

® “stuff [the voter’s] head full of nonsense and trivia;” is clearly sensationalism in the

“worst sense, It is the kind aof wrlt'h"g that responsible journalists outgrew many yeas
ago, and it. puts Patterson@and McClure in a poor posrtlon from whlch to wdge anyone '
else s )ournallstlc standards. . ’ . . v . . v

= P \

Regardless "of what one thmks of Patterson and McClures language however a

® fundamental "question arises around the issue of tone: _If academlcs are to communicate

their findings to the general public, they are obviously* going to have to do so in a style’ o

‘other than the pedantic plodding of scholarly journals. In particular, they cannot simply . -
report mafhematr@ relationships; those are meaningless to- the ubllc What the publlc ) |
“a lot, a'little or, prac- - T
trcally no valuable informatjon’ "about the campaign. These are the terms mewhrch  the,

’ publlc thinks about television and politics, and if the researcher is to reach the public - _ \

"he must use these or some .close eguivalents. But how do numbers translate into these -~ ) l

terms?‘ls for example, ten percent of programming devoted to issues “a lot, a ljttle or |

not Yery much’”? This becemes even more puzzling in talking about rejationships between , __

two or more variables. Does 'a c¢orrelation of .2Q between advertls'mg and information

gain indicate that advertising had “a Iot, a little _or practically no” influence on the ~C ¢

public? Patterson and McClure tried to carry out this translatien process; apparently -

they failed, at least as far as the media professionals were concerned Yet tke attempt )

hile"as, a revealing indication of exactly how difficult the > _problem? are.

Without doubt, academlcs will havé to experiment further and go through many more T -

dlsappomtmg sessions of the sort We held before they fmd solutions to these problems - e
| 2 . PN -

. , A Question of Method, B T o

_‘.H. X

- The criticisms our panelists made-of the screntmc methods used by Patterson and .

portant, if for no other reason, because they reflect many of the worries that layman .
commonly express about public opinion research. As a result they suggest major barriers L
to acceptance of that research by both ordmary cltlzens and the polltlcal and journalistic
elrtes . %

It is hard to, be very specrflc about the methodologlcal cntrcrslhs {alsed at our o
meetmg because our panelists were not specific. Probably the most tellmg cdse was made
by- ~Edward Ney, president df "Ioung and Rubicdh, and a long-time statesman of the |

- . - \ - N
N - ¥ = >
. . . >
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‘most people had already made p their minds about whom they would vote for. Thmgs
mlght have been dlffereﬂl’ erson and McClure had looked at the 1972 pnmanes' "

- m‘l.

‘ network, public affairs
afternoon talk shows.

ts, }nﬂ this was made even worse by the fact that AR
repeatedly Interviewed. Fmally, he said, he would be very sur-.
e prised if, for examplé, five-nfinute commercials did not provide at least some information.- ol
" Aftér all, the candeates are trying to sell themselves, so they have to ‘tell the public.." . T
something. As a result, he did not. think’ that 'Pattersgn and McClure’s- fmdmgs ahout
-, commenals were sxgmflcant ) . % '
. . & ) e
- ' * Other panel members added to*)Ney s criticisms. Some pomted out that slmply by . ' .0
studying network news, evening by evening, as. Patterson and’ McClare had done, one
~ gould not geta good idea of the cumulative impact of repeated viewing qm.lgng periods
R ' ' of time. .Perhfps eventually issies do'percalate through. Othegs said that Patterson and
McClure had neglected the social context within’ which medla effects take place, such as
an individual’s predxsposmons toward certain candidates or issues, his viewing habits and
- the mfluence of his family. Still others argued that the important effects of televrslon are .,
long-range in its conditioning jof th public to haye certain basic expectations about =
politics and to adopt certain, standards of judgment Flnally, there were criticisms that \
- the Patterson and MeClure study neglected locdl television and radio and as a result d " -
K . gave an mcomplete view,of an individual’s media environment. \rw .

-
-

.

e

- «

- o ‘ These are the kinds of solid, common-sense objectlons t'hat are ofteri raised agmnst

’ - “public opinjon resea;ch We had’ not expected to hear them at our meeting, lfowever,

. * because they are” ob]ectxons commonly answered by social scientists and we thought ‘

i . that our panelists h&d heard all these“answers at one time or ancther, Here, again, we L
) , Wwere wrong. That is, we wére wrong to.thi#k that our panelists, who after all are pri-+ -

- marily, managers or working jourmalists, would share the ,methodolog]cal ph.rstlcatlon L

or blases (,depencﬁ‘g upon how you look at it) of the social sciemce community. .

- 7/
B . 14 .

But, thelr criticisms ‘led to\another uneXpectad development On methodology,
: subject’ qf particular concern to all public opinion researchers, Patterson”and McClure )
, did not rgspond very fully to the cntlcjsms leveled at them. Admittedly, they were given .
’ relutlvely little time'in which to respond, but apparently academlcs are less adept than |
businessmen and ]ournallsts at the kind of give-and-take we were erigaged in. The re-
- searchers did make twbdcogent pomts however. s .
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_ Fiyst, they pointed,‘out that Ney was wrong to say that their questioning was ob®e .
trusive because they had asked.peeple what they got from.television. They did not rely - |
, on the answérs to such questions, Rather they judged people’s gairt in knowledge from '/ ‘
O ‘television by asking factugl questions. For example, they asked for ~descriptioris of the. -
“.. " .cendttigtes’ standson major issues, and they asked their ‘own'issue questions such as/
“Woull you say ‘that the'number of ground troops in Viet Nam'has‘_ieqcreased., decreased,
“or remained about the same since the-last presidential election in 1968?” They then
cpm,pg:éd' the answers of people.with different levels of television exposure. For example,
they compared'someorie who watched 2 lof of network news with someone who watched
" - gery ‘little, an’d 7t¥y found that, other things being equal; there was practically no dif:"
" fere . .

{
]
:

neein .theg infornration gain déring the campeign. o e,
5 . \ N . ,} . ‘x _ ¢ [
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'+ -Second, Patterson and"McClure esked whyj. if their. work. was'nietbedolagjéally = . 3 -

‘weak, they had found effects of teleyision advertising but no effects of network he
This point is telling to someé extent but, of course, it can also be-argued that their findj -
" ' were something of a%luke. : o At S

a ’
- , . . . A oy
A
« -

v ' -0t <. :
. What Might Haye Been R
> The researchers f:;ight have said much more, and I think more should be'said to clear
up popular misconceptions about the kilid of enterprise they and other survey researchers
» are engaged in. While I, as an individugl, think the book is far from perfect, I #o think it
.. isa least as good as mqsf going qommqrcial research of its type, especially becauge,
“o - when ‘the hyperbole is scraped away,, it makes‘very limited claims.

- Let’s logk at the criticisms, then. Of course, Patterson and McClure studied only
ﬁe year and they elaith to speak only abouk that year. Indeed politics in 1976 may have
.been different-from pelitics in 1212, but at our meeting Patterson and MgClure reported °

findings from their studies of the 1976 primaries which were almqst identical to their
findings about 1972: Political-scientists generally doubt that there are massive changes in

. American¢ political -and social processes over ‘so short a period as four years; that is,

“they doubt that something true,in 1972 would disappear in 1976. Patterson and
McClure’s work seenis to support this doubt. Moreover, their work contradicts Mr. Ney’s . .
" %% “intuition tht there were no issuesin the.1972 campaign. Patterson arid McClure found
that people were able to identify canipaign issues (such as Viet Nam'and the,economy),
said they ¢ared about them, and shqyyed gains in iﬁt‘qrmation‘ to support their positions.

R R . .

“ The _contention that_the study covered only the general election in 1972 can be -
answered in similar terms, Patierson and McClute now have dhta through the 1976
primgries which show similar results. Of course, the verdict is never finally in on any

- resk ‘of +his type, but when the same findings show up in two time" periods, during
two campaigns, the conclusions are about as firimly grounded as any that social research-
ers. have to offer. Simflarly, Patterson and McClure must plead guilty to studying only
one city in 1972, but that city,gyracuse, New York, is often used as a test market for
comjnercial products and Advertisements. It is common practice {or"commercial re-

 searchers ta_rely on findings from only one “typical” market."'Much_ well-regarded

" N .
- * . ¢
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)‘ . a_cagemlc research is also of this type. Moreover, in 1976, Patterson and McClure have®

§ ' studied two different markets—Erie, Pénnsylvaiia, and Los Angeles, California—and have e
- - come up W1th comparable conclusnons Apparently, Syracus'e is falrly typical after all

. . ‘M. Ney s ob]ectlon that the researchers dealt only with network news is certamly
-, well grounded, Of course, the networks put on many other" ‘publi¢ affairs shows and it *?
K would be mterest.mg to khow their effects. N’rtheleSs documeritaries' ahd the Sunday -
'aftemoon talk shows generally have. gxtremely . low ratings, and consequently whatever \

s ‘ effects they have fall on & very small- of the Amencan pubhdﬂ-n thé past there has - "".
. ' been?a theory that thig programming a broader 1nfluence because people' who watch <
* it pass on their information and-impressions to othets. Resent research has cast con-; ‘ )
slderable doubt upon this theory, however, although it is by no means a closed issue. ooE,
AN " In ahy event, Patterson and McClure claim to ‘speak only aboiit network news and, as’»
e e "‘a‘resnlt it is hard tosee why- Qezshouid befaulted for studymg only that sevlce - v
9 ’ ) o 2

; Mr Ney’s contention that the questlomng method used by Patterson and McClure
was so “‘obtrusive” as 'to 1nv date thelr findings, probably would not be aocepted by C
* most researchers. True,\the qu tlonnalres they used were lengthy, butlengthy question- ' A
" naires are commonly used by.commertial and academic researchers In addition, the e
. ! ) methgl of re-mtervnewmg people i is also a standard tool of researchers. Numerous studles .
A 4 « that compare people who were repeatedly interviewed with peop'le who were Ihtervxewed T
only once or tyice have shown very little dlstortlng effect of re- mtervnewlng. Even if -
- e theftﬁ an effécyjthe most that can be said is that there is an unavoidable trade-off be- -
. . "twee ettmg a lot of 1nformat1in abouLpeople over a long period of time arid getting -

~ a littde bit of information a em in one time period. The former may run some .

* risk of bias, but the latter is lackm in depth - - : ’

) - - . ., o i L
Mr. Neyis right to say th%t he would be surprised if five-minute commercials did not
contain some issue information, but he shodld be equally surpnsed that thjrty-minute

news broadca‘sts apparently do not. . -

" . ' i

-

Wnth regard to, cntncnsms that Patterson and McClure neglected the cumulative
effect of netwOrk news and the social context within which it is reeeived, they should
certainly plead *guilty. These are very interesting issues, but social scientists cannot

. _study ‘everythirig, and the fact that television has long-range effects is_no argument )
) *against_findings about. the effects of an unportant short-term variable: the campaign. )
. T - The fact that people’s receptiveness to television is conditioned by social and psycho-
A ) . ) lqglcal factors is no argument against the *fontention 't'hat regardless of these factors,
. o “people seem to be influenced by comm‘ercnals and unmfluenced by netwqrk news. Social
Y f?" and -psychological factors are the mechanisms of influence; Patterson and MeClure were

4

. trying to study the results created by those mechamsms attitudes and votes.
- - ; This’ is. the. kind of defense 'that Patterson and McClure might have offered to the ™ —~
. "+ methodological criticisms. Laymen and professipnal alike can judge whether the defense
is adequate. Certainly there are problems with the book, such as its neglect of newspaper .
and local television, but it is interesting that the academics on our panel found few
problems with the method and Cl‘lthlzeEl the book pnmanly betause lt was mcomplete .
rather than incorrect. B
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. It is also interesting that, despite threir harsh cntlcmms the polltlclans gnd )ournal
ists .at our conference did not seem to find methodologlcal shortcomings the prxmgry

S . problem with' the Patterson and McClure book. Indeed, Mr. Ney called their conclusions

“believable.” A more important problem was hlghhghted by : tﬁe second panel where,

after a flurry of criticisms of method and style, the moderator. “afid respected public
->~.- " opinion analyst, Daniel Yankelovich, asked is panells;s whether it was really the find-
ings, as opposed to the interpretation whi Patterson ahd McCluré put op them, that
were troublesome “The pandlists all agreed thatat was the interpretation. This was anothef
unexpected development. Apparently the panelists felt that they had,to express their
criticisms in séientific terms, when, in fact what was botherm-g them were the values
_ that Patgerson and McCluré brought to their work. Do B |

=0 This was probably our bnggest surprise, because the partlcular value unpllclt ifi the
Patterson»and McClure book to which alffiost everyone on the panels took exceﬂbn was

the importance of conveying issue information to* the voters: The panelists roundly . Pf o

rejected -the authors’ eriticism of the networks for not providing enough issue informa-’

" a number of press accounts of our meeting announcipg that it was one of the few eases .

in whlch the networks found defenders at an 1mpart1ally sponsored conferentfe L

T ' Exdctly what dxd olt: panellsts mean when they criticized Patterson and. McClure

" * for insisting on the 1mportance of issues in television news and political advertising?
Apparently they meant three things. First, they suggested that Patterson and McClure

. . were naive about how the real world of politics and journalism works. Both polmclans
_and jourmalists, our panellsts said, have found that people are turned off by issues.
America does-not have an issue politics, in the sense that “pecple vote on issues.
Moreover, even if people were interested in issues, the press could not do much tohelp

*

migrors what candidates.do; and if, as in 1972, the candidates do not develop ¢
impressive issue pos1tlons there is little that the media can do to substltute
deficiency. TV poweér is, as Patterson and McClure have indeed suggested, a myth
- “in the_ panel’s view they were wrong tossuggest that television can do, more. Fihally, .

8'91'/a

Sy e s »R,‘ w. Apple of. the New York Timés raised the pgint that it is probably naive to'suggest

* that people are more informed even if they do know the issue positions of
he cited the example of' Roosevelt’s election on a balanced-budget platfo

. estimate of the candidate’s character, and fortunately the press is able to convey a good
sense of the stuff p ians are made of, even_if it can’t say much about their issue
positions. . - -

- . gen al, our panelists Eontended Americans vote for candidates on tie basis of their

v
vy

In partial contradiction of the first point our panelists suggested that the dichotomy

- between issues and images (in the sense of ideas ahout a candidate’s character) is a false

: . one, and Patterson and McClure should not have adopted it. To the exterit that voters
are concerned with issues, it is because they translate candidate positions into ideas

_about the’candidate’s image. Likewise, their idéas about their favorite candidate’s image

A

tion, along with their .praise of advertisers for getting an issue message across. This led ta

‘thém. The press, our panelists maintained, does not set the national agenda. It: merely / g

, -
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" . colo‘theu: attitude towaxd 'the issue The words .become mberchaq,geable'qhen one
starts to think senously about the subject. For example, it could be said that in 1972
N the “real issue” was McGovern’s competence rather than; for example, his stand on tHe
;. . ’,Vi'et Nam war. = - z @ ' . :

. Fmaily, and ?nost rmportang our pz(nelrsts faulted Patterson andﬁVIcC{ure in th
. realm of values. They said ;hat not only do we not héve an-issue polmcs, but we should
> not; not only dthe media sunply reflect the real wordd of pohtlcs, which is dbminated
’ * by “horse-race and hoopla,” but that is their proper role. Joumalrstlc power is in part a

L=

myth because politics, and the reactions of the public to it, are so complex that the .
responsxble journalists can and should do little more than mirror the superficialities. .,
1t theré is a need for nnprovemept in televrsnon it is not, as Patterspn and McClure -
suggest, for more information about issues, but rather for more attentmn to candMate -

Wy

.« . . _images and, fpore coyerage of, _thie real events of day-to-day campgigning. This may, lead _
to the coverage of somé “psuedo events” staged by the candidates, but then the, whole
electlon 1sapseudo event staged by the candldates . . e a
ol ¢ to i ' B
.- WWere startled by the reaction of our panehsts because it had seemed to us that
- Patterson and McClure were on firm ground, in preaching textbodk versions éf democ-
racy and the media. What, we wondered, has happened to the tradition of the crusadmg
- reporter, of the investigative jourmalist, of the William Allen White edito? who is, in~

crat’”? We thought the media were supposed to probe to pgish, to keep candidates honest

P and in general to play an actiye rather than a passive nﬁm the political progess. What
L had happened to all these ideas? Irﬁorder to get a fix on-that, let’s take a closer look at
- . exactly what our panellsts sald in lrght of some other points-of view. i ]
V// o, ! » ;j/ - - * ) W oe
$ T - .. ‘. . T . 2.,
: e ) g .
: : ~ The Real World - , . =
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¢ To begm with, 1t is not clear that the‘hb.rd headed view of J:e world our panehsts
adopted is accurate. Discussions of this subject are generally reduced to ad hominem
arguments, and in the end, it is probably necessary for everyone to turn to his or fer

2 wbence Nevertheless! a long tradrﬁon of academic research has shed some light .

on the subject. First, with regard to whether Amerma has an 1ssues pohtlcs, it was long
“the Viéw of publi¢-opinion researchers that we do not. This view, howbver, is ‘belng de-
'throned An an important and highly readable new hook entitled, The Changmg ‘Amegricin
; Voter ‘three éminent political scientists have recently presented findings. b;sed on ‘éx-

- * tensive research dealing with elections from 1952 through 1972. They contend that while
T the” older 1dea that we do not have an issue politics was appropriate for- tl;e,rthargrc

\ﬂ,{‘\,itxh
¢

L]

1960s, and they are vgry interested in issues. In fact, there is strong evidence'that in the
1972 election many/ of these people made- up their minds i in large part ecause of their
-perceptions -of wherg® the candidates stood on issues. The book'argues that the only
reason political scientists' have consideted- issues ummportant is becduse most of thejr
work was based on data from the Eisenhower years,

]
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White’s words, “something of a preacher, something of a teachef, something of an auto-,

- 1950s, £ generation of highly politicized pedple joined the Amer'éan electorate in the 't~;

B |




¢ _ This view is definitely in the ascendant among academics who study public opinion.
' Many recemt articles in professional journals have shown the increasing importance of
issues, and all of-them date this development from the mid-1960s. In addition, the author

- of this* paper has recently published a bodk suggesting that even the interpretation of .

data from the Eisenhower years was wrong, and that it is quite possible that we had,an -
issue politics even then. Are the aggdemics or the.shrewd political observers correct?
It is at least clear that they have di fe;ent views of mwm that they are not com-
municating ‘very well with each. othel; and that our .meeting sérved mainly to expose

¥ rather than to solve those problems. - :

—

l
Second, there is also a contrast between academic findings and practical inituitions .
with regard to the questlon of whether the Jpress sets the afenda for American politics ﬁ‘ L
or merely mirrors_the real' events of the campaign. ’Pliere mextenswe literdture, primarily " T
by researchers at Syracuse University 4nd the University of Wisconsin, that shows about .
" as clearly. as most’ academies think it.can be shown' that, at'least in the case of print =~ _ .
journalism, the kinds of,things that the press deems important are the kinds of things -
"= that the general public.deem important. Moreover, the more people .are expowd to the ’
rpress the tryer’this is. One might, argue that this is simply bbcaq;e edlt.ors.and reporters -
. . think the same way that everyone else does, but this is not true. Some pqqale with very .
little press exposure have different prioritie# than editors and .reporters Seem to have.*
And people in different locatlons, served by different news outlets, also seem to hold
differing priorities. It is probably impossible to say definitively whether the media cause
" thesg effects, but the evidence is about as strong in this directian as most eviderice about-
a tl‘g processes 6f soViety. Although much of the research on this subje¢t has concerned
e pnnt journalism, its findings strongiy suggest that. televm;on news could be an agenda
setter too. , } - ) . '
\ The emerging acidendic point of view about she realities of Amerlcan polmcs swell .2
sumpharized by the authors of The Changing American Voter. They write, “The indi*
+..-vidual voter evaluates candléates on the basisof information arfd inmipressions conveyed .
by thé mass media, and then: votes on that basis. . . . Electiéns urn more on-the short- .
term forces in the electian—the candidates and the issues .as. they come across to the '
electorate through the medla AN . -
. ¢
. - If. one accepts is point of Yiew, thep Patterson qnd McClure canpot be faulted for )
misinterpreting the realworld.. Yet in the real world:it is difficult fo act on the academlc e
" view, There®are @fflcuffres for example, in producing mghtly half-hour news shows t'hat
delve* extenpwefy into lssues and also keep their audiences. Certamly, given 1i tions
. Qlktlme and the visual nature of the meqxa television journalism is inherently less capble of
. :.. presenting in-depth explanatlons of isshes, or even of covering the full range of. issues
v perficially, than the print media are..It i is, admrttedly, “headl;pe service” which flows
Qlfﬁly _before the consciousness of th& viewer leaving little oppoxtunity for digestion or
Dk . pssimilation. of complex information -even when such information is presented. As -
*; Patterson and McClure.t port, the print media do a better job'on issues, apd/they prob-
» . ably always will. There % a temptation simply to accept this division of labor as fore-

_* ‘ordained and let televisio k its own level. ' o .
’- - ’ '
 * But ‘hbe acaderpic point of view suggests that the division of labor need not be so
. shjtrp, and that we should not adopt a counsel of despair. After all, before Sesame Street .

« . a
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" no one was able to produce a popular egiucatlonal show for chlldren Creative people,
given a free hand, can accomplish a great deal. Broadcasters can, of course, argue that
much of what political candidates say about issues is repetitious and makes for boring
television. As F. Gerald Kline of the University of Michigan said at our meeting, however,
‘researchers are beginning to learn that television teaches best by repetition, and that
people not only ‘gccept but seek out redundancyx Finally, the academic point of view

. would dlso suggest that Mr. Apple’s argument that people whq know issue stands of*
£and1dates are not fhecessarily better informed, leads more logically to the conglusion
that the media should do more digging to know the real integtions of the candidates
than to rthe conllision Mr. Apple drew. This is asking a lot, but the academic view of
.the real w\orld suggests that, at Ieast in prmcnple it is possxble o :

T an
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' o, . AFalse Distinction Sy
’ The suggestlon that dlstmguxshmg between mues and images is a false dlchotomy is

rather havd to fathom, whether or not one is an academicr To begin with, almost evéty-
one, including our panelists, seems to "be"able to make the distinction most of the time
-and to be pretty ‘well understood. Of course, issues and images rgay influence each other,
but this is not to, say that, .for purposes of discussion and analysis, it is not useful-to
dlstu)g'msh between the two. Certamly academics can and should study the interaction
between issues and 1mages and many of them, including Patterson agd Mchure do just
that/\ - ) - - o ~

There is a sense in which our panellsts might be correct!-; however. We can see this.
by trying to identify issue voting and image voting more precisely. In image yoting
people’s votes would not vary with the 1ssue positions that candidates adopt; in issue
votm-g they would. As just mentioned, researchers have foupd that%votes do vary with
issue positions. But what about the argument that this varlatRSn is sxm;ﬂ’y due to the fact.
that people judge what kind of man a candidate is from his issue positions-and then vote

for him on the basis of the resulting image?'Is this image votirig? Not necessarily. If . -

people dislike the issue positions a candidate adopts, then presumatgly they will not con-
sider Him the right kind of man. But if they dovote for him because they like his issue
posmons and consequently have confidence in his ability to take other good positions

during ‘his-term of office, how doe§ this differ-from any reasonable definition of issue to

voting? On the other hand, m the situgtion mehtioned, people are taking into consider-
ation much morg than what a candidate says about i issues; they are also considering his
general good ]udgment How does this differ from any reasopable definition of imfge
voting? In this kind of context it probably does not make sense to distinguish between
issues and images at all. . 3 S e

-

o

. Yet there clearly are important cases,-at least at the margins, wt:efe 1he distinction l
= makes sense. If an mdlvidual cares nothing about the/issues but tiinks that the cgndidate
is a good and competent manager (which may havé been the case during the Eisenhower
years), then we clearly have image voting. If on the other hand, péople considér candi-
dates pretty ‘much the same with regard to their managerial ability and personal character

" but share the views of one candidate whom they support, we clearly have issue votmg

. ' ) ' .
' 18 : .
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Perhaps there is a muddled middle, but it can Jbe-defined"and studied, and social scientigts
do define and study i,t. Moreover, fo call the muddled middle mot'e,clearly ithage voting
than issue voting séems unjustified. ’ ; -

_ ot o ’ ! .-
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Values
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- Probably the most important, and to those ‘of use who organized the meeting, most
disturbing objection-to the way in which Patterson and McClure analyzed “their material
was, however, the accusation that they were "applying the wrong values; that politics .
and the media not only do not deal with issues, but that they should net. We were.dis-
mayed to hearthe professionals contend this, To some extent, the assertion was based 3

on the assumptions about “the real world” mentioned above. But to some extent it

14

- - ¢rand-on its-own. After reflecting on the conterition, I find §t highly sophisticated and. | + .

* difficult to resolve en its merits. | think it is important, however, that the.contention
arose at our meeting because it reveals some profdiind dichotomies among American

" intellectuals concerned with politics and television that go far deeper than I; at least, had
previously suspected., o co ' o

+

e T

First, the value judgments of our panelists obyiously reveal a dichetomy between
¢ the academic way of looking af'things and the trgdition of practical men. Academics,
and -political scientists in particular, have.a lou@j‘adition, dating back at least to -
Aristotle, of building their analyses around the ratfonal man. This mythic figure ‘Who
carefully -weighs all of the evidence before making up his mind is discussed at length by /
even those who deny bis existence or merit. In,addition, academics are professionat

~ " _ tinkerers, they like tg pull things a{airt to see how they work and whether they work *

well. These two proclivities result in academics often using the rational man as a standard
of comparison fox actual men and political processes, even though most of them would
majntain that this is in no sense an endorsément of’the rational man’s existeénce. They
contend that they are scientists, in the sense #hat a chemist or physicist is a scientist,
and consequently they pride themselves that their work is “value-free.” Theysay their
research simply reports facts and refrains from drawing implications as to what should
be done about them. After ‘being steeped in a value-free tradition, however, many social »
scientists eventually come to the point where, like Patterson and McClure, they find it

. negessaty toplace their findings in a context of values, if anly to make them accessible -
to a wider audience. aps because of their “value-free” background they may do this
carelessly. Casting about quickly, they embrace the nearest available set of values—thosde
of the rational man and L;e' radional process—without much discrimination.. At least
in part, they try to cover their tracks by stipulating that their presentations are “for "a
the sake-of argument” only, but what can come through to the lay 'r_eade'r is g,brief for
the rational man. N . ' E -

Practical men differ from aca'der}lcs in the sense that they take their values deadly

. seriously. The values of journalists and politicians about how the political process should
run may determine the success or-failure of that process and their own careers. In this
serise, practicgl men have no room for the rational man. They have never seen one, and
as a result, *do not find much use in discussipg him. Finally, practical men are less
*interested in What makes things happen than wifh whether the right results eventuate.

-




If America achieves a healthy pohtlcaf life (and it:is ce’rtamly healthnex: than the political
life of most other countries) when politicans_any ]ourpahsts work on the assamption
that issues don’t matter, then why bother abett issues" Ushermg in an.issue polltlcs v

might only disturb what has been proven to “work.”"" - T o) .
, X B .o, ot - Y -
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As a resutt, we should expect academics and_practical men to. differ about whether _

. or not the United States should have an-issue politjcs. That dlfference reflects two pro-
Ioundly diffgrent backgrounds and vantage points. . - ¢

- s Y

. :
Thls brings us to a second dlchotqmy revealed by the reactions of our panelists:

A dlstmctlon thhm- the "Anglo American pollt1cal tradition. In college-level political

science- %lasses this dichotomy is usually explajned in terms of the tirbught of the 18th

, century ﬁphtlcal theofist, Edmund Burke. Burke, as popularl.g#presented was a member =T

- - of -Parliament-who on one-occasion wggfiacing a tough re-eleetion- campaign becausehe < =+ L =

‘had ignored some petitions sent to him by his contituents. In a tamous speech, he/ T

“arghed- for the distinction between a member of Parllamen»t being what he ca,lhﬂ . -
“delegate” and being engaged in what-he called ‘‘virtual xepresentaﬁon "By a “delegate”

' égurke meant someone who takes his ifistructions’ on as ‘many matters as possible directly
from his constituents. People should vote for or oppose a delegate depending-en whether -
he has done exaétly what they want Bya “virtual representative’’ Burke meant $bmeone . o
who is free to use his own best ]udgment about the positions to take and who does not.
feel Wound by specific insfructions from his constitdency. In voting for a “‘virtual rep-
resentative,” citizens should consider whether the long-range trénd of ‘his activities has |
basically benefited the nation or not. Given his electoral'situation, Burke-n ¥:came ’
out for “virtual representation’ on the grounds that it is impossible for the ordihary
citizen to fathom the myriad details of statecraft, and that he will in the long run be
better served if he leaves a large measure of discretion to his representative. | .

A

v
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. Both.of the positions described by Burke have persisted in American and British c
political. lore, and it peems that at our meeting wé stumbled across the same old di- » -

chotomy Our researchers were saying people should vote for a President on the basis of -
‘whether they- agree w1th him on the issues and our panelists were saying that thgy
thought the most that people could do is decide whether a presidential candidate is x
right kind of man. Generatlons of political theorists have puzzled-over the dichotomy,
and the conventional wisdom is. that. a mixed system, such as most theovists. believe the.
United States has, is best. I suspect that on reflectlon both our academics and our panel-
“ists mlght dgree. . X ~ ) , . | g
. % - !
. Abstract discussions of this subject, however, commonly le%/d to polanza‘tlon There ;
seems to be an undercurrent of dissension on this issue within the American intellectual
community, which is probably repressed only, by the fundamentally non-ideological
nature of our politics. When ideology comes to the fore, however, as it did during the -
discontent of the 1960s, appeals for greater accotintability of government, op the one
hand, and resistance to those ealls, on the other, can be seriously damaging. In such
situations, it becomes of great importance that, as suggested by our meeting, ‘politicans
and med1a people are on the side of fairly sizeable government dxscretlon and academic . . b
iftellectuals in many cases would like to see more popular control. This is probably a )
dlchotomy about which we have not heard the last in American history,

%,
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The final dichotomy suggested by our meetmg is within the professlon of journal-
. — ism. As already indicated, there are and long have been two journalistic traditions. The °
first is that of-the crusading-editor and educator of his cgmmunity and the second is that

' of a press purely responsive . to neyvsworthy individuals. and to its community. Many’

~ people think that passiye ]oumalxsm is peculiar to television” pews with its national focus
'and\ extreme restrictions on tm;e While it is- probably true that television news takes

* less of an actmst. position than the+t frint media, ‘we, heard at our meeting R. W. Apple
and Paul Weaver, two print journalistg, - defend;hg a’ passive role for all media; and this
position has a long ‘and reputable tradition in prin€ joumahsm as suggested by such -
names of newspapers as The Mxrror, Tbe Public Opinion, and The Vozce 3

[ .
- In fact,; the case for passive ]ouMu eloquently put by Mr. Weaver in a
New York M% article published shortly before eur mékting. “In real life,” he wrote,

. “the two groups [ politicans, andqoters] sre so divbrse and complex that an observer ¢an
never have more than the sketchiest kno ledge of their actions, motives and the like.
That is why daily newspaper: reportmg at Xﬂ most responsible has traditionajly confined

- itself, when covering politics, to reporting those things that can be known with reasonable
" - certainty: The outcome’ of elections, what the candidates say and do and the few general-
" izations that know)edgeable obser\rers behewe can be'made about motives, plans and other

mt&ngbles ” o i .

At our medting, then, lt seéems that the academics were defendm{ one pumalxstnc
tradition and the journalists were defending another. But in this dichotomy, unjjke the
dichotomy within the political system, the tensions ara nét suppressed There are fenslong
in every newsroom between those who would like to report “just the facts” and those ..
who would like to dig <deeper. What is dxsconcertmg is that, if our meeting is any indi- ~
cation, the pendulum seems to have swung toward the former position. In a time of.
increasing political complexity, medip leadérs seem inclined-to use that very complexity
as a reason,for not digging more- d&eply This contentior is borne out, by a recent survey
of joumahsts- in a number of countries conducted, by the Washington Post and Harvard
University, which mdlcated that a majority of journalists felt.they have too much power

. and should assume a more passive role. (See "Washingtor' Post, September 29, 1976.y
.This is a dif:lrent thing from admlttmg that there are ligtits to how much journaligm _°
can do. Undpubtedly thete are. It is rather a suggestion th ]ournai}sts should not push
their skxlls to the limits ’because they dlstmst elther themselves or théu audnences =’
<« Our meetmg ‘then revealed some deep schlsms within and among the worlds of
acgdemics, politics and jourpalism that we had tried to bring together. In all proba-

“Mlity these schigms Will not be easily closed: They represent ﬁundamentally different
ways of looking 'at the world. Nevertheless, it seems to me that it should. be, possible. to
encompass, them within a single polity if there is a spirit'qf give-and-take on all sides.
Compromises are possible, for example, hetween the active and passive journalistic

. traditions if some reportérs are assigned to get only the bare facts ang others are asked to
do in-depth studies, It is a cliche that the American political and social systems have a

‘bnius for. compromihe and inase nd/lt is’ a testimony: to the contipuing vngor of those
lystaml that thg world v1ews we fou }dn continue to codxlst .r

";? e
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* But ould not take their’ contmumg coexistence for granted. The advocates of
. -~ different" gfifitions at our meeting were strongly polarized: Not only did they stick

e
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vehemently to their own positions, but they seemed genuinely unable to put thémselves
in each others’ shoes. Although a degree of polarization is perhaps inevitable in meetings
such as ours, the lack of communication between the participants was profoundly’
troubling, to me at least. Perhaps it means that we should try to bridge the gap by holdmg
many more such meetings, perhaps it means that direct dialogues between the antagonists
are futile. In any event, a much more explicit recognition of the nature of the underlymg
differences seems a prerequisite to any future efforts at accommodatan \

\ "fy

A final lesion oF our meetmg has to do-with the flrst problem we faced: the non-
-participation of the networks. Qur mmal reaction was that they did not show up because
they feared cnﬁcnsm Perhaps,that was true in part; but perhaps a more xmportant reason

was that they differed fundamentally with our researthers on the dichotomies we dis-.

covered. This r may have'éxaggerated in their eyes'certain genuine shortcommgs in the tone
and methodology of the Patterson and McClure work, to the point where these short-
.comings seemed to warrant_a blanket mdxctment too obvious to need stating. If this is
true, it sugests that the schisms we discovered are very wide indeed. It may be that they
Lare meconalable, but to" the extent that they prevent honest meh from engaging ln
. candid dialogue, they aré. certamly to be lamented.
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