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The Aspen Institute's Program on Communications and Society set itself. a modest
goal tor 1976: to make the Bicentennial election of the, United States President a model
octtisidt; insofar. as the interaction of politics and the media was concerned.

The Program registered 'at least one notable achievement: changing by legal process
the ground rules for media appearances, so that for the first time in 1.6 years, the
American voters could see their major-party Presidential candidates in face-to-face debate
on the issues. The post mortem analyses of these encounters, and the ways in which they
were structured, are currently underway and may well4fellt1 suggested impsprementslor
1980 and beyond. But there is grouixi for hdpe that t einstitution of.the Presidential
Debates is now lodged in the bOdy of electoral expec $s, and will become a regular
quadrennial event.

If there were successes, there were also severe disappointments. The Presidential
Debates, or more exactly, the petition that made them possible, grew out of a conference
of media and political actors and observers convened by the Aspen Program in early
1975: There were two subsequent conferences, each of them co-sponsored by the League
of Women Voters and Post-New/week Broadcast Stations. The present paper-analyzes
the third and final conference, held in New York shortly after the conventions alp kind 4

of mid-term assessment of media coverage of the Preside tial campaigns.

By all conventional measures,, and gauged against our ho and objectives the
conference was a remarkable failure: boycotted by the three ivition network news
departments, shot through with near-unanimous denunciation of the ,anal,yticid work we
had chosen as our oint of departure, and.polarized in perspectiv along professional lines
in a manner remin' ent of nothing so much as the craft guilds o the Middle Ages.

In.Forrest C isman's gifted hands, however, the multiple causes of these failures are
purstied with a la ratory skill and persistence that at length( transmute the dross of the
event into the span gold of insight and understanding. Combining rare analytical skill
:with deft literary treatment, Chisman explores and illuminates the divergent and often,
mutually obstructive traditions that separate the fields of practical politics, political
journalism, and political science.- His findings, are important, because so long as these
ingrained schismt", persist, it is the active participation of the voter and hence the
American electoral process itself that will continue to he victimized.

Forrest P..Chisznan is a political scientist who has served with distinction as the
Associate 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
appraisalfor which, along with tilt preceding conference frustrations, he undertook
entire responsibilityrepresent the crowning achievement to date of his association with
our Program.

Roland,S. Hornet, Jr.
Program Director
Aspen Institute Program on

Communications' and Society
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On September 9, 1976, the Aspen institute Program on Communications and
Society, the League of Women Voters of theUnited States, and-Post-Newsweek tStationt
sponsored a large public. meeting at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York. Th(e subject
was politics and television, and; the participants were leading politiealadvertisers, journa-
lists and researcher Cassandra's of the conference circuit'pften complain that the out-
comes of such meetings 'are depressingly predictable, butthis one was different. It,was
full of surprises, at least for .thnie of us who -organizer(' it,'and those surprises spotlighted
some issues about politics and television 'that appear to merit wider attention.

. \ .

A Straightforward Job I ,
,

.
--fo --', ,4,

Our goal in organizing the conference was fairly timple.ln November 1975, the -,

three- organizatiOns had sponsored a conference on polities-and the media which drew
t a large number of politicians, broadcasters, newspaper-people and members of the inter-
ested public. It was a useful airing of opinions and extyriences, but one group of experts

. was `underrepresentedacademic researcheas. Oven the last few years, a towering pile of
research abottt the effects of pelitical television and the things that cause th effectsose
has accumulated. -Unfortunately,. little' of this work' falls within the ken of pp iticians
or media people; let 'alone the general public, probably because. most-of it is \highly
technical and buried up, to tits neck in jargon. As a result, researchers seldom, play a
major role in meetings like the one we held, in 1975.

. _,

burinL the spring of 1976, however, we 'learned of an attempt to bridge 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 Qf voters in Syracuse, New.Yo?lp, during the 1972
presidential general election campaign. That is, they had interviewed the same group of
several huhdred people at several points between the start of the campaign on Labor
Day and its conclusion in November. Moreover, they were conducting a,larger study with
two Other cities in 1976. father than relegate their finding; to academic journals,
Patterson and McClurg had -written- what they believed to be a popular book entitled
The Unseeing Eye. In luggage comprehensible to the layman and with very little tech-
nical apparatits,`they put forward some striking conclusions and supported them with
data presented' in an understandable form.

...

4

Network news, Patterson and McClure said, disserved the American public during
the 1972 election. The networks.generelly presented practically no information about
issues or the characters and qUalifications 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," Patterson and McClure wrote; "steady viewers of the nightly netwbrk -
newscasts learn almost nothing of importance about a presidentiatelection." In contrast,
they found that political advertising was remarkably successful in ,conveying information._
Although few people chanted their voting intentions because of ads, even many short

$
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(30 and 60 second) spots contained substantial inforniationron issues, and peop Who

saw them tended to retain that information. Patterson and McClure rtad, "T put it
bluntly, spot political commercials educate rather than oodwink e voters." The
authors concluded .that the network news servi es should arrange their coverag priori-
ties and that prevailing expressions of disconten with political advertising are unj stified.

,

We thought this book Would be a good focus for a follow-up to our 197,5 confer-
,

ence. Its criticisms of the political media were sharply drawn and they were Consistent
with the complaints of many people with in imate knowledge of the ,workings of tele-
vision and politics. For example, in the f ous Playboy interview, President Carter
lamented that"... the national news media have absolutelyno interest in issues at alit"

"Using the Patterson arid McClure book as a focus for our conference would allow us to
examine this and other aportant criticisms of political television and it would also
allow us to bring the expertise of the academic ;community to bear on the kinds of
problems we had discussed in 1975. We wanted to find out if the conclusions drawn by
Patterson and McClure were justified, and if so; what their implicc.ations were. .As another
agenda 'item, we wanted to find out how, successful Patterson and McClure bad been in
bridging the gap between the practical' orld and academe and whether there 'were any
cautionary lessons to be taken from their experiences. We had some faitly specific ex-
pectations on each of these points, but we found that, for the most part, We were-very

_
wrong. .- -,. I

, - 1 4.

As a format for the -C- onfererice, we settled on a day-longsession cqnsisting,Oktliree
panels. The first was to be made up manly of political advertisers and,consultiis,. the
second of the presidents of the three commercial network news depaitments,:and the
third, a mixture of .the dist two panels. Throughotit all of the panels, we wouldtsprinkle
some academics and print journalists. After a few false starts, we issued our iivitations
in late July.

..-

Contrasting Replies

Then came our first surprise: The networks wouldn't come. Repeated correspon-
.

deLnce and phone calls made itapparent that the'network news 'presidents were unwilling
to attend or to designate Anyone else from their organizations to /attend. hyTart: 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 tittle. The reason they
gave was that they thought the research was so shoddy that they', did net want to be
associated -with it, even as critics. We replied that if the research twas k bad, someone
should come forth to denounce it. This argrent proved to be unavailing.

Our second surprise ,occurred at almost the same time. I contrast to network
people, almost. all of the political advertisers_ and consultants we invited were willing to
attend. This included both John Deardotiyff, who was handling advertising for the Ford
campaign and Geiald Rafshoon, who was handling it for Carter. Given the pressure of
their respoitjbilities, we had really' not expected that they would have the time to come,
but-they accepted immediately and tliey.actually timed up.

9
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After some thOught, howeier, our perturbation at the -contrasting attitudes of the
advertisers and broadcasters gave way to a disappointing, sense of realism. Of course,
we -thought, the broadcaiters would not come becatise they were criticized in th,
Patterson and McClure book, and the advertisers, who were praised, reed to come so
that they could bathe in glory. We had been prOceeding on the perhapslcademic assump-
tion that if a suitably qualified scholar criticia sotheone, that person will feel an o)31i-
gation to debate the criticism in any available forum, regardless of whether he considers
it well7founded. This, after all, is a basic tenet of the collegial pursuit.of truth, dating

flT hrace some such high- minded notion Intellectual dialogue
back to the Middle es. But we had,Seen naive, we reflected, that practical
Men of affairs wou em
rather "Otangfollow their self-interest in responding to' our invitation. So we putleogether
a second panel of print jOurnalists, non-network television people, and academics, and
went/onle our planning. 1

.

Here we were in for a further surprise. Wherfthe meeting was finally convened. undei:
the chandeliers of the Waldorf's Empire Room, ,,both the advertgers and the
journalists supported the networks and attacked the book. Th%ir criticisms were much
the same as those of the network news presidents: The book whs shoddy work, leading
td wrong conclusions. While the advertisers were anxious to assert that they coAurted
with, the finding that advertising could and did convey issue information, they thoukhi, ,
that Patterson and McClure had gotten to this finding in the wrong way; and, as we shall*
see shortly, in some respects they wOre not even satisfied with the conclusion itself.

The attitude of our panelists 'at the meeting surprised us not only beicause the
advertising people went on the offensiVe, but also because everyone seemed to think
that' the work was deficient. Wn had faith in. at least the intellectual reputability of cat
Patterson and McClure's book. The authors are well-trained scholars; parts of' the'book
Had previously been published in serious journals without any majOr dissenting voices
being raised; and our own professional judgment, together with that of .other profes-
sionals consulted, suggested that they had turned out a.first-rate piece of work, at least
froii a scholarly point'of vievi. Was the meeting teaching us that there was some kind of
inherent onflict between the academic and practical worlds that Patterson and McClure
have stumbled over? In part, but not quite in.the way it might seem.

notLet's lookat, 'the rthe criticisms leveled at the book. They are important not so-much
because they be on the-merits of thii particular work, but because of ,What they show
about the aca micjournalistic and political worlds, and thd relationghiP among them.
Of all the cisms, three were particularly telling to the layman. First, it was said that
the book as too shrill inits attacks on the networks. It ovetstated its ease and often
used u arded language. Second, it was said that the scientific method's fused in the
book ere weak. As $Work of scholarship, it did not stand up. Third, it was said that the
val s applied in interpreting the findings wete wrong. Of all these criticising, the third

perhaps most important, but in order to see it in full perspective, it is necessary to run
through the other two briefly.

A Question of Tone

The criticism that the book was too shrill was readily accepted by even Patterson
- and McClure. They had, they said, tried to-writte a popular bookkand to do this it was

1 0
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necessary to use eye-catchintwords and hyperbolic statements. In their defense they
argued that it is hard to inject life into acailemic.mattitial and ghat they werejuitiffed
in "jazzingit up' a bit as long as their facts remained essentially correct.

The conferencedialogue on the tone of the book was instructive. On the one hand,
it egmed;that the practical-world people were operating.frOm a. stereotype abotit what
academic work should be like. When Patterson and-gcclure tried' to break into their
world of popular c'Ornmunivtion,"tbey experienced g kneejerk rejection. On the other,
hand, it seemed that Patterson and McClure, being basically academics, held an incorrect
stereotype of what popular writing should be like. They offended the tacit canons of
journalistic ethics.'/To say that the networks "consistently misuse the medium" and

111- "stuff [the voter's) head full of nonsense and trivial" is clearly sensationalism in the
:Worst sense; It is the kind of write g that .responsible journalists outgrew many yeafs

ago, and it.puts Patterspn'ond McClure in a poor position from which to judge anyone
else's journalistic standards. .

Regardless of what one thinks. of Patterson, and McClure'S language, however, a
fundamental question irises, around the issue of tone:_jf acadenlics,are to communicate
their findings to the general' public, they are obviously going to have to do se, in a style'
'Other than the pedantic plodding of scholarly, journals. In particular, they cannot simply
report mathematiiie relationships; those are meaningless tostehniublic. What the public

rewrits .lo know 4s whether, for example, network news p "a 1pt, alklittle or prac-
tically` no valuable information'about the campaign. These are the terms in.which 'the,
public thinks about television and politics, and if the researcher is to reach the public
he must use these or some close ejUivalents. But'how do numbers translate into these
ternisrIs, for example,°ten percent of ptograrnming devoted to issues "a lot, a little or
not irery Much"? This becomes even more puzzling in talking about relationships between
two or more variables. Does *a enrrelation of .2Q between advertising and information,
gain indicate that advertising, had "a lcit, a little or practically no" influence On the
public? Patterson and McClure tried to carry out this translation process;'appkently
they failed, at least as far as the media professionals were contained. Yet the attempt

'was wollerwhile-as. a revealing indication of ,exactly hOw difficult the ,problemA are.
Without doubt, academics will have- to experiment, further and ID through many more
disappointing sessions of thelort *e held before they find solutions to these problems.

a
A Question of MOtholl,

- The criticisms our panelists made df the scientific methods used by Patterson and
McClure are in some ways the least interesting ,to the general public, bu*.they are im-

1 portant, if for no other reason, because they reflect many of the`Worriea that laymen
commonly express about public opinion research'. As a result they suggest major barriers
to acceptance of that research by both ordinary citizens and the political and journalistic
Elites.

b
.

U is hard to, be very specific about the ,methodolOgical criticisAs raised at our
Muting because our panelists were -not specific. Probably the most telling case was made
by- Edward Ney, president cif84pung and Rubicaln, and a long-time statesman of the

41 1
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advertising industry. Hebegazi by Mg that the-study was flawed because it had-been
conducted during onlydneyear, 1 72, which was different froin 1976 and other', presi- .

dential campaign years in That t re were -very few issues in thetampaign. Ttie -major
issue was McGovern's competenc . In addition, he Said that the research was bogduCtet1

. during4only one seven-week, per' d at the end_ of the campaign, a time when jielhodglits
°most pet:* had already...21ade p their minds about whom they would vote for. Thinga
might have been differeWP erson and McClure had looked It the 1972 Primaries.

Furthermore, Ney said, the research was conducted in only one city, Syracuse; NOV- " ,
Ybrk, which might not be ypical, and it dealt only with network newsrteglecting,other /-
network, public affairs oadcasts ranging frgm cotwention coverage to the Sunday
afternoon, talk shows. e also contended that the questionnaires used by Patterson

. and Mbglure ,were bad designed because they baldly asked people what they had
learned from televisig . "Subh questionnaires, according to Ney, were Overly obtrusive
andlikely to bring id' syncratic re its, jind this was made even worse by the fact ,that '
the same people. we repeatedly interviewed. Finally, he said, he would be very sur-
prised if, for examp , five-nlinute commercials did nOt pxovide at least some inforniation:
After all, the candidates are trying to sell themselves, so they, have to tell the public. .

something. As a result, he did not,. think that liatteisen and IvIctlure's,findings about
commerrials were significant. w

. .
Other panel members added tg4NeY's criticisms. Some Pointed out that imply by

studying network news, evening by evening, as, Patterson and McClure had done, one
could not get-- a good ideazof thecumulative impact of repeated viewing ovs.Long periods
of time. .Perhaps' eventually issues do'pereclate through. Othejs said that Patterson and
McClure had neglected the social context within`which media effects take place, such as
an individual's predispositions toward certain candidates or issues, his viewing habits and
the influence of his family:Still otligs_argued that the important effects of television are
long:range in its conditioning:of th'public to have certain basic expectations about
politics and to adopt, certain. standards of lu'dgment. Finally, there were criticisms that
the Patterson and MeClure study neglected focal television and radio and as ,a result f
gave an incomplete view, of an individual's medieenyironment.

These are the kinds of solid', common-sense objections that are often raised againtit,
(,

public opinion research. We had ncii expected to hear them at our nieeting,hOwever,
` because they are objections 'commonly answered by social scientists and we thought
that our panelists hld heard all theseanswers at one time or another, Here, again, we
were wrong. That is, we

/
were wrong to .thiOk that our panelists, who aftgr all are pri-

madly, manages or working journalistswotIld share the 'methodological aphistication
. or biases (,depericigt upon how you look at it) of the social science community.

4
But their'criticisms 'led to \another. udeXpected development: On methodology,

subject' gf particular concern to all public opinion researchers, 'Patterson and McClure
did not respond very'fully to the criticisms leveled at them. Admittedly, they were given
relatively little time in which to relpond, but apparently acadeMics are less adept than
businessMen and journalists at the kind of give-arid-take we were engaged in. The re-
searchers did Make twb.eogent points, however.

142
. .

5

f



. *

E.
..)

i . i*Firsei, they pointed out that Ney Was wrong to say that their qtiestioning was ob -.

trusi ve because-They had asked people what they got from television. They did not rely

on the- answers to such questions: Rather they judged people's gain in knowledge from . -.

"television by asking factuki questions. For example they askOd for descriptioris of the ,

.cancliiiiies' stands on major issues, and they asked their own 'issue questions such as,f

."Wodryou say Tthat the-number of ground troops hi Viet Sam has.increased, decreased,
or remained about the same since the- last presidential election in 1968?" They then
compared' the answers of peopla.with different levels of television expOsureFoi example,

-, they compared'someorie who watcheda lot of network news with someone who watched

..- \ ,jatery 'little, and i y fOun'd that, other things being equal; there was practically no dif=
.

`X fe ncein their in Ormation gaindtfrtring the campaign.
. \- .. h 1 i

1 \
i ,

:4 '

_Sewn d ,- Patterson and McClure asked why,,-- if their _work. w'as7niet,b9doloritallys - ,

.weak, they had found effect's of television- advertising but no effects of network ke
This point is telling to some extent but, of course, It can also be-argued that their find'

were soTething oralluke. ' . .. 1

.

2.

What Might Haye Been

The researchers might have said much more, and I think more should be'said to clear
,up popular misconceptions about the kind of enterprise they and other survey researchers

`- are engaged in While I, as an individual, think the book is far from perfect, Igo think it
is at least as good as most going commercial research of its type, especially becau,

- - when the hyperbole is-scraped away, it makes:very limited cjaims.

4S
Let's look at the criticisms, then. Of ,course, Patterson and McClure studied only

one year and they claim to speak only abod that year. Indeed politics in 197k may have

-been different-from politics in 1972, but at our meeting Patterson and McClure repOrted
findings from their studies of the 1976-primaries which were almqst identical to their
findings about 1972: Politicalcientists 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 somet'hing true-,in 1972 would disappear in 1976. Patterson and
McClure's work seems to support this' doubt. Moreover, their work contradicts Mr. Ney'l

intuition that Vlore were no issue,in the-1972 campaign. Patterson and McClure found
that people were able to identify caniRaign issues (such as Viet Nam-and thejeconomy),
said they kared about them, and showed gains in information to support their positions.

.1, The, contention that_the_study covered only the general election in 1972 can be
answered in similar terms. Patterson and McClure now have data through the 1976
primr tea which show similar rekults. Of course, the verdict is never finally in on any
restalth 'of *-!is type,bitt when thesame findings show up in two time periods, during
t *o campaigns, the conclusions are about as.firrnly groudded as any that social research-
ers. liaveto offer. Similarly, ,Patterson and McClure must plead guilty to studying only
one city in 1972, but that city,Syracuse, New York, is often used as a test market for
cotrtnercial products and ltdvertisements. It is common practice Cdreominercial re-
searchers to rely on findings from only one "typical" niarket..Much well-regarded

.
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academic research is 440 of this -type. Moreover, in 1976, PItterson and McClure have"
studied two different marketsErie, Pennsylvania, and Los Angeles, Californiaand have
core up with comparable conclusions. Apparently, Syracuse is fairly typical after all.

sr
. . . .

Mr. Ney's objeCtion that the researchers dealt only with network news. is certainly
well grounded, Of course; the networks put on many otherpubli affairs shows and, it
would be interesting to know their effects. Nirtlielegs, documentaries' and -the Sunday
afternoon talk shows generally haye.Oxtremely lbw ratings, and consequently Whatever
effects they have fall on a very small* of the American publicrqn the past there has
hien 4 theory that this programming hs as broader influence, because people who watch

', it pass on their information and 'impressions to others. Recent research hag cast con:;
siderable doubt upon this theory' , however, although it is by no means a closed issue:,
In ,aby event, Patterson and McClure claim to 'sneak only about network news and, as

----, ---,- , : :a-result,, it is hard to-see why they shouldbe f at seriv,faulted -for stUdying only thice. -- . -. -c,
- -Mr. Ney's contention that the questioning method used by Patterson and McClure

was so "obtrusive" as to inV4daie their findings, probably would not be accepted by
most researchers. True,,the qusiiopnaires they used were lengthy, but lengthy question-
naires are commonly used bY.coinmercial and academic researchers. In addition-, the

'methfi of re-interviewing people is also a standard tool of researchers. NumerOus studies.
. that compare eople who were repeatedly interviewed with people who were interviewed'

only once or ice have shown very little distorting effect of re-inteiviewing. Even if
there is an eff the most that can be said is that there is an unavoidable trade-oh be-_
twkellgetting a lot of informati n about-People-over-a long period of time and getting
'a little bit of information a em in one time period. The former may run some

' risk of bias,,but the latter is lackin in depth.- , --- , ,. ';..

Mr. Ner is right to say that he would be surprised if five-minute commercials din not
contain some issue inforniation, but he shodld be equally surprised that thjrty- minute
news broadcbts apparently do not.

With regard- to.criticisms' that Patterson and McClure neglected the cumulative
effect of network news and the social context within which it ,is received, they should
certainly plead *guilty. These are very interesting issues, but social scientists cannot

.study 'everythirig_ and the fact tgaCtelevision has long-range effects is , no argument
against findings about ,the effects of an important short-term variable: the campaign.'
The fact that people's receptiveness to television is conditioned by social and psycho-
logical factors is no argument ,against thetontention That, regardless of these factors,

'People seem to be influenced by commercials and uninfluenced by network news. Social
and-psychological factOrt are the mechanisms of influence; Patterson andMsClure were
trying to study the results created by those mechanisms: attitudes and votes.

S

This is. the- kind of defense 'that Patterson and McClure might'have offered to the
methodological criticisms. Laymen and professional 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 criticized the book primarily because. it was incomplete ,

rather than incorrect.

4
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, Issues, and Images .
.. . 5 , .

It is also interefting that, despite their harsh criticisms, the politicians and journal=
ists at our conference did not seem to find methodological shortcomings the primyy
problem with' the Patterson and McClure book._ Indeed, Mx. Isley'called their conclusions
"believatle:" A more important pl.oblem was highlighted' by.,tke,,,,,,"econil panel where,
after a fliirry of criticism's, of method and Style, the mOderatoi. and respebted public
opinion analyst, Daniel Yanitelovich, asked is panelists whether it was really the find-
ings, as opposed to the, interpretation whit Patterson 'aid McClure' put on theiti,' that
were troublesome.-The panelists all agreed tha(*irivas the interpretation. This was another
unexPected deveropment. ApParently4he parieliits felt ,.that they had, to exPress their
criticisms in scientific terms, when, in fact what was bbthering them were the values

work.
.

that Patterson and McClure brought to their ork. ,
, .

t -' -

This awat .probably biggeit surprise, because the particular value implicitlh the
Patterson and McClure book to which aliiiost everyone on the panels took excettfion was
the importance of conveying issue information to the voters:. The panelists roundly,
rejected the authors' criticism of the networks for not providing enough issue informa-
tion, along vilth their .praise 9f advertisers for getting an issue message across. This led to
a number of press accounts' of our meeting announcing that it was one of the 'few eases
in which the networks found defenders at an impartially.sponsored conferente.

Exactly what did Out- panelists mean when they criticized Patterson and. McClure
for insisting on the importance 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 politicians
and journalists, our panelists said, have found that people ate _turned off by issues.
America does, not have an issue politics, in the sense that ''people vote on4fie issues.
Moreover, even if people were interested in issues, the press could not do much tohelp
them. The press, our panelists maintained, does not set the national agenda. Itimerely
mirrors what candidates-do; and if, as in 1972, the candidates do not develop creftlecor/
impressive issue positions, there: is little that the media can do to substitute 410th
deficiency. TV power is as Patterson and McClure have indeed suggested, a myth ut
in ,the, panel's *w they were wrong toesuggest that television can do. more. F. ally,.
R. W. Apple tot, the New York Tithes raised the point that it is probably naive suggest
that people are more informed even if they do know the issue positions of didates;
he cited tile example of Roosevelt's election on a balanced-budget platf in 1932
an his immediate adoption of big government spending when he got tp office. In
gen- al, our panelists ontended, Americans vote for candidates on t e basis of their

. I

estimate of the candida 's character, and fortunately the press is abl ato convey good
sense of the stuff p labs are made of, even, it can't -say myth about their issue
positions.

In partial contradictiori of the first point our panelists suggested that the dichotomy
between issues and images (in the sense of ideas about a candidate's character) is a false
one, and Patterson and McClure should not have adopted it. To the extent that voters
are concerned with issues, it is because they translate candidate positions into ideas
about the candidate's image. Likewise, their ideas about their favorite candidate's image

. )

..*
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Col their attitude toward the .issue. The words .become interchangeable when one
starts to think seriously about the subject. For example, it could be said that in 19 2
the `.`real issue" was McGovern's competence rather than for example, Ms stand on t e
,Viet Nam war. ., -,

4"''
.

Filially, and most important, our panelists faulted Patterson an4c011ure in th
realm values. They said that not only do we not have arisissue politics, but we should
not; not only doxthe media simply reflect the real won d of pOlitics;which is dtminated
by "horse-race and hoopla," but that is their proper role. Journalistic power is in part a
myth because politics, and the reactions of the public to it, are so complex that The
trponsible journalists can and should do little more than mirror the supertkciallties.
If there is a need for improvement in televisidii, it is not, as ga tter s9 n and Mc lure
suggest, for more information about issues, but rather for more attention to candirdate
images and, !pore coverage of the real events of dly-to-day campaigning, This--matlead
to the coverage of some .`pstiedo events" staged by the candidates, but uteri tlik whole
election is a pseudo event staged by the candidates. `, . .4.

Weiwere startled by the reaction of our panelists, because it had seemeddto us that
Patterson and McClure were on tirm ground in preaching textbook versions of clemoc-
racy and the media. What, we wondered, has happened to the-tradition of the crusading
reporter, of the investigative journalist, of the William Allen White edit,* who is, to
White's words, "something of a preacher, something of a teachef, something of an auto-,
crat"? We thought the media were supposed to probe,. to to keep candidates honest
and in general to play an actiye rather than a passive als-in the 'political process. What
had happened to all these ideas? Irikorder to get a fix on- than, let's take a cleser look at
eltactly,,what tour panelists said in light of some oth points-of view.

%.
*

The Real World '' it
A

al

TO begin with, it is not clear that the har d- headed view Of ae world our panelists
adopted is accurate. Discussions of this subjeCt are, generally reducid to a hominem
arguments, and, in the end, it is probably necessary for everyone to turn to his orler

experience. -Nevertheless; a long tradition of academiclesearch has -shed some light
on the su ject. First, with regard to whethei-Amerioa has an issues politics, it wasong

`" 'the 'view of fiublik-cipinion'reiee'rcliers that we do not. This view, however, isPeing de:
"thrOned.In an important -and highly, ,readable new hook entitled, The Changing -Am.friclin
Voter, 'three eminent political. scientists have recently presented findings babed on 'ex-
tensive research dealing with elections from 1952 througl) 1972. They contend that while
the-older idea that we do not have an issue politics was appropriate forthealethirgic
1950s, t generation of highly politicized pedple joined the American electorate in the
1960s, and they are very interested in issues. In fact, there is strong evidencethat in the
1972 election many(of these peoPle madup their minds in large parttpecause of their
Perceptions of -wild the candidates stood on issues. The book , argues that the only
reason political scie lists: have considered. issues unimportant is because most of their
work .was based on data from the Eisenhower years.

.M
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This view is definitely in the ascendant am,rug academics who study public opinion.
Many recent articles in professional journals have shown the increasing importance of
issues, and all of-them date this development from the mid-J.960s. In addition, the author
of this paper has recently published a book suggesting that even the interpretation of
data from the Eisenhower years was wrong, and that it is quite possible that we badtan
issue politics even then. Are the a demics or the shrewd political observers correct?
It is at least clear that they have d' fernt views of th odd, that they are not com-
municating 'very well with each othe and that our meeting served mainly to expose
rather than to solve those problems. i

1

Second, there is also a contrast between academic findings and practical intuitions
with regard to the question of whether the yress sets,,the agenda for American politics,
or merely mirrors_the rear events of the campaign. Thert is extensive literature, primarily
by researchers at Syracuse University end 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 of4hings that the press deems important are the kinds pf things
that the general p,uhlic.deem important. Moreover, the more people.are exposed to the

',press, the truer' this is. One might, argue that this is simply hecackde editors.and reporters
think the same way that everyone else does, but this is not true. Some pleple with very .

little press exposure haVe different priorities' than editors and .reporters' seem to have.
And people in different locations, served by different news outlets, also seem to hold
differing priorities. It is probably impossible to say definitively whether the media cause
these effects, but the evidence is about as strong in this direction as most evidence about-
tho processes Of society. Although much of the research on this subject has concerned
print journalism, its findings strongly suggest lhat.televisjon news could be an agenda
setter too. 4:

The emerging actdenfic point of view 'about ahe realities of American polities iswell.
.

su aiized- by the authors of The Chanigng American Voter. They 'write, "The indit
vi al voter evalulres candidates on the basirof information arid impressions conveyed
by the mass media,"andtheri votes on that basis.. Elections Alan more onthe short-
term forces In the electian-7the candidates and the issues .as, they come across to the
electorate through the media."

If one se-Opts-till* point of ',view, their Patterson and McClure caano be faulted for
nits-interpreting the real-worldYet in the real world; it is difficult to act on the academic
view,Thereare difficulties, for example, in producing nightly, half-hour news shows that
delve,extensiveiy into tissues and also keep their audiences. Certainly igivenlimilitions
Vide and the*isual nature of the media, television Idurnalisris inherently less ca le of
presenting in-depth explanations of issues, or .even of covering the full range of. issues
Miperficially, than the print media are.,It is, admittedly, a "headline service" which flows
kFwiftly,hefore the consciousness of the viewer leaving little oppertnnity for d'gestion or
,assiidation. of complex information even when such information is p nted. As

.; Patterson and McClure.; port, the print media do a better job 'on issues, and they pfob-
ably always will. There a temptatiim simply to accept' this division of. r as fore-

',ordained and let televisid k its own level.

But the academic point of view suggests that the division of labor need not be so
sharp, and that we should not adopt a counsel of despair. After all, before Sesame Street

1 7

10

5

O



.
no one was able to produce a popular educational show for children. Creative people,
given a free hand, can accomplish a great deal. Broadcasters can, of course,irgue that
much of what political candidates say about issues is repetitious and makes foiboring
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 riot only:accept but seek out redundancy, Finally, the academic point of view
would also suggest that Mr. Apple's argument that people who know issue stands of

.candidates are not necessarily .better informed, leads more logically to the conclusion
that the media should do more digging to know the real intentions of the candidates
than to. !the confusion Mr.- Apple drew. This is asioing a lot, but the academic view of
the real wprld suggests that, at least in principle, it is possible.

, .

I
v.

ti
A False Distinction

The suggestion that distinguishing between issues and imagesis afalse dichotomy is
rather haid to fathom, whether or ndt one is an academic:- To begin With, alm'oseevely-
one, including our panelists, 'seems to.benable to make the'distinction Most of the time
and to be pretty well understood. Of course, issues and images ruay influence each ether,
but this is not to say that, for purposes of discussion, and analysis, it is not useful-to
distinguish between the two:Certainly academics can and should study the interaction
between issues and images and many of them, including PattersOn a1 McCture, do just
that

/----- - .

There is a sense in which our panelists might be correctly however. We can see this
by trying to identify issue voting and image voting more precisely. In image voting
people's votes would not vary with the tissue positions that candidates adopt; in issue
voting they would. As just mentioned, researchers have foupd that%votes do vary with
issue positions. But what about the argument that this variati$n is simay due to the fact.
that people judge what kind of marl a' candidate is from his issue positcormand then vote
for him on the basis ot the resulting irnage?'Is this image voting? Not necessarily. If
Ile' ople dislike the issue positions a candidate* adopts, then presumalily they will not con-
sider Him the right kind of man. But if they dovote for him because they like his issue. ,

positions and consequently have confidence in His ability to take other good positions
daring iiisterm of office,: how does this differ-from any reasonaBle definition of issue
voting? On the other hand, in the situation mentioned, people are taking into consider-
ation much more than whaTa candidate says about issues; they are also considering his
general good judgment. How does this differ from any reasopable definition of image
voting?, In this kind of context it probably does not make sense to distinguish between

..issues and images at all. J
, 7 7

Yet 'there clearly are important cases,at least at the margins, wtre the distinction
makes sense. If an individual cares_ nothing about theissues but thinks that the candidate
is a good and competent manager f which may have been the case 'during the Eisenhower
years), then we clearly leave image voting. If on the other hand, people consider 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 voting.

I8
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Perhaps there is a muddled middle, but it can,bedefinedand studied, and social scients
tio define and study it. Moreover, ,to call the muddled middle mote,clearly hinge voting

' 3 . j. , v

than issue voting seems unjustified.

J'

Values,

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
was, however, the accusation that they wereapplying the wrong values; that politics
and the media not only do not deal with issues, but that they should not. We were_dis-
mayed to hear',the professionals contend this. To some extent, the assertion was based

on to assumptions about "the real Vorld" mentioned above. But to some extent it
stand --on its-own. After reflecting on .the-contention, I find c&t highly sop_ histicatetand
difficult to resolve, on its merits. I think it is important, however, that the.contention
arose at our meeting because it reveals some profthind dichotomies among American

_intellectuals concerned with politics and television that go far deeper than 1.-; at least, had
- A

previously suspected.,

First, the value judgments of our panelists obyiously reveal a dichotomy between

- the academie,ray of looking efthings and the tr
-p

dition of practical men. Academics,
and olitical scientists in particular, have,,a to edition, dating back it least to
Aristotle, of building their analyses around the rat onal man. This mythic figure \vho
carefullyweigfis all of the evidence before making up his mind is discussed at length by

even those who ,deny his existence or merit. Inoaddition,racadeniics are professional
_ tinkerers, they like t9 pull things apart to see ho4 they work and whether they work

well. These two proclivities result in academics often using the-rational man as a standard

of comparison for actual men and political brocesses, even though most of them woula

maintain that this is 'in no sense an_,endorsgment ofl-the rational man's existence. They
contend that they are scientists, in the sense that a chemist, or, hysicist is a scientist,
and consequently they pride themselves that their work is "value-free." They-say their
research simply reports facts and refrains from drawing implications as to what should
be done about ttiera. After 'being steeped in a value free tradition, however, many social
scientists eventully come to the point where, like Patterson and McClure, they find it
necessav cto-place _their findings in avcontext,of values, if only to make them accessible
to a wider audience. ifkapt because of their "value- free" background they may do this
carelessly. Casting about quisidy, they embrace the nearest available set of valuesthoie
of the rational man and tife relic:44 processwithout much ascrithination., At least
in part, they try to cover their tracks by stipulating that their presentationS are "for
the sake-of argument" only, but what can come through to the -lay reader if/abrief for

,
.

I

_
the rational man. \ ,

Practical men 'differ from academ cs 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 orlailure of that process and their own careers., In this
sense, prect men have no room for the rational man. They have never seen one, and

as a result, ;:do not find much use in discussi g him. Finally, practical men are less
`interested in what makes things happen than wj h whether the right results eventuate.

S.



If America achieves a healthy political' life (and it pis certainly healthier than the political
life of most other countries) when oliticans_aq jourpalists'work on the assumption
that issues don't 'matter, then why bother abodt issues? Ushering in an.isiue politics
might only disturb What has been proven to "work." '10117";

As a result, we should expect academics and practical men to, differ about whether
or not the United States should have an issue politics. That. difference reflects two pro-

.
foundly idiffirent backgrounds and vantage points.-

' 0
1,,, -,...

This brings us .to a second dichotomy revealed by the reactions of our panelists:
A distinction within the -Anglo-American political tradition. In college-level political
science:ilasses this dichotomy' is usually explained" in terms of gthe thttight of the 18th
centur iiplitical theoFist, Edmund Burke. Burke, as popularly}-. -presented, was a member
of -Parliament-who on one-occasion w9er-lcitie 'aTo-Ugh re-eleetion-qAmpaign beeause-he _-

had ignored some petitions sent to him by his con§tituents. In alamous speech, he"'
ingted- 'for the distinction between a member of Parliament being what he calk4 a
"delegate" and being engaged in whathe called "virtual rep rese n t a ti o n . " By a "delegate"

urke meant someone whO,takes his lirstructions' on as many matters as poisible directly -

from his constituents. People should vote for or oppose a delegate dependingn whether
he has done exactly what they want. By a "virtual representative!' Burke meant Sbmeone
Who is free to use his own best judgment about the positions tb take and does not,
feel lib,und by specific instruetions from his constitdency. In voting for a "virtual rep-
resentative," citizens should consider whether the long-range trend of his activities has
basically benefited the nation or not. Given his electorallituation, Burkenitbratrcame
out for "virtual" representation" on the grounds that it is impossible for the ordigary
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. ,

4111.

Both_ of the positions deScribed by Burke have persisted in American and British
i political, lore, and ft Iseerhs that at our meeting we stumbled across the same old di-

chotomy: Our researchers were saying people should vote for a President on the basis of
whether they- agree with him on the issues and our panelists Were saying that that),
thought the most that people could do is decide whether a p4esidential candidate is -.-
right kind of man. Generations of pOlitical theorists have puzzled-over the dichotomy,
and ,the conyentional wisdom,is.that a mixed system, such as most theorists believe the,
United States has, is best. I suspect that on refleCtion both our academics and our panel-

e,7

_
4ris ts might agree. ,

'4

Abstract aiscussions of this subject, howiver, commonly lead to polarization. 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, on the one
hand, and resistance to those calls, on the other, can be seriously damaging. In such
situations, it becomes of great importance that, as suggested by our meeting,'\politicans
and media people are on the side of fairly sizeable government discretion, and rademic
iittellec' tasials in many cases would like to see more popular control. This is probably a
dichotomy about which we have not heard the last in American history,

it
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The, fmal,Fdichotomy suggested by our meeting is within the profession of joumal-

- ism. As already indicated:thereare and lOng have been two journalistic traditions. The
first is that of; the'crusadineditor and educator of 'his community and the second is that
of a press purely responsive to newsworthy individuals and to its community. Many'
people think that passive journalism is peculiar to television-pews with its national focus
an0 extreme res'trictioris on time While it is probably true Chat televisibn news takes

= less of an activist,, position than-Ahallrint media, jive. heard at our .meeting R. W. Apple
and Paul Weaver, two Print journalistic defending a° passive role, for all media; and this
position has a long and reputable tradition in print journalism, as suggested by Such

names of newspapers as The Mirror, The Public Opinion, and -The Voice.
, A

In fact; the case for .passive jou as eloquently put by Kr.. Weaver in a
New York Times article published shortly before our melting. "In real life," be-wrote,
Ithe.two irOupsipoliticana and4oters] are so divOrse and complex that an observer can

never hate more than the sketchiestlknowledge of their actions, motives and the like.
That is why daili newspaper reporting at ha most responsible has traditkinally 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 knowledgeable obser'vers believe can be'made about motives, plans and other

intangiblea."

At bur melting, then, it seems that the academics-were defending-one journalistic
tradition and the journalists were defending another. But in this dichotomy, unijke the
dichotomy within the political system, the tensions aranOt suppressed. There are 4fisiont
in every newsroom between those who would like to report "just the fatts" and those
who would like to dig 'deeper. What is disconcerting 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, media leaders seem inclined-to use that very complexity
as a reason.for not digging more deeply. This contention is borne out by a recent surveyt,
of journalists- in a nuinber of countries conducted, by the Washington Post and Harvard
University, which indicated that a majority of journalists felt.they have too much power
and should assume a more passive rote. (SeelVashington Post, September 2$, 1976.).

. This is a different thing from admitting that there are lip, its to stow much joutnaligm
can do. Undpubtedly there are. It is rather a suggestion thit journillpts should not push
their skills to the limits,-because they distrust either themselves Sr their audiences.,-

,%.' . Our meeting then revealed some deep schisms within and am' ong the worldi of
academics, politiCs and journalism that we had tried to bring together. In all probe-

)1Ility these schisms will not be easily closed: They represent fundamentally 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 spirittof give-and41m on all sides.
Compromiies are possible, for example, between the active and passive journalistic
traditions if some reporters are assigned to get only the bare facts an41 others are asked to
do in-depth studies; It is a cliche that the American political and social systems have a

jenius for:comprorrilae, and in a sense/it.ii a testimony. to the continuing vigor of those

0
systems that thj world, views we foundpin continue to coexist. . r

. .. 4
41.

.

1 But ould not take their'cOntinuing coexistence for granted. The advocates of
, --different' itions at our meeting were strongly polarized: Not only did they stick

4s
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vehemently to their own positions, but they seemed genuinely unable to put themselves
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 holding
!nany more such Meetings, perhaps it means that direct dialogues between the antagonists
are futile. In any event, a much more explicit recognition 9f the nature of the underlying
differences seems a prerequisite to any future efforts at accommodation.

-1*

A final lesSon ol our meeting has to do-with the first problem we faced: the non-
participation of the networks. Our initial reaction was that they did not show up because
they feared criticism. Perhaps that was true in part; but perhaps a moreimportant reason
was that they differed fundamentally with our researchers on the dichotomies we dis-
coVered. This may havetixaggerated in their eyeacertain genuine shortcoMinga in the tone
and methodology of the Patterson and McClure work, to the point where thtse.short-

___
.comings seemed to warrant a blanket indictment too obvious to need stating. If this is
true, it suggests that then schisms we discovered are very wide indeed. It may be that they

,.are irreconcilable, but to' the extent that they prevent honest meh front engaging in
, candid dialogue, they, are certainly to be lamented.
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