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PROLOGUE
Truth and Falsehood on the Campaign Trail


Public opinions must be organized for the press if they are to be sound, not by the press as is the case today.

WALTER LIPPMANN1



There was nothing exceptional about the campaign events of September 25, 1992. Bill Clinton was on the road in Hartford and Boston, challenging George Bush’s leadership on the economy and detailing his own economic plan. Bush gave a radio interview in the morning before flying to Chicago to speak at a conference on new technology. Ross Perot was in Texas, meeting with his advisers.

Nor was there anything exceptional about the election coverage of September 25. Election news is normally negative in tone. So it was this day, as evidenced by this report on the “CBS Evening News”:




	VIDEO:
	AUDIO:



	[Dan Rather, face to camera] CAMPAIGN 92
	Dan Rather: President Bush’s economic policies came in for more criticism from Governor Bill Clinton today. The governor said Mr. Bush is, and I quote, “out of ideas and out of time.”



	CAMPAIGN 92, REALITY CHECK
	The Bush economic record is Clinton’s number-one target. Tonight, CBS News correspondent Eric Engberg matches the Clinton words against the Bush record in a “Campaign 92, Reality Check.”



	[Clinton in crowd, shaking hands]
	Eric Engberg: The economy is the issue that will win it or lose it for Bill Clinton. And as he dwells on the recession, his exuberance for gloom-and-doom numbers sometimes gets the best of him.



	[Clinton speaking at outdoor rally]
	Bill Clinton: The President promised us 15 million new jobs. He is over 14 million short.

Engberg: True.



	[Clinton at rally]
	Clinton: And get this. This administration, which hates the government, has actually presided over a period when there has been a decline in employment in the private sector.



	JOBS
OMISSION: PRIVATE SECTOR MARCH ’90 91.7 million MARCH ’91 90 million
	Engberg: Yes, but Clinton doesn’t mention that it’s a decline from the high achieved in March 1990, during the Bush years.



	[Clinton at rally]
	Clinton: And now, for the first time in American history, there are more people going to work in government offices every day than in factories throughout the United States.



	GOVT JOBS
TRUE, BUT INCLUDES ALL LOCAL AND STATE GOVT WORKERS
	Engberg: True, but only if you lump in every cop, meter maid, and bus driver who works for local and state governments, most of them run by Democrats.



	[Clinton at rally]
	Clinton: A 50-percent increase in the number of people who get up every day and play by the rules, and do their best to raise their children, and they’re still living below the poverty line. Eighteen percent of the workforce. Nearly one in five Americans.



	POVERTY
DISTORTION: 11% FAMILIES LIVE IN POVERTY
	Engberg: Here Clinton overstates the case. Census figures show 11 percent of American families live in poverty. Clinton makes it sound twice as bad through statistical chicanery.



	[Map of North America] NO. AMERICAN FREE TRADE AGREEMENT
	On the explosive question of passing a treaty to lower trade barriers with Mexico and Canada, and risk more U.S. job losses, Clinton has sounded all year like he wants it both ways, protectionist and free trade.



	[Clinton speaking at outdoor rally] BATTLE CREEK, MICHIGAN, AUGUST 20
	Clinton: I don’t want to protect anybody who can’t compete and win, but I don’t want to stand by in the White House and let people who can compete and win get their brains beat out because of unfair practices in other governments, and I won’t do it.



	
	Engberg: With unions against the treaty and consumers for, the candidate is in the middle, and stalling.



	[Clinton speaking at labor convention] DETROIT, MICHIGAN, AUGUST 21
	Clinton: I’m reviewing it [the Trade Agreement] carefully, and when I have a definitive opinion, I will say so. It’s a very long and complex document; it was negotiated over a long period of time. And I think we have to go through it, and check it all off.



	[Engberg on camera]
	Engberg: Time out! Clinton has a reputation as a committed policy wonk who soaks up details like a sponge, but on an issue which will likely cost him votes no matter what side he takes, the onetime Rhodes scholar is a conveniently slow learner.2






This was not the Republican George Bush calling the Democrat Bill Clinton a huckster. In effect, it was the journalist Eric Engberg doing the labeling.

Engberg’s harsh words were typical of 1992 election coverage. A study by the Center for Media and Public Affairs found that Bill Clinton, George Bush, and Ross Perot each received more bad press than good (63 percent, 69 percent, and 54 percent, respectively) on network evening newscasts during the general election. These figures excluded “horse race” judgments; included were references to the candidates’ ideas, campaign conduct, personalities, job performance, and the like.3

Some of this negative coverage consisted simply in reports of partisan attacks by one side against the other, as when Rather quoted Clinton describing Bush as “out of ideas and out of time.” But the remaining content was still more bad news than good. Statements by supposedly nonpartisan sources, including policy experts and voters but mainly reporters themselves, were 60 percent negative.4

Statistics can be misleading, but these figures are well founded. There have been several scholarly studies on the tone of election news over the years—including those conducted by Michael Robinson at Georgetown University, C. Richard Hofstetter of San Diego State University,5 and Marion Just and her colleagues at Harvard’s Joan Shorenstein Barone Center6—and their findings are consistent: Candidates receive a high level of criticism from the press, and many of them get more bad press than good.

The most revealing of these studies is Robinson’s Over the Wire and on TV, which examined CBS and UPI coverage of the 1980 election. Robinson and his co-author, Margaret Sheehan, excluded explicit references by journalists to a candidate’s chances of winning and focused on whether the other things said about the candidate could be considered favorable or unfavorable. If a news story had three times as much positive as negative information about the principal candidate involved, it was considered “good news.” If it had three times as much negative as positive information, it was regarded as “bad news.” Events were not labeled good or bad in and of themselves; they were placed in one category or the other depending on whether the conclusions drawn from them were positive or negative for the candidate.7

Robinson and Sheehan found that all of the major candidates in 1980—Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter, Edward Kennedy, and John Anderson—received more bad coverage than good. Reporters, they concluded, “do seem to want to make the public aware of the frailties and inadequacies of their elected leadership.”8

In 1984, Robinson extended his analysis to include all three broadcast networks. Once again, bad news dominated the coverage. President Reagan got over five times as much negative as positive news. His running mate, George Bush, received even less favorable coverage. Reporters, as Robinson suggests, seemed to have taken some motherly advice and turned it upside down: “If you don’t have anything bad to say about someone, don’t say anything at all.”9

Reporters have a variety of bad-news messages, but none more prevalent than the suggestion that the candidates cannot be trusted. When candidates speak out on the issues, the press scrutinizes their statements for an ulterior motive. Most bad-press stories criticize candidates for shifting their positions, waffling on tough issues, posturing, or pandering to whichever group they are addressing.10

After the 1992 election, I asked several of the nation’s top journalists why they portray the candidates as liars. “Because they are liars,” was the most common response, which was usually followed by an example, such as Bush’s 1988 pledge not to raise taxes (“Read my lips”) and Clinton’s description of his marijuana experience (“I didn’t inhale.”).11

Candidates do lie.12 But are they hardened, inveterate, cynical liars? Are they habitually prone to lying?

Some campaign falsehoods are not only tolerated but applauded. While on the campaign trail, candidates are expected to say how great it is to be in Dubuque and to praise the people who have come to see them as the best crowd yet. They are supposed to call their host a great American and one of the country’s finest public servants. Such lies are part of the hoopla of politics and help enliven it.

Some of the candidates’ lies are more rhetorical than real. In the heat of the campaign, candidates can seemingly convince themselves that wild charges about their opponents are true. When George Bush called Democratic vice-presidential nominee Al Gore “the Ozone Man” and said his environmental positions were “crazy, way out, far out, man,” he may have been trying to win votes, but it is also likely that he truly believed Gore’s views to be “way out,” and perhaps they were from Bush’s own policy stance—a reluctance to pursue environmental goals that are incompatible with economic growth. Bush’s comment, then, was more silly than cynical; it did more to tarnish his credibility than his opponent’s.

Candidates at times stretch their will to believe so far that it goes beyond any reasonable standard of truth. Clinton was the best-funded of the Democratic contenders for nomination in 1992, and he used this advantage to buy Super Tuesday ads that attacked Paul Tsongas’s modest proposals to control spending on federal entitlement programs. Clinton’s ads were an attempt to scare retirees into believing that Tsongas planned to cut their Social Security benefits. Tsongas did not have sufficient funds to counter the exaggerated claims with ads of his own.

The night of the 1988 New Hampshire primary, a defeated Bob Dole was asked on national television whether he had a message for Vice President Bush. “Tell him to stop lying about my record,” Dole blurted. Michael Dukakis said much the same thing about Bush during the general election. Bush inflated pieces of his opponents’ records and turned them into broad allegations. Dole was tax-happy; Dukakis lacked patriotism and was soft on crime. But if Bush misrepresented their policies, Dole and Dukakis let him get away with it by not defending themselves adequately. Kirk O’Donnell, a Dukakis adviser, later said, “We had the opportunity to change the dialogue. We can take responsibility [for not doing it] on our shoulders.”13 Partisan skirmishing is nothing new. Thomas Jefferson’s opponents in 1800 tried to scare electors into believing that he would sell the country into France’s hands if elected. Abraham Lincoln was called a “Liar, Thief and Baboon” by Harper’s Weekly, and the Albany Argus described him as “the ugliest man in the Union”—a statement he used in his defense against charges that he was “two-faced”: “I leave it to my audience,” Lincoln said. “If I had another face, do you think I’d use this one?”14

Other campaign lies involve hiding painful truths that voters do not want to hear. Talk of an across-the-board tax increase was suicidal for a candidate until Ross Perot came along. With his own money on the line, he convinced some Americans that they would have to accept a hefty tax increase if they were serious about getting the federal deficit under control. Walter Mondale hurt his campaign when he said in accepting the 1984 Democratic nomination, “Let’s tell the truth. Mr. Reagan will raise taxes, and so will I. He won’t tell you. I just did.”15

There are some lies that candidates tell because the truth would destroy their career. These are falsehoods about the skeletons in their closets. When Gennifer Flowers made her charges, Bill Clinton could just as well have packed up and retired to Little Rock if he had told all. He said, “Her story is just not true,” and during his appearance on “60 Minutes” he asked for understanding: “I think most Americans who are watching this tonight, they’ll know what we’re saying, they’ll get it, and they’ll feel that we have been more than candid. And I think what the press has to decide is, are we going to engage in a game of ‘gotcha’?”16

In such instances, a relevant question is the balance between the harmful effect of the lie on public morality and the damaging impact of the truth on the candidate and the interests he represents. Not everyone will agree as to how a candidate should act in these instances, but most people would concede that the nature of what is being concealed should weigh heavily in determining the public’s response (a serious violation of the public trust would be a graver issue than a private indiscretion, such as marijuana use in one’s youth).

All of the above forms of lying do not seriously harm the democratic process, except in severe cases. At no point in life is the truth always prized; nor is the truth always knowable. To expect candidates to bare their souls voluntarily or to say things that people do not want to hear or to rise above emotional subjectivity is to ask them to behave in a way in which no one behaves.

There is one type of campaign lie, however, that has no place in a democratic election. In terms of motive and context, this form of lying destroys the bond of trust between candidates and voters. It consists in making a promise to take a given course of action, to pursue a particular policy or program, that the candidate has no intention of keeping, and which is made not only to deceive the voters but to trick them into acting in a manner—voting for the candidate—that is contrary to their interests.17 Voters act on the promise and then get something else which they did not want. Such lies, if commonplace, turn free and fair elections into a sham.18

The press makes such lies appear to be the norm. Candidates are said to change their positions as they campaign in different regions or talk with different groups, make promises they plan to break, make commitments that cannot be honored even if they try. Cynical manipulation is the story that is told of candidates’ efforts to woo the voters. “The journalists’ instinct,” the sociologist Michael Schudson writes, “is that there is always a story behind the story, and that it is ‘behind’ because someone is hiding it.”19

Do candidates routinely lie when they make promises about the policies they will pursue? The importance of this question to the integrity of the democratic process has prompted scholars to investigate it. This research has involved extensive analysis, in which winning candidates’ campaign promises were systematically catalogued and compared to what they did as presidents. At least four such studies have been conducted, each spanning a minimum of seven presidencies. Each of these studies reached the same conclusion: Presidents keep the promises they made as candidates.

The political scientist Gerald Pomper’s exhaustive study of party platforms in nine presidential elections found that victorious candidates, once in office, attempt to fulfill nearly all of their policy commitments and succeed in achieving most of them.20 When they fail to deliver on a promise, it is usually because they cannot get Congress to agree; because the pledge conflicts with a higher-priority commitment; or because conditions have changed (as in the case of Reagan in 1980, who promised to settle the Iranian hostage crisis, which was resolved by the time he took office).

Another political scientist, Michael Krukones, reached the same conclusion after comparing the campaign speeches and in-office performances of eleven recent presidents.21 In yet a third study, Ian Budge and Richard I. Hofferbert found “strong links between postwar (1948–1985) election platforms and governmental outputs.”22 A fourth study, conducted by American University’s Jeff Fishel, concluded that presidents in the period 1960–1984 signed executive orders or submitted legislative proposals corresponding to a large majority of their campaign pledges; in the case of legislative proposals, Congress enacted most of them (Johnson’s 89 percent was the high; Nixon’s 61 percent was the low).23

These studies are less conclusive than they might appear. Candidates focus on consensual issues, sidestep some controversial issues, and frame many of their positions in general or ambiguous terms.24 The studies also do not distinguish the candidates’ promises in terms of their scope or impact. These considerations do not, however, invalidate the general conclusion that presidential candidates make important promises and act on them when elected. Candidates are not empty vessels who have no ideas about policy and no plans about what to do with political power. The record of campaign pledges largely reveals a trail of promises kept.

Why would it be otherwise? It is not logical to run for the presidency and ask afterward what the job entails. Candidates for the presidency want to govern, and to do so they need the support of the interests they have committed themselves to during the campaign.

Even a cursory review of recent presidencies refutes the press’s claim that campaign commitments are empty promises. Ronald Reagan the president did what Ronald Reagan the candidate promised in 1980: he cut taxes, increased defense spending, opposed abortion, reduced government regulation of business, and slowed the escalation of domestic policy spending. There was one major promise that Reagan failed to keep: the balancing of the budget. He made an effort to do so in his first term but misjudged the severity of the recession that had begun under Carter, and he erred in his belief that the revenue generated by the economic stimulus of a steep tax cut would offset the revenue loss directly attributable to the cut.

Jimmy Carter was accused by the press in 1976 of “waffling on the issues” and, ironically, was ridiculed by the press when, as president, he compiled his nearly two hundred campaign promises in a book and proceeded methodically to keep them.

Though George Bush is remembered best for a promise he broke, he did pursue the lean, business-centered economic policies, including global free trade measures, that he advocated in his 1988 campaign. On social issues he stayed true to his pro-life position on abortion and his commitment to a tougher criminal code. And during a presidency that labored under severe budgetary restraints, he persuaded Congress to appropriate significant new funding for two programs he emphasized in his 1988 campaign: HeadStart and the war on drugs. These were two of the three components of Bush’s education policy (Head-Start assisted preschool children from disadvantaged backgrounds and the larger war on drugs contributed to drug-free schools); the third was freedom of choice for parents in the selection of the school their children would attend, which was also promoted by Bush while in office.

Perhaps George Bush even intended to keep his 1988 pledge of “no new taxes.” He held out for two years against pressure from Congress, conceding when it became necessary to avert a budget crisis, and then only after forcing congressional Democrats to accept a deal that included a lid on discretionary domestic spending. At the time, the move was lauded by many in the press. “The President,” said the Washington Post in an editorial, “did the right thing.”25

In 1992 the votes were barely counted when Bill Clinton instructed his transition team to begin the process of implementing his campaign promises. Some commitments did fall by the wayside, including his pledge to open the nation’s shores to the Haitian boat people and his promise to raise fees on the ranching and mining interests that lease federal lands. But Clinton kept, or took initial steps to carry out, a significant number of his promises: humanitarian relief to Bosnia, a tax increase on upper-income taxpayers, an end to the ban on abortion counseling in family-planning clinics that receive federal funds, deep and broad-based spending cuts, health-care reform, a family-leave program, banking reform, an economic stimulus package, tougher ethical standards for presidential appointees, tax incentives for small firms, economic assistance for Russia, a college-loan program, a job training program, among many others.

Press accounts of Clinton’s early months in office made it appear otherwise. The news focused on the promises he broke and, more so, on the instances where he was forced to negotiate with Congress. Each compromise was reported as a headlong retreat from principle. This perspective is unfair and inappropriate. American presidents are not like European prime ministers, who operate with a ready-made legislative majority. The president and Congress are separately elected, and share legislative power. For a president to adhere rigidly to his position is to invite deadlock and risk failure. Moreover, compromise in a system of checks and balances is not perfidy; it is a founding principle of American democracy. James Madison in The Federalist, no. 48, described this process of accommodation as the proper alternative to the “tyrannical concentration of all the powers of government in the same hands.” There is nothing in either the practice or theory of American government that suggests presidents can or should unilaterally dictate policy.

The press sends the wrong message. Its claim that candidates make promises in order to win votes is true, but that is only part of the truth. They make them, and work to keep them. What journalists fail to take into account is the constraints affecting these commitments.

Candidates are not free to make any promise they might wish to make, and they must declare commitments they might wish to avoid. They are constrained by the interests that support their party and whose support they need. The Democrat Clinton offered promises to lower-income taxpayers, educators, the unemployed, minorities, gays, labor, and other groups that are aligned with the Democratic coalition. For his part, Bush made commitments to business, high-income taxpayers, religious fundamentalists, and others more closely aligned with the GOP. The assertion that presidential candidates are only reeds in the wind ignores their natural leaning toward constituent groups, and therefore toward certain courses of action.

Another basic truth about the candidates’ pledges is that they have a stronger incentive to keep them than to break them. Interests that receive promises during the campaign have ties to Congress and to bureaucratic agencies that can cause trouble for a president who fails to honor his commitments.26 There is no following that is loyal despite broken promises. Bush paid dearly even within his own party for breaking his 1988 promise of “no new taxes.”

Finally, candidates have personal philosophies and causes that guide their choices. Political leaders have policy goals in which they believe and which constrain what they are willing to say.27 The economic program that Bill Clinton began working to implement the day after his election was the same one that he had described in his first major campaign speech on the subject, which he had delivered late in 1991 at his alma mater, Georgetown University. His speech contained the economic proposals that were later expressed in his acceptance speech at the Democratic convention in July 1992, and he explained those same ideas in the televised presidential debates during the general election. The policies were built on Clinton’s experience as Arkansas governor, his association with policy experts such as Robert Reich, and his own sense of how to deal with the nation’s problems. When Clinton was challenged by a reporter during the general election about one of his economic commitments, he replied: “It is not a promise I cooked up for the election. It is the work of a lifetime.”28

*   *   *

Journalists are the problem here. They, and not the candidate, are reeds in the wind. The candidates’ speeches are filled with pledges of what they will do if elected. Since the outcome of these promises is in the future, journalists are free to say nearly anything they want. How can anyone disprove the journalist’s claim that a candidate has no intention of keeping his promises?

The Engberg news story cited at the beginning of this chapter is a case study in the journalistic half-truths that pass for incisive analysis. If Clinton the candidate was circumspect in his support for the North American Free Trade Agreement, so is Clinton the president. In a meeting with Mexican president Salinas, Clinton said, “I reaffirm my support for the North American Free Trade Agreement. And I restate my belief that some trade issues between our nations still need to be addressed.”29

When Clinton described the trade agreement as “a very long and complex document,” he was simply telling the truth. NAFTA is 1,078 pages in length,30 and the product of a fourteen-month negotiation between the Bush administration and the Mexican and Canadian governments. It is filled with contingencies, exceptions, and technical details. There is probably not a single policy expert in Washington who understands all aspects of NAFTA. To suggest, as Engberg did, that the “policy wonk” Clinton should know every part of it and flatly accept or reject it in its entirety is disingenuous. Worse than that, it is fatuous. It assumes that having a fixed opinion on every aspect of every issue that comes along displays true leadership, and that any hesitation or objection on a candidate’s part is a practiced deception. For example, Clinton took exception (as did many Democrats in Congress) to the fact that the agreement did not cover the issues of environmental protection and job retraining for U.S. workers when their firm relocates to Mexico.

Engberg’s report was not the dispassionate analysis of a neutral observer. Like countless other news stories of recent campaigns, it betrayed a deeply cynical view of politics and politicians: “Yes, but Clinton doesn’t mention …”; “True, but only if …”; “Clinton has sounded all year like he wants it both ways”; “The candidate is in the middle, and stalling”; “The onetime Rhodes scholar is a conveniently slow learner.”

Nor did Engberg hold himself to the same standards that he imposed on Clinton. When Clinton was quoted as saying the poverty rate was 18 percent, and Engberg countered with the Census Bureau’s figure of 11 percent, Engberg proceeded to claim that Clinton was trying to make the poverty level “sound twice as bad through statistical chicanery.” Whereas 18 percent is more than 11 percent, it is most definitely not “twice” more. And it was not statistical chicanery that led Clinton to the 18-percent figure. As Engberg should know, Democratic leaders have contended for years that the Census Bureau’s definition of poverty is too conservative. In 1992, it defined the poverty line as $14,343 for a family of four, or about $1,200 a month. Whether this income is adequate for the housing, clothing, food, health, education, transportation, communication, and leisure needs of a family of four is debatable. Clinton gauged poverty as beginning at a somewhat higher income level, resulting in the 18-percent figure.

Engberg portrays himself as the truth-telling journalist combating the illusion-selling politician—a message contained even in the title of CBS’s report, “CAMPAIGN 92, REALITY CHECK.” Clinton was blowing smoke (“statistical chicanery”), while Engberg was clearing the air (“true, but …”).

By reducing the economic issue to a question of “lies, damn lies, and statistics,” Engberg robbed it of its real significance. His report seems to promise a careful examination of what Bush has done on the economy and what Clinton would do differently, but the analysis is never provided. Instead, the economic issue was a pretext for an attack on Clinton’s credibility. Any programmatic or philosophical differences between the Republican and Democratic contenders were ignored. Instead of providing an assessment of the effectiveness of Bush’s programs or an evaluation of the workability of Clinton’s proposals, the report restricts its focus to the credibility of a few of the statistical illustrations cited by Clinton in a long stump speech calling into question Bush’s leadership on the economy. The report implies, without providing evidence, that Clinton cannot be taken at his word, or, at the very least, is trying to hide his true intentions. The report leaps from minor facts to the sweeping assertion that Clinton “is a conveniently slow learner” when it serves his political ambitions.

It might be argued that the type of reporting the Engberg story exemplifies is skeptical rather than cynical: the journalist is simply alerting the voting public to the pitfalls of accepting a candidate’s statements at face value. A problem with this interpretation is that it does not account for the relentlessness of the media’s criticisms. Bad news in 1992 was not reserved for the promises made by Clinton, Bush, and Perot. During the general election, more than 80 percent of network news stories on the Democratic party were negative; 87 percent of all references to the Republican party were unfavorable. Congress was portrayed as a human cesspool: 90 percent of news regarding it was bad. The federal government fared even worse: 93 percent negative.31 If this pattern reflects skepticism, it is skepticism that is facile and hypercritical.

The political scientist Austin Ranney has traced the press’s antipolitics bias to the Progressive movement, the turn-of-the-century reform effort that sought to increase political accountability. The Progressive spirit was expressed through muckraking journalism, which found fault with concentrations of power in any form, political or economic. The muckrakers portrayed politics as a struggle between decent citizens and self-serving parties and groups. The aim of reform was to expose corruption and create new institutions, such as the primary election and the initiative, that would enable the people to govern more directly.32

The influence of muckraking waned, however, and it was superseded by the rules of objective journalism, which held that reporters should refrain from expressing their opinions and confine themselves to reporting the facts. If journalists still harbored the belief that politicians were scoundrels, they nevertheless stopped saying so in news reports.

The rules of reporting changed with Vietnam and Watergate, when the deceptions perpetrated by the Johnson and Nixon administrations convinced reporters that they had let the nation down by taking political leaders at their word. Two presidents had lied; therefore no politician was to be trusted.33

The irony is that politicians played a vital part in Johnson’s and Nixon’s downfalls. William Fulbright and other senators were ahead of the press in deciding that Vietnam was a quagmire, and although the Washington Post broke the Watergate story, it was Congress, through its investigations, that forced Nixon’s resignation.

Nevertheless, the press had a one-sided view of who saved the nation. “The press won on Watergate,” declared Ben Bradlee, executive editor of the Washington Post.34 The New York Times’s James Reston said much the same thing about Vietnam: “Maybe historians will agree that the reporters and the cameras were decisive in the end. They brought the issue of the war to the people, before the Congress and the courts, and forced the withdrawal of American power from Vietnam.”35

The poisonous effect of Vietnam and Watergate on the relationship between journalists and politicians has not dissipated. The antipolitics bias of the press that came out of the closet two decades ago has stayed out. In See How They Run, the journalist Paul Taylor acknowledged the change: “Our habits of mind are shaped by what Lionel Trilling once described as the ‘adversary culture.’ … We are progressive reformers, deeply skeptical of all the major institutions of society except our own.”36 If most journalists today would hesitate to call themselves reformers, they take pride in unmasking politicians’ images and refuting their claims.

As a result, presidential candidates have increasingly been burdened with negative news. Figure 1.1 shows the good news-bad news distribution for the 1960–92 major-party nominees. Bad news escalated during this period. Candidates of the 1960s got more favorable coverage than those of the 1970s, who in turn received more positive coverage than those of the 1980s. The change is dramatic. Of all evaluative references to Kennedy and Nixon in 1960, 75 percent were positive. In 1992, only 40 percent of reporters’ evaluative references to Clinton and Bush were favorable.

Figure 1.1 “Bad News” Coverage of Presidential Candidates Compared to “Good News” Coverage, 1960–1992
In the 1960s, candidates received largely favorable news coverage; today, their coverage is mostly negative.
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Note: Figure is based on favorable and unfavorable references to the major-party nominees in 4,263 Time and Newsweek paragraphs during the 1960–1992 period. “Horserace” references are excluded; all other evaluative references are included.

The critical span of time in explaining the trend is 1976–1992. Although Watergate and Vietnam receded with each election, the news coverage of presidential candidates became progressively less favorable. In three of the last four elections, bad news has outweighed good news. If Vietnam and Watergate marked a time when the press turned against the politicians, the recent period represents a time when the press has turned on them.

The cover stories of Newsweek and Time mirror this trend. Newsweek’s cover stories on the 1960 campaign did not include a single negative title; a hefty proportion of its 1992 cover stories did. Time’s cover stories on the 1960 candidates carried neutral titles: “Candidate Kennedy” and “Candidate Nixon.” Its cover stories in 1992 on Ross Perot were titled “Nobody’s Perfect: The Doubts about Ross Perot,” “Waiting for Perot: He’s Leading in the Polls, But Can He Lead the Nation?,” and “He’s Back.” Bush’s cover story was “The Fight of His Life.” Time’s Clinton covers were “Is Bill Clinton for Real?,” “Why Voters Don’t Trust Clinton,” and “Bill Clinton’s Long March.”

A basic standard for whether a democratic election serves the people’s interest is its legitimacy, or the degree to which it is accepted by the people.

In this basic sense, U.S. presidential elections are legitimate. When the votes are counted on Election Day, the losers accept the outcome. There are no riots in the streets, and tanks do not rumble toward Washington. But legitimacy in a stable democracy also requires a public that is satisfied with the election process and the candidates. In this respect, the legitimacy of the presidential selection system is shaky. Opinion polls in recent elections have revealed a people disgruntled with the electoral process and discouraged with their choices.

In June 1992, the presidential race had narrowed to Clinton, Bush, and Perot, and each candidate had the support of 25 to 35 percent of the electorate. The polls also showed that most voters were unhappy with the candidates. All three had high negative ratings, and more than 40 percent of those surveyed in a New York Times/CBS News poll said they wished they had other candidates from which to select. In the same poll, 69 percent agreed with the proposition that there is no connection between what presidential candidates promise and what they will do if elected.37

In 1988, voters went to the polls to choose what they saw as the lesser of two evils. George Bush and Michael Dukakis were both viewed more negatively than positively by the electorate as a whole. The 1988 situation resembled that of 1980, when the choice was among Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter, and John Anderson. Half of the electorate interviewed in a poll said they were dissatisfied with the major-party nominees.38 Though Reagan won, opinion surveys indicated he was the least popular presidential winner since polling began in the 1930s.39 He won because the electorate was even less enthusiastic about Carter. Four years later, Reagan’s image was positive, but many voters had an unfavorable opinion of his opponent, Walter Mondale.

This pattern of unappetizing choices is without precedent. The Gallup organization first asked voters their opinions of the presidential candidates in 1936. Through the 1960s, the only candidate with an overall negative rating with the voters was Barry Goldwater, in 1964. Since then, most candidates have had a negative rating.

Is it merely by chance that the peak in the public’s dissatisfaction with presidential candidates coincides exactly with the peak in the press’s negative portrayal of the candidates? Figure 1.2 reveals a close parallel between the two trends.

It would, of course, be a mistake to cite the press’s bad-news tendency as the only reason for the voters’ increasingly negative impressions of presidential candidates. A number of unfavorable developments in recent years have eroded the public’s faith in its political leadership. Yet there can be no doubt that the change in the tone of election coverage has contributed to the decline in the public’s confidence in those who seek the presidency. The change is apparent in the sharp contrast between the media’s assessments of the 1960 and 1992 conventions. Time wrote in 1960:

Kennedy may not be the Democrat best qualified for the Presidency. But he is mentally keen, vigorous, well-versed in national and international affairs and more experienced in them than most Presidential nominees have been. He is a seasoned and astute politician. In all these respects he is much like Nixon. They are two of the coolest and toughest men in our public life.40

Figure 1.2 Relationship Between Election Coverage and Voter Opinion of Presidential Nominees, 1960–1992
The voters’ opinions of the candidates have become more negative in recent elections, a trend that follows the pattern of the candidates’ news coverage.
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Note: The data on news references are explained in Figure 1.1. Data on voter opinion are based on available surveys that were conducted at or near the end of each election. Each data point is the average of the percentage of voters who viewed the Republican nominee unfavorably and the percentage who viewed the Democratic nominee unfavorably.

The New York Times’s Michael Kelly said in 1992:


There are, as far as can be seen through the fog, four serious candidates for the Presidency. On the Democratic side, there is Bill Clinton, the big-government, tax-crazy, special-interests-loving, old-fashioned liberal; and Bill Clinton, the covenant-building, moderate-minded, stand-up-to-the-interest-groups New Democrat. The Republicans have put forward George Bush, the vacillating, pawn-of-the-rich, inside Washington, country-clubbing middle-of-the-roader who wants everything to stay just the way it is; and George Bush, the arch-conservative, deeply religious, tax-cutting, Washington-bashing architect of bold new change.

The embarrassment of candidates was nearly inevitable. Men who want to be President, and the men and women whose job it is to get them there, are, despite their predilection for the language of idealism, strictly in the realism business.… And what it takes, it has become increasingly clear, is a campaign of relentless, comprehensive distortion.41



The late V. O. Key described the impact of communication in metaphoric terms. “The output of an echo chamber,” he wrote, “bears an inevitable and invariable relation to the input.”42 The voters begin each campaign without a firm opinion about the candidates,43 but after months of news that tells them over and over again that their choices are no good, they believe it.

Another indicator that election news is at least partly responsible for Americans’ low opinion of the candidates is the change in voters’ opinions when the press steps out of the way. Nearly every presidential debate since 1960 has resulted in an improvement in people’s views of the candidates. In 1992, the voters’ opinions of Bush, Clinton, and Perot improved sharply when the debates gave people an opportunity to view the candidates through something other than the lens of daily journalism. In September, before the debates, 23 percent of the voters said they liked Ross Perot, while 45 percent disliked him. A month later, after the debates, 47 percent said they liked him, and 25 percent said they disliked him.44

News coverage has become a barrier between the candidates and the voters rather than a bridge connecting them. The press, as Frank Mankiewicz once said, “poisons the well.” Election after election, the press tells the voters that the candidates are not worthy of the office they seek. “I know a lot of people who are thinking about this election the same way they think about the Iran-Iraq war,” wrote Meg Greenfield in 1980. “They desperately want it to be over, but they don’t want anyone to win.”45 George Will said much the same thing in 1992: “The congestion of debates may keep these guys off the streets for a few days. When they emerge from the debates, November—suddenly the loveliest word in the language—will be just around the corner.”46

Of course, a campaign is sometimes plagued by the candidates’ deceit and pettiness, and the media should inform the voters about it. But the press has gone way beyond that point.

The thesis of this book is that the United States cannot have a sensible campaign as long as it is built around the news media. Out of Order asks how it is that our presidential-selection system has come to be centered on the news media, explains why such a process cannot serve the nation’s needs, and suggests what might be done to put the campaign on a sound footing. I conclude that attempts to convince the press to behave differently can have only a marginal influence on the quality of the campaign. The press is what it is because of news values and imperatives.

This book will no doubt be taken by many in the press as an attack on their institution. It is not intended as such. My argument is that the problem of the modern campaign lies beyond the press, in the electoral system, which asks the media to fill a role it cannot play. Some experienced journalists share this view. “With the demise of political parties,” argues Marvin Kalb, the former television correspondent who now heads Harvard’s Center for the Press, Politics, and Public Policy, “the press has moved into a commanding position as arbitrator of American presidential politics—a position for which it is not prepared, emotionally, professionally, or constitutionally.”47

The press’s credibility has been weakened in its effort to carry the thankless burden of balancing its traditional role of watchdog with its newfound role of election mediator. Fearful of manipulation by the candidates, and yet charged with the responsibility of providing a channel of communication by which the candidates can reach the voters time and again, the press lashes out at every attempt by the candidates to use its power. This reaction is not watchdog journalism. It is irresponsible journalism and poses a severe threat to the press’s watchdog function. What Alexander Hamilton said of the judiciary’s power to persuade the people to accept its rulings—“it has only judgment”—applies also to the press. In the long run, the tendency of the press to cry manipulation at every move the candidates make can only weaken its ability to get the voters to attend to its claims. “At this point, I don’t care what they [the media] bring out about him,” said a Perot voter in an interview. “I’m voting for him.”48

The press’s adversarial stance also threatens its ability to make a constructive contribution to the election dialogue. The press does not have the full confidence of the people it serves. In a Times Mirror poll in the final week of the 1992 election, the public gave the press a C for its performance, which was the same grade given to campaign consultants. Talk shows got a better grade, as did the debates, which received an A.49

After the election, Bill Clinton said that future candidates would be “crazy” not to make use of the “new media” to the extent that he and the other candidates had in 1992. The talk and interview shows gave the candidates a chance to get their message across to the voters. The alternative was to go through the campaign press corps, which meant enduring a daily pillorying. Ross Perot went to the extreme length of shunning the press and mocking it. “I’ve never met a more thin-skinned crowd in my life,” he said to reporters in late October. “If you can dish it out, you ought to be able to take it.”50 His fights with the press helped him: each time he criticized the press, the switchboard of his Dallas headquarters lit up with calls from people volunteering to join his campaign.

Although the candidates’ 1992 efforts to go around the press were described as a new development by some observers, the same thing had happened in 1984 and 1988, when the Reagan and Bush campaigns had based their communication efforts on televised political advertising. During the 1988 general election, the Washington Post’s David Hoffman bought a bullhorn so that he could yell questions at Bush as he gave one speech after another without talking to the press.51 The closely scripted Bush had a comfortable lead in the polls and a well-oiled ad campaign, and he saw no reason to submit himself to journalists’ questions.

Just as a properly functioning campaign cannot be based on the press, the campaign cannot work properly if the press does not have the opportunity to fulfill its watchdog role. The second situation is alarming, and the first is foolhardy. This book tells why.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_014_r1.jpg
VINTAGE & BOOKS






OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_013_r1.jpg
Percent
“Bad News"

«

58

56

54

52

50

a8

46

44

2

4

Preprimary  Primary  Conventon  General
period elections period Election

Stage of the Campaign





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_012_r1.jpg
Percent

1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992

Flection Year





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_011_r1.jpg
Percent
Favorable

News Coverage

— — — Heavy news
exposure

- -~ Lightnews
exposure

February  April June August  October
Election Year 1976





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_010_r1.jpg
had
66
6
62
60

Percent 58
Favorable 56
54

52

50

a8

a6

Earlier

Campaign Time





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_L02_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_005_r1.jpg
Percent

1960 1964 1963 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992

Flection Year





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_004_r1.jpg
Average 8
Number of
Lines ¢

o
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992
Elaaiion Viaas





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_003_r1.jpg
Percent

1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992

Flection Year





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_002_r1.jpg
Percent
Unfavorable

News References
Vour o,

1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992
Wi Wi





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_tp_r1.jpg
OUT OF ORDER

Thomas E. Patterson

161

VINTAGE BOOKS
A DIVISION OF RANDOM HOUSE, INC.

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_001_r1.jpg
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992

Election Year





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Out of Order

THOMAS E. PATTERSON





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_009_r1.jpg
Earlier

Campaign Time





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_008_r1.jpg
o8
66
64
6
60

Percent 58
Favorable 56
4

52

50

48

46 +
Earlier Later

Campaign Time





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_007_r1.jpg
Percent
Favorable

r888328¢8

52
50
48

Earlier Later
Campaign Time





OEBPS/images/Patt_9780307761491_epub_006_r1.jpg
Percent

1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992

Flection Year





