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position either to win, or especially-to block; approval of ballot measures
Sometimes a'recall campaign is mounted for unfair reasons, and:re¢
campaigns can‘$tir up uhnecessary and ﬁﬁanmﬁmEm conflictin'a nonEEEQ
Most of these criticisms can also be leveled at'our more traditidnal instiae
tions. Courts sometimes err, as in ‘the DredScoffidecision and in Plessy
Ferguson or Korematsu. Presidents surely make mistakes (FDR attermptrc
pack the'Supreme Court; 1937; Kénnedy’s Bay of Pigs fidsco, 1961; Nixoh!
involvement in the Watergate break-in and wsvmm@umbn coverup; 1972
1974; Redgan’s involventent in the Irafi<contra aring déal; Hommv And Jegis
latures not only make mistakes aboit policy from tirhe to time but wini: p.
spending neardy 4 third of their time mbpmﬁ&bm changing; and: correcting.
past legislation that @Bzﬁm inadequate or'wrong. In shiort, we pay a _uﬂq
»»ou.. believing'in‘and practicing &maonﬂwnwl.ﬂ&mnmqmu thie form. - :

© Whatever the shortcomings of direct democracy, and there are wmﬂmﬂm
nrn% do not uEa.@ the elimination of the populist devices fromithose state
constitutions permitting them:* Moreover, any suggestion to repealthe
injtative, referendum, and recall would be defeated by the:woters::Pol
lic oHEuHon uﬂdﬁm@ mm@moﬂm H.nﬁEEm these n_mﬁnnm. where'. ES?B.o &|
lowed: . aetfe , .

In sum, direct mnﬁnonnmn% devices wusw not ?wob alcure-all MOH ‘most
politicalysocial, or economic ills, yet they have beéman occasional gm&%
and generally’a: moderate: RE&& for Fm.ﬁmﬂﬁ léthargy and. the‘fisiise -
and:nonuse’ of legislative power. It was:lonig/ feared that ‘these :devicss
would: dull legislators” sense’ of responsibility without!in fact quickening -
the people to: the ‘exercise of any real control'in public affairs. Little .

- evidesice exists for those fears today. When: popilar demands for Hamwogia
¢chatige:are-repeatedly ignored by elected: officialéand when mm@&mﬁc%
other officials: Ignore validhvinteresis and-criticism- n&o Initiative, refereri:
dum, and recall can be 2 means by which the w@oEn E.m% ﬁwoﬁmnn %mﬁm&q@m
in ﬂro mﬁba ﬁ&ﬁen om. mwmwmo<ognnn SR T .
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mu_..DE Hucwnnrnah Hu.u:..m Pander

gmxnm%u%? and Robert Shapiro %azmsmm the premise popular in the

1 1990s that politicians. cater to, what the public wants: a finger in the wind
.of public opinion makes policy. No, they find, politicians don’t pander. In

. fact; the authors suggest that.the opposite is true. More often, politicians
ignote what the matnsiream of the public wants, attempting instead to create
a version. of public opinion that accords with the politicians’ views. Media
coverage aids in this upside moz\ﬁ relationship. between the peéple and their
am_ammaaasﬁ The end result'is that the American people do wnot belivve

. 'that the government reflects their views; they do not trist their leaders. To
“Jacobs and Shapiro, the question of how much public opinion truly mrh%ﬁ
mswa\ _._.5. & %m heart of American %§D§Q

S - 'THE WAY CONGRESS HANDLED the mnpeachment of Presi-
dent Bill Clinton revealed a lot abour American politics. Commentators
and the American public -were wisibly struck by. the unyielding drive of
congressional Republicans to remove Clinton from office in the face of
clear public opposition. Thé Republicans’ disregard for the preferences
of the great majority of Americans contradicted perhaps the most widely
accepted presumption about politics— m_umﬂ politicians mHmSme. follow pub-
Lic opinion. -

There was little ambiguity about where: ?ﬁaﬂnw& ﬁooa on’ QEno: s
-personal- behavior and’ impéeachrment. The avalanche of epinion polls
duririg 1998 and: early 1999 showed that super-majorities- of neatly: two-
thirds of Americans condemned the president’ personal misdeeds, but
about the sameé number approved his job petformance, opposed his im-
peachment dind removal from office, and fayored a legislative censure as
an appropriate alternative punishment. ¥ :

Despite: Americans’ strong and-unchanging opinions, .congressional
Reepublicans defied the public at almost every turn: Beginning in the fall
of 1998, the Republican-led House of Representatives initiated -im-
peachment proceedings; its Judiciary Commiittee reported impeachment
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articles; and it passed two articles of impeachment on the House floor.
Neither the House nor the Senate allowed a vote on the option supported
by the public—censure. For all the civility in the Semate trial of the
president on the House-passed. articles of impeachment, the Republicans’
pursuit of Clintor was checked not by a sudden‘attentiveness to public
opinion but rather by the constitutional requirement of a two-thirds vote
and the bipartisan support that this demanded. -

The impeachment spectacle reveals one of the most important devel-
opments in contemporary American woranm|nw@ widening gulf be-
tween polidcians’ pelicy decisions and:the preferences of the American
people toward specific issues:: The impeachment of Clinton can be added

to the long list of policies that failed to mizror public opinion: timpaign |

finance reform, tobacco legislation, Clinton’s proposals in his-first budget
for an’energy levy and a high tax on Social Security benefits (despite
his campaign promises to cut middle- Class taxes), the North American
Free Tradé Agreement (at its outset), U.S. intervention in Hu.omEm as
well as House Reepublican waom&m after the 1594 elections for a “revolu-
tion” in policies toward the environment, education, Medicare, and.other
issuEes. e o . -
Recent research . . . provides evidence that this [ist is not a quitk of
recent political developments but part ofa trend of declining responsiveness
to the public’s policy preferences. The conventional wisdom that politi-
cians- habitally respond to wﬂ&rn o_uh.zon dquﬁ making - EﬁoH Huorﬁﬂ
decisions 15 wrong. . : L
The Hﬂnﬁ&uﬁnna rm,ﬂ&pam om ngnmngmbﬁ fits into a- _mHmoH wmﬁoﬂu
in contemporary ‘American politics. .

. First, Republicans &mﬂammana Huﬁ@rn opinion on gwmmnwbwaﬁ
vwnmcmn their political goals of attracting.a majority of voters was offset
by their policy goals of.enacting legislation that politicians and-thewr
supporters favored. The ideological polarization of congressional Reepubli+
cans and Democrats since the'mid-1970s, the greater institutional indepen-
dence of individual lawmakers, and other factors have raised the political
benefits of pursuing policy goals that they and théir party’s activists desire.

Responding to public opimion at the expense of policy goals. entailed

compromising: their. own:philosophical convictions and risked -alienating
ideologically extreme patty activists and other supporters who volunteer
and contribute money to theit primary and general election campaigns.
Only the heat of an imminent presidential election and- the elevated
attention that average voters devote to itmotivate contemporary politicians
to respond to wﬂ.o_pn opinion and absorb the costs of noﬁwmowﬁﬂsm nﬁﬂ.ﬂ
policy goals.. : ca T
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v Indeed, the wr_mwcwmnmwm,_ relentless;pursuit of impeachment was large-
ly-driven by the priority that:the: domineering: conservative wing. of the
party attached to their policy goal (removing Clinton) over their political

© goals(appealing to'amajority of Americans). Moderate Republicans could

notignore the risk of oppesing impeachment —it could lead to a challenge
in the next primary-clection and diminished:campaign. contributions.

=t Our second point is that politicians pursue a strategy of craffed talk to
change public-opinion in:order to; offsetthe potendal political costs of
not following the mnamnwannﬂ of average voters. Politicians track public
opinjon not to make policy but zather: to determine how to.craft their
public presentations and win public support for the policies they-and their

 supporters. favor: Politicians want the best of both worlds: to enact _.&.QH

preferred policies and to be reelected. - g

w4 While-politicians devote their resolirces to nWmﬁmEm Huugn opinion,
their actual influence is 2 more complex story. Politicians themselves
attempt:to change. m.nEHn opinion not by directly. persuading the public
on the merits of their policy choices butby “priming”.public opinion:
they “stay on message” to highlight standards: or- consideraticns for the
public to use in: evaluating policy: proposalsi Republicans, for example,

~ emphasized:“big: government”. to prompt the public to think about its

uneasiness about government:: Politicians” efforts to: sway the spublic’are
most likely to inflience: the perceptions, understandings, and evaluations
of specificpolicy’ proposals such as*Republican proposals in: 1995 to

significantly- reduce spending on Medicare to fund a:tax cut. But even

here; politicians” messages promoting. their policy proposals offen provoke
new or.competing:messages from their political spponents and the press
that complicate or stymie their efforts to move public opinion. Tn-addition,
efforts 1o influence .the public’s evaluations:of specific ;proposals: are
unlikely to-affect people’s values and fundamental preferences (such as
thoseunderlying support for Medicare, Social Security, and: other: well-

‘established programs). We distinguish, thex, “between  political Jeaders’

attempts to alter:the public’s perceptions, evaluations, and choices concern-

.ing verysspecificproposals (which are susceptible but not certain to change)

and Americans’ values and long-term preferences {which tend to be stable

tand particularly resistant to short~term manipulation). In mwoﬁm morﬁnsbm

confidence in their 2bility to move public.opinion by ¢ crafting their state-
ments and actions boosts their. willingness to discount majority opinion;
but the reality is:that'efforts to change public opinion are difficult and are
often most successful when deployed against major new policy proposals by
the opposition, which has the more modest task: om Ennomw:pm the mﬁg.n s
uncertainty and anxiety to avoid risk. !
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Politicians respond to public opinion, then, but in two quite different
ways. In one, politicians assemble information on public opinion to design
government policy. This-is usually equared with.."pandering,” and this-is
most evident during the relatively short period when presideniial.electiohs
are imminent. The nse of public opinion research: here, however, raises
a troubling question: why has the derogatory term “pander” been pinned
on politicians who respond to public opinjon? The answer is revealing:

the term is deliberately.deployed by politicians, pundits, and:other elites - -

to belittle povernment responsiveness to public opinion and reflects a
long-standing fear, uneasiness, and hostility among elites toward popular
consent and influence over the affairs of government. It is surely:odd:in

a democracy to consider responsiveness to public opinion as. disreputzble. .

We challenge the stigmatizing use of the texm. “pandering” and adopt
the neutral concept of “political responsiveness” We suggest:that’ the
public’s preferences offer both broad directions. to. policymakers (e.g,
establish universal health insurance}. and some specific.instructions. (e.g:,
rely on an employer mandate for financing reformy). In mmﬁnnm{._ Huouunﬁs&n
ers should follow these preferences. . .

Politicians respond to public opinion‘in a mnnoﬁm Bmﬁbma|ﬁr$~ use .’

research on public opinion to pinpoint the most alluring words, symibols,
and arguments in an. atteppt to move public opinion to.support, their
desired policies. Public opinion research s used by politicians to manipu-

late’ public opinion, that is, to. move Americans to “hold opinions-that :

they wotild not hold if aware of the best available information and. analy-

sis. ... ” Their objective is to simulate responsiveness. Their words and
wnomosnmﬂoﬁ are crafted to, nrmEQm public opimionand create the appearance -

of responsiveness as they pursue their desired policy goals. .Intent on
lowering the potential electoral costs of subordinating voters’ preferences
to their policy goals, politicians use polls and focus groups: not to move
their positions cleser to the public’s but just the oppaosite: to find.the most
effective means fo move public opinion closer to their own desired policies. .

 Political consultants as diverse as Republican pollster Frank Luntz and

Clinton pollster Dick Morrisireadily confess thatlegislators-and the White
House “dont use a poll to teshape a program, but to reshape your argu-
mentation for the program so that the public supports.it.” Indeed, R epubli=

cans’ dogged pursuit of impeachiment was premised on the assumption

that poll-honed presentations would uldmately win public support.for
their actions. We suggest -that this kind of overconfidence in the power
of crafted talk to move public opinion explains the political overteaching
and failure that was vividly displayed by Clinton’s: health reform. .effort
during the 1993-94 period and the Republicans’ campaige for their
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. policy objectives: beginning with their “Contract with America” during

1995-96. Crafted talk:has:been 1nore effective in -opposing rather than- -
promoting policy.dnitiatives. vwﬁq because the news media represent and

" magnify disagreement but ,zlso because: politicians’. overconfidence in

-crafted talk has prompted them to promote policy goals that do not aéo%

_ the support of most. Americans ot moderate. legislators. - S

« ++Our argument flips the ‘,S%%R& image of politicians as vmﬁaﬂﬁq

to HuﬁEpn opinion: on -its head. Public opinion is: not propelling. policy
decisions 25 it did in the past. Instead, politicians’-own policy geals are
increasingly driving major policy decisions and public opinion research,
which is used ro identify the langnage, symbols, and arguments to “win”

" public.support for their policy objectives. Responsiveness to public opin-

ion.and manipulation of public opinion are not.mutually exclusive: politi-

-cians manipulate public opinion by tracking public. nﬁsgm to select the

actions. and words that.resonate with. the public. -

Qur third point is that Huornﬂmﬁm muted Hmmmom&ﬁbnmm to: m&urn
opinion and craffing of their words and actions has a profound impact
on-the mass media and on public opinion itself. In contrast to others who
emphasize . the nearly unlimited independence and power of the mass

media; we-argue that press coverage of national politics hes been driven
. by the polarization, of politicians and their reliance on crafting their words
and deeds., The press focuses on' political conflict and strategy because
these arevisible-and genuine features of contemporary American politics.
The combination.of: politicians’ staged displays.and the media’s:sczutiny
of-the motives, behind them :produced public. distrust and fear-of major
government reform efforts. We do nottreat policymaking, media.coverage,
and public opinion as parts that can be studied one at a time; rather, we
study: their .dynamic configurations and processes of interdependence.
Democratic moﬁﬁﬂmmom and the- mﬁonmmm :of ;public communications are
Emﬂmﬂgﬂ linked. . i :

. 'We -argue that, worﬁﬂmmm mE.mEnm oh. worﬂw mo&m WBE nﬂnmﬁnm a

HnEmoHnEm spiral. or- cycle that.encompasses inedia coverage and public
opinion, It:is charactérized by three features. First,-the polarization :of
Washington political elites. and their strategies to manipulate the media
» and gain public support have prompted the press to increasingly emphasize
or frame its coverage in terms .of political, conflict and strategy at the
expense of the substance of policy issues and problems. Although news
reports largely represent the genuine contours of American: politics, the
media’s organizational, financial, and professional incentives prompt them
no exaggerate the degree of oowm:un in order to produce simple,, nw@ﬁﬁnﬁm
stories for their:audiences.. TR
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Second, the increased political polarization and politicians’ strategy
of crafting what they say and do {as conveyed through press coverage) raise
the probability of both changes in public understandings and evaluations
of specific policy proposals, and public perceptions that proposals for
policy change make uncertain or threaten the personal well-being of
indvidual Americans. The presence of a vocal political opposition, com-
bined with the media’s attentiveness to the ensuing conflict and the public’s
skittishness about change, often prevents reformers from &uwbmgﬁm mEE.Hn
opinion as they intended.

Third, the cycle closes as the media’s coverage and the public’s reaction
that was initially sparked by politicians’ actions feed back into the political
arena. How politicians appraise the media’s coverage of their initial:actions
affects their future strategy and behavior. Politicians latch on to any.evi-
dence of changes in public opinion that are favorable to their positions
in order to justify their policies and to increase ﬁrn electoral risk of Emﬁ.
rivals for opposing them. . ,

The public’s wmﬂnﬂuﬁos nrmﬁ government officials do. not listen to or
care much about their views accelerated in the 1970s and peaked in-the
1990s. Paralleling this trend, polls by Gallup, the Pew Center, and the
Center on Policy Attitudes during the second half of the 1990s consistently
found that large majorities doubted the founding premise of American
government—popular sovereignty and consent of the governed. Over
60 percent of the public (according to responsesto a diverse set of suss
vey questions) believed that elected officials in Washington and members
of Congress “lose touch” or are. “out of touch with average Americans”
and do not understand ﬁ&mﬂ “most Americans” or “people like you”
think. . _ g ,

Ennnumﬁm political responsiveness to centrist opinion would not pro-
duce neutral changes in government policy but ones that can have pro-
found politcal implcations. Politicians who respond to public opinion
would enact policies that defied today’ calcified political categories.of
liberal and conservative. The public, on balance, is nore conservative
on social issues than Democrats; it is less Iiberal, for instance, toward
homosexuality and criminal behavior. On the other hand, the public i
supportive of proposals for political reforms and progressive: economic,
health, and environmental programs, which Republicans reject. More
responsive government might well pursiie more conservative social Huo_.:umw
and more progressive economic and political ones. ,

The most important implication of raising responsiveness is to reaffirm
the spirit and content of democracy in America. The continued slippage
in government responsiveness threatens the foundation of our democratic
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order and the meaning of rule by and for the people, Whether democratic
government survives s not foreordained or guaranteed; it is the challenge
of cach generation to be vigilant and reassert its importance. Insisting that
politicians follow the popular will and allow citizens to engage in unfet-
tered public debate is central 1o that struggle.




