CHAPTER 6
Public Opinion and the Media

CHAPTER FOCUS

The purpose of this chapter is to explore what is meant by the phenomenon referred to as “public
opinion” and to investigate the effects of public opinion on our democratic form of government. The
chapter also examines the historical evolution, up to the present, of relations between government and
the news media—how the media affect government and politics and how government seeks to affect the
media. After reading and reviewing the material in this chapter, you should be able to do each of the
following:

1. List the sources of our political attitudes, and indicate which are the most important sources.
Assess the influence of various religious traditions on political attitudes.

2. Explain why there is no single cleavage between liberals and conservatives in this country and
why there are crosscutting cleavages. Explain the significance of these facts. Assess the
significance of race in explaining political attitudes.

3. Define political ideology and state why most Americans do not think ideologically. Summarize
the liberal positions on the economy, civil rights, and political conduct. Describe the major policy
packages of the Democratic party, and indicate which groups in the Democratic coalition can be
identified with each package.

4.  ldentify which elite groups have become liberal, and compare their current attitudes with the past
political preferences of these groups. Discuss the “new class” theory as an explanation for changes
in attitudes. Analyze why these changes are causing strain in the political party system.

5. Describe the evolution of journalism in American political history, and describe the differences
between the party press and the mass media of today.

6. Demonstrate how the characteristics of the electronic media have affected the actions of public
officials and candidates for national office.

7.  Describe the effect of the pattern of ownership and control of the media on the dissemination of
news, and show how wire services and television networks have affected national news coverage.
Discuss the influence of the national press.

8. Describe the rules that govern the media, and contrast the regulation of electronic and print media.
Describe the effect of libel laws on freedom of the press and of government rules on broadcasters.

9.  Assess the effect of the media on politics, and discuss why it is difficult to find evidence that can
be used to make a meaningful and accurate assessment. Explain why the executive branch
probably benefits at the expense of Congress.

10. Evaluate the impact of the media on public opinion and politics.
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STUDY OUTLINE

I. Introduction

A.

Government policy often at odds with public opinion

1. Constitution designed to achieve goals, not to follow majority will

2. Framers’ views on “publics”

3. Public opinion polls vague (see the “Art of Public-Opinion Polling” box )

4.  Government more attentive to elite views

Status of media

1.  Media enjoys wide freedom in United States

2. Media privately owned

What is public opinion?

1. Poorly informed

2. Unstable

3. Sensitive to wording of poll questions

Americans and the federal government

1.  Steady decline in trust of government in Washington since 1960s

2 Distrust directed at government officials not people

3. Reasons for distrust: Vietnam and political scandals

4.  Trust destined to decline after abnormally high levels of confidence in government in
1950s

5. September 11, 2001 terrorist attack

II.  The Origins of Political Attltudes

A.

The role of the family

Party identification of family learned well

Much continuity between generations

Declining ability to pass on identification since 1950s

Younger voters exhibit less partisanship

Parents less influence on policy preferences

Few families pass on clear ideologies

Effects of religion

1.  People of different religious traditions have different attitudes on certain issues
2. Religious traditions affect view of human nature and thus politics
3. Impact of church endorsements unclear

Effects of education

College education usually makes voters more liberal

Effect extends beyond end of college

Faculty attitudes an important factor

Effect growing as more go to college

American political elites

a) New class

b) Traditional middle class

c¢) Culture war

The “gender gap”

1.  Has existed as long as voting records exist

2 Women primarily GOP in 1950s but Democrat since late 1960s
3.  Male-female differences over social issues such as war, gun control, etc.
4.  Largest gender difference on use of force and future
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II. Cleavages in Public Opinion

A.

Other factors

1.  Inpast, income and occupational cleavages

2.  Today, more cleavages on race, religion, etc.

3. No single factor explains differences in attitudes in the United States

4. Some believe the factor is social class

Occupation

1. More important in 1950s on unemployment, education, and housing

2. Occupation-policy correlation has grown weaker today due to education
Race

1.  Becoming more important on busing, home sales, and death penalty

2. Blacks most consistently liberal group within Democratic party

3. Economic progress no guarantee of change in black attitudes; better-off more skeptical

Region
1. Southerners more conservative than northerners; non-economic issues greatest regional
difference

2. Southern lifestyle different—more accommodating to business, less to labor
3. Lessening attachment to Democratic party during the 1980 and 1984 elections in South

IV. Political Ideology

A.
B.
C.

Define terms liberal and conservative
Political ideology—a coherent and consistent set of beliefs
Consistent attitudes
1. Most citizens display little ideology; moderates dominate
May have strong political predispositions
“Consistency” criterion somewhat arbitrary since poll questions simplistic
Some believe ideology increased in 1960s
. Others argue that poll questions were worded differently
Activists
1. Much more likely to have an ideology
2. Result of better information and strong political convictions
Various categories of opinion
1. Economic policy: liberals favor jobs for all, medical care, education, and taxation of
rich
2. Civil rights: liberals prefer desegregation, equal opportunity, etc.
3. Public and political conduct: liberals tolerant of demonstrations, marijuana, etc.
Analyzing consistency
1.  Some “inconsistent” attitudes are consistent, leading to four categories of ideologies:
a)  Pure liberal: liberal on both economic and social issues
b)  Pure conservative: conservative on both economic and social issues
c¢) Libertarian: conservative on economic issues, liberal on social issues
d) Populist: liberal on economic issues, conservative on social issues
2. Many still do not fit in any category
3. Activists are often quite consistent
4.  Informed voter likely to be more ideological

PIECRN

V. The Impact of the Media
A. Mass media and American politics have changed since the 1930s and 1960s

B.

Expansion on types of media
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VI. The Structure of the Media

A.

C

Degree of competition

1.  Newspapers—number of newspapers has not declined, but competition within cities
2. Radio and television decentralized and locally owned

The national media

1.  Broadcast services offset local orientation

2. Consists of wire services, national magazines, TV networks, and national newspapers

3. Significance: more important in D.C. and more liberal
4.  Roles played: gatekeeper, scorekeeper, and watchdog
The Internet and the World Wide Web

VII. Rules Governing the Media

A.

B.

Freedom of the press

1. Newspapers almost entirely free, need no license

2. Radio and television protected by courts

3. Reporters want right to keep sources confidential (see the “On Background” box)
4.  Most states and federal government disagree on reporter confidentiality
Regulation and deregulation

1.  FCC licensing

2. Recent movement to deregulate

VIII. Government and the News

A.

Prominence of the president

1 Theodore Roosevelt: systematic cultivation of the press

2 Franklin Roosevelt: press secretary a major instrument for cultivating press
3 Press secretary today: large staff, many functions

4.  White House Press Corps

5. Unparalleled personalization of government

Coverage of Congress

1.  Never equal to that of president

2. House quite restrictive

3. Senate more open

IX. Interpreting Political News

A.

Public reliance on TV

1.  Most Americans get news from TV, but increasingly distrust what they see

2. Media may possess different views/values versus general public

3.  Intense competition among TV networks for an audience

Are news stories slanted?

1. Various factors influence how stories are written

2. Types of stories: routine, selected, and insider

News Leaks

1. Insider stories raise questions of informant’s motives

2. American government is “leakiest” due to separation of powers

The influence of media opinions on public opinion

1.  Does media change public thinking? Unlikely in most cases

2. Media’s greatest influence over issues on which public has little information

3. Media does place issues on the “public agenda”

4. TV gives politicians access only if they provide what TV finds profitable: scandals,
visuals, sound bites, and pettiness

5. Politicians able to shape media through press officers, targeting 6 P.M. news, spin
control, leaks, rewards, and penalties
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RESEARCH AND RESOURCES

Suggested Readings

Asher, Herbert. Polling and the Public, 3rd ed. Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Press,
1995. Good review of how polls are conducted.

Braestrup, Peter. The Big Story: How the American Press and Television Reported and
Interpreted the Crisis of Tet 1968 in Vietnam and Washington. Boulder, Col.: Westview, 1977, 2
volumes. A massive, detailed account of how the press reported one critical event; the factual
accuracy or inaccuracy of each story is carefully checked.

Crouse, Timothy. The Boys on the Bus. New York: Random House, 1973. A lively, irreverent
account by a reporter of how reporters cover a presidential campaign.

Epstein, Edward J. Between Fact and Fiction: The Problem of Journalism. New York: Random
House, 1975. Essays by a perceptive student of the press on media coverage of Watergate, the
Pentagon Papers, the deaths of Black Panthers, and other major stories.

. News from Nowhere. New York: Random House, 1973. Analysis of how television
network news programs are produced and shaped.

Erikson, Robert S., and Kent L. Tedin. American Public Opinion, 5th ed. Boston, Mass.: Allyn
and Bacon, 1995. Careful and systematic review of how Americans think about politics.

Fallows, James. Breaking the News: How the Media Undermine American Democracy. New
York: Pantheon, 1996. A good discussion as to why Americans are becoming more cynical about
politics.

Garment, Suzanne. Scandal: The Culture of Mistrust in American Government. New York:
Random House, 1991. A penetrating analysis of our growing fascination with political scandal
and the journalistic and governmental forces that pander to this obsession.

Graber, Doris A. Mass Media and American Politics, 3rd ed. Washington, D.C.: Congressional
Quarterly Press, 1988. A good summary of what we know about the press and politics.

Goldberg, Bernard. Bias. Regnery Publishing, 2002. A veteran CBS reporter tells his story of
liberal bias at CBS.

Iyengar, Shanto, and Donald R. Kinder. News That Matters. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1987. Reports on experiments that test the effect of television news on how we think about
politics.

Kurtz, Howard. Spin Cycle: Inside the Clinton Propaganda Machine. New York: Free Press,
1998. A journalistic account of how one president’s staff tried to influence the media.

Lichter, S. Robert, Stanley Rothman, and Linda S. Lichter. The Media Elite. Bethesda, Md.: Adler
& Adler, 1986. A study of the political beliefs of “elite” journalists and how those beliefs
influence what we read and hear.

Zaller, John R. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992. Profound study of how people acquire political opinions.

Resources on the World Wide Web
Opinion polls:
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Gallup: http://www.gallup.com/
Media:

To search many newspapers: http://www.ipl.org/

CNN/TIME news: http://www.allpolitics.com/

CBS News: http://www.cbsnews.com/

FOX News:http://www.foxnews.com/

Washington, D.C., newspapers:

Washington Post: http://www.washingtonpost.com/

Washington Times: http://www.washtimes.com/
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