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For the past two years,a number of our
faculty attd fello*t have been researchingand
writing paperson the intersection of the press
and politiCs. The subjectshave varied greatly
-from Kiku Adatto's explorations of the differencesbetween television coverageof the 1968
and the 1988 presidential campaignsto Phillip
van Niekerk's report on the impact of South
Africa's emergencymeasureson Washington's
policy approachto apartheid. A dozen or so
p.p.tt aie now in different stagesof production'
init "t soon as these are completed, we shall
distribute them. They shall fall into two
categories: informal discussionpapersand
researchpapers.
It is my pleasureto distribute the first
discussionpaper. It was written by Dayton
Duncan, a writer and political iunkie who was
presssecretary f.orGovernor Michael Dukakis's
unsuccessfulrun for the presidencylast year'
Dayton was a Fellow of the |oan Shorenstein
Baione Center on the Press,Politics and Public

Policy in the springsemesterof the 1988-1989
academicyear, sharing his rather exceptional
experiencesin press/politicswith all of his
c,rito-ary candor and intelligence. I use the
word "exceptional" becausethere are so few of
us who havl actually experiencedthe special
madnessof being presssecretaryto a presidential candidate-madness in this casebeing a
non-partisan affliction. I askedDayton if he
felt that he wished to convey his perceptions
to other students of press/politics, including
journalists, politicians, and scholars. His
answer was an enthusiastic yes, offered with a
faintly bemused smile.
So, with Dayton Duncan's reflections on
press/politics during the 1988presidential
""-p"igtt, I am happy to launch our series of
discussionpapers. All of us at the
Center-and, I assume,Dayton himself, who
has now moved to Kansasso he can reimmerse
himself in "America," pending the next
campaign-would be delighted to 8et your
reactions to this paper.

lYlarvin Kalb
Edward R. Murrow Professor
Director, foan ShorensteinBarone Center
on the Press,Politics and Public Policy
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PnEss,Por,r,s,ANDTHE1988 CempercN:

AnsInssrDER's
Cnlueun
On October 12, 1988,four weeks before the
presrdentialelection, Peter fennings, the anchor
of ABC's "World News Tonight," looked solemnly into the studio camera-and through it to
millions of living rooms acrossthe nation-to
announce that this night's broadcastwas about
to do something that "has not been done before." Having grabbedthe audience'sattention
with the promise that something unprecedented
was about to happen,|ennings went on to
reveal... the results of the latest ABC/Washington Post presidential poll.
As the presssecretary for the campaign of
Michael Dukakis, watching the newscastfrom
the hotel suite in Los Angeles where we, the
campaignworkers, were preparingfor the final
debatethe next evening, I understandablyhad
more than a passinginterest in what one of the
major networks was reporting. But I think it's
fair to say that even those Americans who were
more interested in the World Seriesthan the
presidential election would have agreedwith my
initial reaction to |ennings' hyperbolic buildup
to his newscast: Devoting campaign coverageto
an opinion poll was hardly unprecedented;on
the contrary, throughout the long campaign of
1988 it seemedthat poll reporting was campaign
reporting.
Polls were everywhere. You couldn't escape
them. Every time you turned on a television
set, listenedto a radio or openeda newspaper,
someonehad a poll telling you, in effect, that
you had alreadyvoted. Everyonein the media
business-from the tiny radio station in Iowa
that askedpeopleto flush their toilets when
they heard the name of their favorite candidate
land thus measuredsupportby the amount of
water flow at the public works plant, with an
undetermined "margin of error" causedby
residentswho were simply answering the call of
nature at the wrong momentl to such giants as
CBS, NBC, ABC, CNN and major metropolitan
papers-was in the poll businessin 1988.
In focusing on yet another poll, ABC's report
that nigbt in October, then, was not something
that "had not been done before." (CBS,for
instance,was reporting the results of its own
poll the same evening.! Quite the opposite, it
was more of the same, part of a growing pattern
of a surfeit of polls in campaign coverage. But it
was noteworthy in one respect: it took the
media's obsessionwith political polls to a new

level. For the first twelve-and-a-halfminutesmore than half the entire broadcastwhen you
add the commercial breaks-the only "news"
was the poll. It showed that GeorgeBush was
leading Dukakis 5l percent to 45 percent in the
popular vote, but in a state-by-statebreakdown
Bush had "firm" leadsin 2l states(to Dukakis'
3) and "leaning" leadsin l5 more (to four for
Dukakis). A map of the United Stateswas
prominently shown, displaying Bush's states in
shadesof red and Dukakis'in blue-the same
visual image we have become accustomedto
seeingon election nights. There were reporting
segmentsexploring various aspectsof the poll,
explanationsof how the electoral collegeworks,
analysesfrom political experts on what Bush
had done right and Dukakis had done wrong up
to this point, and then reactions from workers of
the two campaignson what they thought about
the poll results.
I am not a pollster or even an expert on
polling, and this is not a story to complain about
the accuracyof polls, but it is worth noting that
in various campaign postmortems a number of
respectedpollsters have questionedthis particular poll's methodology and accuracy. I raise the
incident instead to make alarger point about
campaign coverage,becauseI think it is a telling
example of one of four trends in campaign
reporting moving in the wrong direction.
The principal problem with ABC's coverage
of its poll that night was the excessiveattention
the network gave to it: more than half that
night's news. Think for a second. What other
event in the world would get half of a broadcast
devoted exclusively to it? The death of U.S.
Marines from a terrorist bomb in Beirut? Elections in the Soviet Union? A new cure for
cancer? If Bush had admitted he had personally
delivered arms profits to the contras or Dukakis
had revealedhe was secretly planning a major
increasein the income tax, would that have
gotten as much time? Maybe so. But in this
case,nothing had actually happened-except
that a network had gone to considerableexpense
to conduct its own opinion poll and like every
other news outlet during the campaign,differing
only in the extreme degreeof its presentation,
decidedthat this was the most important news
it had to offer.

Dev'row Dulcary
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The TWin Scourges

If it can be said that two o{ the greatest
scourgesof the modern agearethe spiraling
nuclear arms race and the growing addiction to
drugs, elements of both problems can be found,
meLphorically, in the news media's obsession
with campaignPolls.
rhe mid-tq70s, when the CBS/New York
Times poll was inaugurated,was the dawn of
the media polling age. Initially, restraint was
the watchword. The network and the newspaper used their polling results to assist reporters
in keeping up with shifts in popular opinion, as
a guide for story ideas,and as a protection
"g-"itttt the practice of campaignsselectively
polls'
lJaking self-servingportions of their own
"horse
the
permit
The Times wouldn't even
race" numbers of its poll to be reported, and poll
stories were played in the back pages' (The los
Angeles Times followed a similar restriction
with its polls.) Rapidly, however, other networks "ttd.t.*tp"pers launched their own polls'
The race was on. Restraint was tossedaside'
Not only were more news outlets conducting
polls, the poll stories themselvesbecame more
and more prominent in the outlet's
coverage-from the back pagesto the front
pages,Irom the bottom of the newscast to the
lead story.
By the 1988 campaign,national polls-were
being regularly conducted and reportedby CBS/
N ei y oit<Times, ABCi Was,hington Post, NBC/
Wall Sueet lournal, and CNN/USAToday-the
"superpowe15"-45 well as by the Gallup and
Roper organizationsand KRC|Hotline I a
politicalt'insider" publication whose poll was
purchasedby a number of newspapers)'Local
ielevision affiliates and the larger regional
newspaperswere also now commissioning their
o*tt ioilt-some of them national, some iust of
their home state-like developingcountries
seekingthe status of world powers by-coming
up with their own, however crude, A-bombs'
Niot infrequently, one news outlet, in between
its own polls, would report on some other
outlet's latest Poll results.
Hardly a day went by in the fall campaign
that somebodydidn't releasea new poll' A
candidategetting off a plane in a new city would
have a batiery oimicrophones thnrst in his face
(or in the facesof his top aides if-he-wasn't
ialking) and almost always be asked one of two
"The latest polls
quest;;s. Both would start,
show that you're..." and end with either,

"...leadingyour opponent;how can you hold
"...trailing your opponent,how
that lead?"or
can you turn it around?" The candidatewould
"Obviously my
then respondwith either:
messageof hope and prosperity for the people is
getting through, and I'm gratified" or-"Once my
ir"tt"g. of hope and prosperity gets through to
the people,I'm sureI'll do well and win'"
Either way, the candidateswould have said
essentially nothing, but of coursewhat they said
wasn't the point anlwaf i the story was the poll
and the comments were sought simply to
provide a soundbite for the poll story'
Much has been made, and rightly so, about
the increasingtrend of presidentialcampaignsto
"photo opportustage"pseudo-events"-the

nitii' or vis11l,"dones?]"ll,: rn"lnultt "

"Pseudo-event"
Poll news is not a
ueated bY the camqaigns,rt rs
"pseudo-news"cteated bY the
^"dio._
picture or image of the candidatethat is, in
iruth, utterly devoid of any real meaning or
substance. (bn the night of ABC's broadcastall
three networks carried pictures of Dukakis and
me playing catch with a baseball' We had
p"rpot.f"t"fy scheduledit to provide pictures of
a reiaxed Dukakis, rather than of someonein
the midst of considerablymore intense debate
pieparation. The same night, all -threenetworks
irad pictures of Bush fogging') Poll news is not a
"pseudo-event" createdby the campaigns,it is
"pseudo-news" createdby the media' At best, it
,.fl""tt how the population rates the campaign
at a given moment or explains why candidates
and iheir campaignsare doing some of the
things they ari doing. But at its core, it doesn't
report anything real. Polls are iust representative samplings of ephemeralopinion' Some
polls, beiause of bad methodology or poorly
ptttasea questions, are simply wrong-in which
casethe ;pseudo-news" doesn't even report the
"facts." Even if a poll is accurateat the time,
opinions can change' (fenningstook pains
the ABC
severaltimes in his broadcastto say
"if the
happen
would
what
poll measured
election were held tomorrow." But the election
wasn't the next day; it was a month away' Even
the people who had been polled knew that') At
"pseudo-events"the media can
leasi in-covering
blame the candidaiesfor providing nothing else'
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But the burgeoning coverageof the "pseudonews" of polls is their own doing-they create
it, pay for it, and then report on it-and a poor
excusefor filling in the void.
If you talk to representativesof the media
about this (asI have since the election),they
invariably resort to a defenseof the accuracyof

.Polls are like drugs, a kind of
political uack: easily available,

capableof crowdingout thoughts
of everythingelse,and very addictive.
their own poll (with occasionalcriticism of
somebodyelse'smethodology)andto the
argumentthat they only reportedtheir own
polls occasionally.It's like talking to, say,
Britain during the bomb testsof the late 1950s
and being told, "Well, our bomb by itself doesn't
pollute the atmospherethat much." What is
overlooked is the cumulative effect. With
everyonefrom the superpowersto the media
equivalentsof Pakistan regularly setting off
detonations,the sky can get pretty dark and the
milk more and more tainted. The politicalreporting atmosphereis cloggedwith numbers,
someaccurateand some not/ but all of them
essentiallyuselessto voters trying to decide
who shouldbe the next leaderof the free world
(unlessthey're going to cast their ballots like a
bet, hoping to be with the candidatewith the
bestoddsl.
Lying behind this obsessionis the reality that
polls are like drugs,a kind of political crack:
easily available,capableof crowding out
thoughtsof everythingelse,and very addictive.
Politicians(who, after all, were poll userslong
beforethe media got hooked on the habit) are
deeplyaddicted,as are those of us who work for
them. I, myself,have been known to go to
extreme,sometimesbizarre,lengthsto get any
early fix on some network numbers and pass
them on to my superiors. And if you talk to
nearly any citizen during a campaign,one of the
first questionsyou will get is, "Who's ahead?"
or "Is so-and-sogoing to win?" Giving people
what they want is, after aII,part of the competitive news business(although a crack pusher
could say the same thing about his work), but it
is a different standardfrom giving them what
they need. Nor does it addressthe question of

whether that's all they want. Even crack users
want food, shelter and clothing, if only because
they're necessitiesfor survival, 'just as solid
information is a necessityfor a healthy democracy.
The problem with reporting on horse-race
polls is one of balance. There are simply too
many poll stories. Every dollar that a news
organization spendson a poll is a dollar that
could have been used for something else-such
as paying for another reporter to look beyond a
candidate'sstatementsto his recordor background. And every inch of column in the paper
or minute of air time devoted to reporting polls
is spaceor time that could have been used to
provide the material a voter might need in
making an informed decision.
Whether poll reporting has the side effect of
telling voters that, in essence,the ballots have
already been cast and theirs therefore don't
count is a riddle for others to solve, although it's
hard to imagine that obsessivepoll reporting
encouragesvoter turnout. But what seems
patently clear to me is that this reportinghas
gotten out of hand. Reporting on polls-trying,
in the best methods possible,to say who's ahead
and who's behind-has a legitimate place in
covering a campaign. That place is in the
background,not so overwhelmingly in the
foreground. "Pseudo-news,"like coverageof
"pseudo-events,"has become
too easya substitute for the harder work of digging into a
candidate'spositions and history to tell us what
(or, in some cases,whether)he thinks and will
do if elected,rather than what a sampling of
voters thinks and might do. Election day
answersthe latter question anfwaf ; it might be
nice to know more about the former before that
day arrives.

Refereesof Fact
Political journalism has evolved over the
years to include a mixture of straight reportage
(what the candidatessay or do), investigation (a
candidate'srecord, personalhistory and campaign finances),arbitration of truth (comparing
campaign claims to the facts) and analysis (what
tactics are being employed and why, what's
working and what's not, who's aheadand who's
not). In the 1988 campaign,just as poll reporting careenedout of proportion, the media role as
analyst seemedtoo often to overshadowthe
DevroN Dullcaiv
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looking into the basis of his complaint? Even in
"lying" is a
the hyperbolic languageof politics,
highly chargedwork, and, at least where I grew
up, being a liar was consideredeven worse than
bilng a poor sport. But in the preoccupation of
discussingDole's tactical blunder and the
"meanness,"
almost Freudian revelation of his
what seemedto be missing in the coveragewas
much attention to whether the Bush campaign
had in fact lied about - or at least seriously
misrepresented-Dole's record. Ironically, the
Bush campaign'splan, which it seemedwilling
to discusspublicly, was, in essence,to be as
mean as possibletoward Dole, in order to get
him to reveal his mean streak, which Dole's
campaign was trying to keep secret. In its
fascination with all these tactical maneuvers,
the pressseemedto overlook the fundamentals.
Somebodywas lying-either Bush and his
people, or Dole-but all we heard about was
whose tactic was working, not the legitimacy of
the charges.
The responseof Dukakis and his campaign to
virtually the same tactics (early in the spring
Bush's campaign managertold reporters the
"strip the bark off the little
strategywould be to
Theprincipal casualtyin this
bastard"I in the generalelection was the opporcle as truth
shift was the press's
site of Dole's and yet, even Dukakis would
admit, equally ineffective: he ignored the
arbiteL . .
attacks too long. Throughout the summer, as
chargeswere leveled at Dukakis-ranging from
It was clearly a tactical mistake. One of the
favoring nuclear disarmament to preventing
values we are all taught growing up is to be a
school children from reciting the Pledgeof
good loser, and his remarks clearly put him out
Allegiance, from wanting to confiscatehunting
of that category. Dole already sufferedfrom
rifles while furloughing murderers and rapists,
people'slingering memories of the 1976 elec'
"meanness"
to supporting grain embargoeswhile opposing
as Gerald Ford's
iion, *h"n his
resisted
running mate becamea media issue. (Reporters, military strikes against terrorists-he
coverage
the
as
making forceful responses.fust
focusedon tactics, had already written that the
heavily
weighted
of the Dole episodewas
Bush campaign'sstrategy in the early caucuses
toward his "poor sport" response,the coverage
in
Dole
push
crowd
and
was
to
primaries
and
"break"
during the summer and early fall focusedmore
and stir those
order to get him to
on the tactics of the situation (why Dukakis was
memories.) For the next days and weeks, the
"stop lying about my record'/ comment was
not responding,or respondingso ineffectually,
and the impact of the Bush strategy on the poll
endlissly replayedon television and repeatedin
standings|ihan o.t the substanceof the initial
newspapersand magazines,chiefly as a way of
charges.
explaining that Dole had blundered and was
Beforethis soundstoo much like so many
polls.
in
the
Bush
having trouble catching
sour grapesfrom someoneinvolved in a losing
I don't doubt that Dole's comment was
""-p"ign, let me add a few comments. Candipolitically harmful, nor even that it might
datei and their campaigns are principally
ieveal something about his personality. But ask
responsiblefor their own successor failure. The
yourself two questions. Do you remember his
preis didn't "lose" our campai$r; to the extent
comment? (Of courseyou do. It would be hard
ihat it might ever have been ours to boot away'
not to have seenit, it was repeatedso many
we did it without anyone's help. Campaigns
times.) Now, do you remember many stories

other three functions. The press'sobsession
with polls was, in essence,part of this larger
shift in balance: a preoccupationwith campaign
tactics finds its quantitative foundation in the
"Iacts" of poll results (otherwise it would
simply be one reporter's opinion). The principal
casualty in this shift was the press'srole as
truth arbiter/ as seenin how the media covered
the responsesof SenatorRobert Dole and
Governor Dukakis to attacks from Vice President Bush and his camPaign'
Every campaign has a seriesof
"moments"-dramatic vignettes, usually at
critical iunctures, that become ingrained in the
nation's consciousnessprincipally through their
constant replaying in the media. One of those
moments came the night of the New Hampshire
primary when, after being defeatedby Bush,
bole was asked on national television if he had
any messagefor the Vice President. Dole,
"Tell him
looking grim and battered, answered:
to stop lying about mY record."
I'm sure Dole wished even as he said those
words that he had been more graciousin defeat'
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have the option of choosing tactics, including
the option of choosing the wrong one. The
media have different obligations. One of them
clearly is to point out and analyze for the public
the tactical situations in a campaign. But
another one is to investigate what is being
claimed and hold it up to the facts. The press
should not be expectedto carry a candidate's
water in fending for himself or herself, but, like
it or not, as the public's representativein the
courseof a campaign,they are expectedto sift
out truth from lies, misrepresentationfrom
legitimate charges,and let the people know
about it. I don't believe they have the option of
ignoring their role as refereesof fact.
This isn't meant to suggestthat some refereeing wasn't done. It was. ABC in particular
did it severaltimes. Following each debate,
|ames Wooten reported on the factual errors the
candidateshad committed. And, when the Bush
campaign releasedits famous tank commercial,
which included a number of false claims about
Dukakis' defensepolicy, Richard Threlkeld
pointed them out, as well as an overstatedclaim
in a Dukakis commercial about Bush and Social
Security. Lesley Stahl of CBS did the same
concerning Bush's "revolving door" ad about
Dukakis' prison furloughs. The problem, again,
is one of balanceand emphasis. To the extent
that refereereporting took place, it was usually

Candidates still determine the
tenor of a campaign, but. . .the
press as rcferce still has an obligation to try as hard as possible to
hold truth up out of the slime.
late in the game. The chargesand false
claims-and, yes, the lies-had already had
plenty of time to sink in, and they kept on being
made. Most news outlets, in fact, can probably
say, "We did that story." The question is: How
many times, and when?
A refereeblows his whistle the moment a
foul is committed, and if it is committed again,
the whistle is blown again. Likewise, all fouls,
like sins, aren't of the same magnitude; some
deservea louder whistle. Doing so doesn't
necessarilyhelp one side over the other or
determine the outcome of the game. In politics,
these kinds of fouls aren't just against an opponent, they are fouls against truthfulness. Candi-

datesstill determine the tenor of a campaign,
but even if they decide the game is mud wrestling instead of boxing, the pressas refereestill
has an obligation to try as hard as possible to
hold truth up out of the slime.

InsideBaseball
While the topic is sports, let me switch to a
story about baseballto make a third point. I
like baseball,played it constantly when I was a
kid. I'm a fan now, but not an avid fan. When
spring training begins,I don't pay any attention
to it. I'm aware of opening day, but as the
seasonprogressesI couldn't tell you the rankings in any of the four leagues;if I had to vote
for the All-Stars, I'd probably cast my ballots for
somebodywhose name was familiar but might,
in fact, be having a horrible summer and not
deserveit. Occasionally,when one team is
having a big streak/ or some player does something spectacular,or something in the sport
happensthat's newsworthy enough to vault into
the news pages(PeteRosecomes to mind this
spring),I'm made aware of it. By fall, I start
looking at the sports pagesto seewho might
make the playoffs, then watch the playoffs and
chooseup sides. But the World Series,I'm glued
to my television set and poring over the sports
coverage,deeply involved in what's going on
and passablyconversantabout the two teams.
You see,until the post-seasongames,when it
counts, I'm just not interested enough to pay
close attention. There are other things on my
mind.
I think the same thing applies to most voters
and politics. They know when the time is
approachingfor them to make a decision, and
that's when they really tune in. Oh, they're
aware when the seasonopens in Iowa and New
Hampshire, and when something big happens
(Gary Hart and Donna Rice, for instance)it
registerswith them, just as the
conventions-the political equivalent of a
combined All-Star game and playoffs-grab a
certain amount of their attention. In the meantime, they have other things-existence-to
keep them busy, and they know they'll have all
fall to devote enough time and attention to an
election. This is all very normal and as it
should be. God help us if the entire nation
becamepolitical junkies-nothing productive
would get done.
The difficulty, I think, is that the press
DewoN Dut'tcet't 7

doesn't take this enough into account. Campaigns for president now begin severalyears
before the final election, and, rightly so, campaign coveragestarts at the same time. By the
time the Iowa caucusesand New Hampshire
primary take place in February,most political
reportershave heard the candidates,speeches
more times than they ever wished; they,ve
coveredthe various positions on the major
issuesof the day; and they've probably done
major biographical pieces. The conventions
might even spark another round of this kind of
basic reporting.
But by the time Labor Day arrives-at the
very time the bulk of America is now turning its
attention to the political choice ahead-the
reporters are numbed from at least a full year of
listening to speechesand readingposition
papers. "News" by its very definition is something that is new, that either hasn,t happenedor
been said before or representsa changein
situation. At this juncture, the basicinformation about a candidate'spersonalhistory and
position on major issues-the very things voters
need and, I believe, want-are no longer ,,news,,
to the people upon whom this new audience
relies for its information: the reporterswho by
this point have been following the campaign for
more than a year. As they would say, ,,We did
that story." True enough,but were any people
other than the political counterparts of baseball
mavensin a position to receiveit?
Compounding this, what is always new, and
therefore news, is the latest poll-,,pseudo1s1ss//-61 a changein tactics, the internal
maneuverswithin a campaign organization, or
the releaseof a new commercial: the things
political folks call "inside baseball.,,In an
atmospherealready overcrowdedwith tactical
coverage/the normal imperatives of news
coverageconspire to bring the voters even more
of it.
The only answer is for the media to keep this
disjuncturebetweenthe two timetables,the
voting public's and that of the people wrapped
up in the long political whirl, constantly in
mind. |ournalism is a communications business/meant to inform as well as report, and
communication happensbest when there is
someoneat the other end, ready to be informed.
There should be nothing wrong with a major
newspaperor network deciding that, like
baseball,politics has distinct segments-and
audiences-to its seasonand therefore telling
8

some of its storiesover againfor those who have
just tuned in. This is especiallyimportant
since, unlike baseball,in politics it is the
audiencewho ultimately decideswho wins and
loses.

The Gotcha Game
Around 3 a.m. one night in late |uly, while
we were on a campaign swing through Michigan, the telephonewoke me up in my hotel
room. It was a reporter from a large newspaper,
calling at the insistenceof his editors. They had
heard a rumor that another large paper was
about to publish a blockbuster story about a
rumor that Dukakis had once secretly undergone psychiatric treatment for clinical depres-

The long Wesidential campaignof
1988.. .wasmarkedby heightenedcoverageof "characterissues,"most often in the form of
explo sive "t evelations. "
sion. His paper/on the West Coast and therefore still not beyond its final deadline,didn,t
want to be "scooped." lJnderstandsomething
here. He wasn't asking if the rumor about
Dukakis and depressionwas true; he was asking
if the rumor about a story about to come out
was true. This particular incident, I think, is
doubly illustrative.
The long presidential campaign of
1988-from early 1987to the final electionwas marked by heightenedcoverageof " character issues," most often in the form of explosive
"revelations." These
rangedfrom disclosures
about Gary Hart and Donna Rice to |oe Biden,s
exaggerationof his college careerand cribbing
from other politicians'speeches,from the
conception of Pat Robertson'sfirst child out of
wedlock and Dan Quayle's military record to
Bruce Babbitt's and Albert Gore Ir.,s confessions
that they once smoked marijuana. The coverage
of Dukakis'mental health-which consumeda
week in mid-summer, included the publication
of rumors that were acknowledgedto be totally
unsubstantiated,and ultimately forced him to
deny a chargethat had never authoritatively
been made-was probably the nadir of this
trend.
I believe that "character" in the broad sense
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is the most important criterion in assessingwho
should lead the nation. A checklist of where a
candidatestands on the issuesis certainly useful
information, but, as we have learned from most
presidentsonce they are elected,those positions
can change-either becausethey were dissembling in the first place (|ohnson and the war in
Vietnam| or they simply saw things differently
once they were in office (Bushbanning the
importation of AK-47s comes to mind). Furthermore, critical issuesand situations are likely to
arise during a presidencythat might not have
been foreseenor discussedduring the campaign.
Much more crucial and pertinent, then, are
those attributes that can be lumped under the
characterumbrella. What are the candidate's
core beliefs and values? How doeshe respondto
crisis and pressure? How doeshe manage
people and information? Is he dogmatic or
pragmatic, self-directedor guided by his advisors? Does he, in fact, changehis mind on

In the 1988campaign, the broader
rssuesof charactet seemedsub-

sumed into a kind of "gotcha
game,

issuesand under what circumstances? (And
doeshe keep his campaign promises?) To the
extent that these are discemible, beyond the
candidate'sspeechesand pronouncements
during a campaign,they can most likely be
found in exhaustive searchesof a candidate's
personalhistory and political record.
Pan of a candidate'scharacterand history
also includes whether he spent weekendson
yachts with young models, inflated his academic record, once used an illegal drug, led a
wild life before a religious conversion,went into
the National Guard instead of to a war he
publicly supported,has exhibited streaks of
"meanness" or sought professionalhelp during
times of personaltragedy. Such things are not
just "fair game" for the press, they are bits of
information the public deservesto know before
choosing its president.
The problem, once again, is one of
balance--of context and of atmosphere. In the
1988 campaign,the broader issuesof character
seemedsubsumedinto a kind of "gotcha game."
The press too often defined covering "characte/'
as the discovery of a human flaw, which was

then reported in a breathless,hyped atmosphere
that threw context aside-and in the Dukakis
casewas little more than rumor mongering.
Gary Hart is caught with Donna Rice and then
is askedif he's ever committed adultery:
" gotcha." The dates of Pat Robertson'smarriage
certificate and the birth of his son are compared
and a discrepancyis found: " gotcha." |oe Biden
wasn't a greatstudent, Dan Quayle wasn't a war
hero, and, despite the whispers, Michael
Dukakis didn't seek psychiatric help: "gotcha,
gotcha,gotcha."
My point is not that the pressshould idealize
the candidatesor sanitize their records. But
taken to its extreme, the logic of the "gotcha
game" would result in a system where the
model public servant, being devoid of human
faults, would be too boring to deservecharacter
coverage/and it would mean that an accounting
of any person'slife is a matter of subtraction (or
in some cases,eliminationl rather than addition
and subtraction.
The secondpart of my anecdoteabout being
called in the middle of the night helps explain,
at least partly, why this game happens. The
West Coast paper was concemed about being
scooped. If somebodyelse was going with the
rumor story, it was preparedto follow. Within
the pack journalism that is so much of campaign coverage,a frenzy easily develops,particuIarly at the prospectthat something damagingis
about to be exposed. During the primaries,
when most campaignswere struggling to get
almost any media attention, ironically the worst
thing a presssecretarycould tell his candidate
was that twenty satellite trucks had suddenly
shown up outside his hotel room and fifty
reporterswere waiting for him to answer some
questions.
The news about Pat Robertsonand his first
child is another, slightly different, example.
The information that he and his wife had
conceivedtheir son months before their marriage was part of a long profile of Robertsonin
the Wall Street lournal, reported more than
halfway down the story and put into the context
of his entire biography-it took place before he
was "born again" and he had remained happily
married the rest of his life. Within minutes of
the paper'shitting the streets,however, the
single fact had been lifted from the story and
was leading news broadcastsaround the nation.
Biography and examinations of character often
rely on the "telling anecdote"-the vignette or
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story that illuminates a larger point and, in a
vivid shorthand, explains more than the vignette itself. But what seemsto have been
forgotten on occasionduring the last campaign
is the significant differencebetween the telling
anecdoteand simply telling anecdotes.
To be sure, there were severalexcellent
explorations of the candidates'characterand
history. Garry Wills' seriesfor public television,
"The Choice," was probably the best. The
Washington Post, the LosAngeles Times and
some other newspapersand magazinesalso did
exhaustive examinations of the candidates'
biographiesand records. Unfortunately, in the
overall impression left on the voters-in the
communication of.information-they were
overshadowedby the "gotcha game." (And, in
the caseof most of the print examinations of
character,they almost uniformly were published so early in the long campaign that only
those of us consumed with "inside baseball"
read them. I think it would have been worthwhile to have either reprinted or reworked the
stories about the eventual nominees for publication near the election.)
With the decline of the political parties in
recent years,and thus the decline of party peers
selecting nominees after quietly sifting through
their private lives, peccadilloes,and human
failings, the media have been left the task of
helping voters weed out people who may be
unsuited for office. By necessity,the processis
now very public and occasionally messy. I don't
want the pressto back off from probing the
"characterissue." It's the most vital issue
concerning our nation's most vital office.
(Although I do think there are limits. The New
York Times requestedpermission to review raw
FBI files on the candidates;a request they wisely
withdrew after a firestorm of legitimate criticism. And the "f.act" that a nrmor is spreading
or being denied is no justification for publicizing
the rumor.) What I would hope is that a continued, even intensified, investigation of character
does not sacrifice context and balance to hype

and scandal,that the view of the forest isn't lost
by barking up just one tree.
Given my personalpolitical leanings,not to
mention the job I held during the campaign,I
obviously wish the outcome of the last election
had been other than what the voters decided.
My criticisms of the presscoverageare meant
neither as an excusenor as an explanation for
our campaign'sdefeat. The media didn't dictate
the course and tenor of the campaign;the
candidatesand their organizationsdid. Nor did
the media determine the result; that role is
preservedfor the voters.
Having been involved in varying degreeswith
the last three presidential campaigns,however,
my impression last year was that the overall
quality of political coveragewas declining, not
improving. I believe the obfectivesand role of
the media in covering a campaign are to report,
to investigate,to inform, to refereeand to
analyze(yes,even telling the public who's ahead
and who's behind). The coverageof the 1988
campaign included all those elements.
But in the growing fascination, almost
obsessionwith tactics and polls, in the willingness to provide greaterscrutiny to the consequencesrather than to the legitimacy of campaign charges,in following a political calendar
that is increasingly out of sync with the voters',
and in the tendency to treat personalcharacter
as a game of "gotcha"-those elements slipped
out of balance.
Political iournalism is like a front tire on the
automobile of democracy. It's not the engine,
the fuel, or the chassis. Out of balance,a front
tire doesn't necessarilyprevent the car from
moving ahead. Unless it's corrected,however,
the whole auto starts to shimmy, gets harder to
steer and eventually runs the risk of an unexpected flat. As the political system idles briefly
before embarking down the next campaign road,
now is the time to think about a little tire
maintenance.

10Pnrss,Porrs,ANDTHE1988Clupltc.tv:Atv1rusroln'sCntnQu

