
American , voters' abysmal ignorance 
about and government is a well- 
established, albeit frequently overlooked, 
fact. Most voters d o  not know which 
branch of go\.ernment lias the power to 
declare \var, or who controls monetary pol- 
icv; some 70 percent cannot name cither of 
their state's senators; almost a third have 
virtually no relevant political knowledge at 
all. 

Despite widespread increases in formal 
education and  an  explosion of available 
information, the general level of political 
knowledge ha: not changed much. if at all, 
since the late 1930s, when mass snrvc!. 
research began. "This striking failure" 
throws cold water on the expectation of 
John Stuart Mill and later political analysts 
that the spread of formal education would 
"create the informed electorate that the 
democratic ideal requires," observes 
Somin, a graduate student in political sei- 
ence at Harvard University. 

Some theorists have argued that despite 
their ignorance, voters can pick u p  cues 
from political parties, opinion leaders, or 
even their o\vn daily lives, that enable 
them to cast informed votes. Not so, savs 
Soiiiin. "The theories show, at best. that 
voters can discern tlic existence of issues 
and the opposing stances of candidates; but 
they do not demonstrate that voters can 
meaningfully relate this knowledge to the 
achievement  of their prefcrrecl policy 
objectives." A candidate's part!, affiliation, 
for instance, may offer a clue to his policy 

positions, but  i t  tells little about the effects 
of the policies. 

Other  theorists have claimed that the 
"erroneous" votes randomly cast I)!. igiio- 
rant voters cancel one another out,  so that 
the outcome is decided by the relatively 
informed voters. I Iowever, ignorant voters 
do not cast their votes randoinly, Somi11 
points out, but instead often act 011 the 
1 ]asis : . of mistaken inferences. Misper- 

ceptions about the economy, for example, 
bacll!. hurt President George Bush's 1992 
reelection effort. 

"Perhaps the most fundamental cause of 
ignorance" in the electorate, Somi11 writes, 
resiilts from (he insignificance of any  incli- 
viclnal vote in determining the outcome of 
an election. "Since one \.ole is almost ccr- 
tain not to be decisive, even a voter \vho 
cares greatly about the outcome has almost 
no incentive to invest heavily in acquiring 
sufficient knowledge to make an  informed 
choice." Today, Somin savs, the vast size 
and scope of government increases the 
likelihood of voter ignorance, and even 
calls into question the electoral co~iipe-  
t c ~ i c c  of relatively \veil-informed voters. 
(This  holds true even for professional 
social scientists, lie says, noting that lie 
himself "had never heard of 25 of the 61 
non-Cabinet level agencies listed in the 
Government Mamiiil" before looking them 
u p  for his article.) N'lore limited pver i i -  
merit, Somin concludes, might mean a less 
ignorant electorate-and a more truly 
democratic government. 

"Has Cable Ended the Golden Age of PI-esidcntial 'Iklevi.'iion?" b y  Matt l~ ' \v  A. Banm and Sanniel 
Kernell, in American Political Science Review iMiir. 19991, 1527 Kc\\, I liimpsliire ;\\'c., N.\\'., 

\\'iiihingto~i, D.C. 20036. 

Ever since JFK, presidents have used command,  and the American public 
prime-time TV to appeal directly to the watched and listened en masse. Today, the 
public. For decades, the ail-waves of the White House has to compete with sitcoms 
broadcast networks were the president's to and  cop shows. It doesn't fare well, report 
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U.S. presidents addressed the nation on TV more frequently, and generally drew a larger share of tlie 
viewing audience, in the years before multitudes ofAmerican households were wired for cable television. 

political scientist Kernell and doctoral stu- 
den t  Baum, both of the University of 
California, San Diego. 

When President Richard Nixon held a 
routine press conference in March 1969, 
59 percent of America's TV-owning house- 
holds tuned in. But when President Bill 
Clinton told a prime-time news confer- 
ence in April 1995 that "The president is 
not irrelevant here," less than seven per- 
cent  of T V  households heard him. 

r 'he general decline in the audience for 
presidential TV began, ironically, during 
the years of the "Great Communicator," 
Ronald Reagan. But it wasn't voter alien- 
ation that sent the presidential Nielsens 
l u n g i n g ,  Kernel! and Baum say. It was 
cable television. 

When three broadcast networks domi- 
nated the airwaves, the!' could jointly sus- 
pend commercial programming, broadcast 
the president's address, and then resume 
regular programming without serious loss 
of audience. ( O n e  study found that even 
the uncharismatic President Gerald Ford 
matched the audience share of the pro- 
gramming he  preempted in all but three of 
his 19 TV appearances.) 

But in the earl!. 1980s, as cable televi- 
sion spread throughout the country, the 

president and the networks began to lose 
this "captive" audience.  Dur ing  the 
Reagan, Bush, and Clinton years, their 
audience share plummeted from 54.6 per- 
cent to 29.3 percent. Now, when the net- 
works put the president on in prime time, 
many viewers channel surfed off to watch 
professional wrestling, HBO, or whatever 
else tickled their fancv. 

In October 1987, the big three networks 
refused to broadcast a Reagan speech on 
aid to the Nicaraguan Contras, claiming it 
contained nothing new. T h e  networks 
refused Reagan again in 1988, denied air- 
time to President George Bush in 1992, 
and during the Clinton administration, 
began rotating coverage among themselves 
of some presidential appearances. Six out 
of 20 Clinton prime-time addresses a n d  
press conferences were not carried I)!. all 
three major networks. When  that happens, 
even households without cable have a 
viewing alternative. 

All of this worries Baiim and Kernell: 
"How will presidents promote themselves 
and their policies to a citizenry that 
depends almost entirely on television for 
its news and information vet is increasing- 
ly unwilling to a l l o \ ~ ,  them into their 
home?" 
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