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A Mythical Symbol: The Influence of
Presidential Debates and their Limitation

Kazuhiro Maeshima

1 : Preface

This study examines the advantages and disadvantages of the presiden-
tial debates in American politics. The debates are a important platforms by
which we can judge candidates by comparison. In debates, eloquence and ap-
pearance play a major role and their direct appeal to the public seems to main-
tain a healthy democracy. Indeed, televised debates are a unique form of com-
munication through which a large audience can view the candidates one-on-one
and contrast their viewpoints and personal styles. In the 2008 presidential pri-
maries, popular social networking internet site YouTube provides a new inter-
active feature for the presidential debates. The CNN-YouTube presidential
debates are a series of televised debates in which United States presidential
hopefuls field questions submitted through popular sites (Braiker 2007, 1-2).

To many Japanese, American presidential debates in the American electo-
ral system are the symbols of democracy and political openness. The reason why
many Japanese idealize the American type political debate is deeply rooted in
the political and media culture in Japan, which was at least until recently quite
different from that of the US. The Japanese political recruitment process appears
to be less democratic and tends to focus on covert negotiation between politicians
and party bosses; therefore, the political ability of a candidate in Japan is equiv-
alent to how close he or she is to the boss of the party, rather than the candidate's
political capability, including his or her eloquence and personal attractiveness.
Although Japanese politics has adopted several kinds of political debates in re-
cent elections, the attention to the debates can not be equal to the American ones.

However, recent U.S. presidential campaign debates have met with wide-
spread criticism. First, a direct confrontation in front of a camera by the can-

didates rarely occurs especially in the dehates during the fall general election
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periods, and the stated topics in debates tend to be vague. Second, the time al-
lotment of the debates can hardly be adequate. Candidates want to cover such
a wide range of foreign and domestic policy that each issue is limited to be-
tween one and two-and-a-half minutes. Hence, the audience cannot always ob-
tain an adequate amount of information from candidates. Third, legitimate third
party candidates, such as Ross Perot, cannot always participate in debates. Fi-
nally, the public can be influenced by the results of media polls; therefore, viewers
have difficulty in making a decision based on their own views. Unfortunately,
the power of televised debates is nothing more than a “myth,” and the debate

format needs a substantial reform.

II : The Effects of Debates

The first nationally televised presidential debate was an intra-party dis-
cussion between Democrats Estes Kefauver and Adlai Stevenson in 1956. The first
debate in a general election was contested between Kennedy and Nixon in 1960
(Jamieson and Birdsell 1988, 92, 120). Since then, presidential debates between
the candidates have taken on increasing importance in both primary and gen-
eral elections. Especially since 1976, televised debates have become institution-
alized events of the American electoral process; presidential debates have revealed
important positions of candidates and the aura surrounding presidential debates
creates the sense that “history is in the making” (Dover 1994, 18-19).

The greatest advantage of the televised debate is the power to command
a large audience. Over 60% of the adult population--an average of 77 million in-
dividuals --watched the first Kennedy-Nixon debate in 1960. More than 120 mil-
lion viewers saw the 1980 Carter-Reagan debates, and in 1984, the debates drew
85 million viewers. More recently, in 1992, the second Bush-Clinton-Perot debate
attracted 69.9 million viewers. In the second presidential debate in the 1996 race,
about 55 million viewer watched the confrontation between Clinton and Dole (Car-
mody 1996, D4). Even with the fluctuation of the number of viewers, the debates
reached more members of the electorate than any other single campaign mes-
sage (Jamieson and Birdsell 1988, 120-123, Carlin and McKinney 1994, 6). With
this widespread accessibility, debates can potentially provide the electorate with

vital information about issues and perhaps influence individual vote choice.
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In addition, according to the research by Hellweg, Pfau, and Brydon (1992),
presidential debates greatly contribute political socialization among citizens, es-
pecially the youth. They claim that televised presidential debates simulate voters'
awareness of and interest in political affairs, and promote discussion about these
matters within families. This process helps young voters comprehend the work-
ings of a political system and orient themselves within it (Hellweg, Pfau, and
Brydon 1992, 174).

Moreover, debates are commonly believed to be as one of the biggest op-
portunities for challengers or “underdogs” to mobilize public support. In gen-
eral, challengers or “underdogs” in polls tend to have the most to gain from
debates. Since debates provide challengers opportunities to get their positions across
to the public, incumbents tend to use the “Rose Garden Strategy.” Incumbents
are more likely to avoid debating and take care of business at the White House
by trying to impress voters with issues pertinent to the incumbents (Owen 1991,
114).

To evaluate a debate, rhetorical scholar Jeffrey Auer uses five criteria. He
claims that a debate is supposed to involve (1) confrontation, (2) in equal and
adequate time, (3) of matched contestants, 4) on a stated proposition, and (5) to
gain an audience decision (146). A number of scholars have conducted quan-
titative researches following his criteria. Unfortunately, according to several
studies researched by political scientists, the current debates are somehow
divorced from these criteria. First, candidates rarely involve a direct confronta-
tion in front of a camera. Secondly, the time allotment is hardly adequate. While
candidates receive equal time to speak, they want to cover too wide a range of
foreign and domestic policy. Within a total of about 30 minutes, each issue is
limited to between one and two-and-a-half minutes (Trent and Friedenberg 1983,
233-235). Third, legitimate third party candidates cannot always participate in
debates, although the major parties' contestants are matched. Next, the stated
topics in debates tend to be vague (Carlin and McKinney 1994, 6-9, Owen 1991,
112-113). Finally, the audience cannot always obtain adequate information about
candidates; thus, debates do not permit the audience to reach a final decision.

There is only limited evidence that debates help some people to make up

their minds in an election. Therefore, the impact of debates has been overstated.
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To illustrate this tendency, I will refer to research by political scholars and ex-
amine the several “mythical” impacts of debates. The following evidence stud-
ied by several scholars is sometimes conflicting; however, in general, the effect
of debates is less influential than that of discussed debates in mass media.

The first defect of the debate is the lack of new information. Since debates
in the general elections usually occur late in the election campaign, the infor-
mation they provide might be redundant or repetitive. Debates might stimulate
voters' recall of previously acquired knowledge about the candidate and the pre-
viously disseminated messages; however, little new information is given (Miller
and MacKuen 1979, 288, Graber 1984, 213). Each candidate has been delivering
the similar message from that of the primaries, and it might be difficult for them
to provide new ideas to the voters.

According to Jamieson and Birdsell (1988), debates prefigure the candidates'
character and skill in public communication, but reveal little else relevant to the
presidency because of a lack of issues (Jamieson and Birdsell 1988, 181-190).
This is because candidates tend to evade issue confrontation. Participants in the
debates, especially the incumbents are so afraid of negative public impressions
about thems that they are less likely to negatively attack their contenders (Jamieson
and Birdsell 1988, 90). Moreover, viewers are likely to make their assessments
based on image-oriented characteristics, such as personality or trust. Voters tend
to neglect the candidates' issues and their positions (Owen 1991, 115). There-
fore, as in the first presidential debate in the 1996 campaign, both candidates
attempt to rehearse well. The more participants “cram” their statements, the
less they make a big gaffe; however, the less serious policy confrontations are
discussed (Walker and Bentley 1996, 42, Grossberger 1996,78).

Second, presidential debates sometimes create an “information gap”
among voters. The candidates tend to presuppose that the voters already have
some knowledge about the candidates; therefore, debates increase the knowledge
gap between informed and uninformed voters rather than flatten it. Those who
already know a great deal about the candidates tend to learn more from debates,
while those who are less aware from the beginning obtain very little useful in-
formation. The “uninformed” viewers confuse messages of the candidate because

they do not have enough knowledge. Thus, the information gap between the
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“knowledgerich” and “knowledge-poor” is increased by debates (Owen 1991,115).
However, there are some researchers who suggest otherwise. One example is the
study by Lemert and his colleagues (1991). They conducted their own research
on the debates of the 1980 Republican primaries and concluded that the gap be-
tween “knowledge-rich” and “knowledge-poor” is decreased by debates. They
claim that even individuals with low motivation “will be exposed to, and learn
form, televised debates” even to the extent that learning continues after the
debates (Lemert et. al. 1991, 83). Their research might show what the viewers
learn from debates during primaries are different from those from general elec-
tions.

Third, the “distortion” by media coverage of debates is a serious prob-
lem. According to the research by Rouner and Perloff, those who come to the
debates uninformed are generally susceptible to the opinions expressed in
post-debate analysis by the media. As a result, the media's debate coverage dis-
torts or at least affects viewers more than the debate itself (Rouner and Per-
loff 1988, 141-147). This tendency is considered as follows: those voters who have
difficulty in choosing a candidate or who are undecided at the time of the debates,
are more likely than others to use the debates for campaign decision-making. This
is because those with lower political interest and knowledge are more likely to
be swayed by debates than are the highly sophisticated. They are influenced by
a candidate's debate performance; however, they are more affected by the me-
dia coverage and analysis of the debate. In other words, those who are “unin-
formed” are less secure about their political decisions; therefore, they tend to rely
on the media analysis rather than deciding after watching the debate itself
(ibid.). In short, media evaluation promotes how the public judges the results
because most people do not follow the content closely nor do they put much faith
in their own evaluation (Wayne 1996, 240).

One of the most important criteria to evaluate a candidate in a debate is
the public opinion poll after debates. These post-debate polls excessively aug-
ment debate performance. In 1976, in the midst of a debate with Jimmy Carter,
President Gerald Ford answered a question about foreign policy by stating that
the countries of Eastern Europe were free of Soviet domination. Soon after this

blunder, public opinion polls about Ford's remark were conducted several times
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and the polls affected his popularity. Apparently, the polls aggravated the mis-
take, and his weak-on-foreign policy image was fixed (Brace and Hinckley 1992,
Chap.2). The poll can be a “catalyst” to accelerate the decision of viewers; how-
ever, it may falsify their views. In recent years, instant polls and surveys of fo-
cus groups have greatly shortened reaction to the debates. In 1992, one network
reported poll results of a preselected group of respondents only 15 minutes af-
ter the debates was concluded (Wayne 1996, 240). Thus, the impact of pubic
polls seems to have increased dramatically. Diana Owen concluded that the 1984
Mondale-Reagan debate focused more on the issues than the 1988 Bush-Dukakis
debate. This is because the Bush campaign team sought to minimize the impor-
tance of debate and the issues discussed in it; the team was fully aware that
Bush was leading in the polls and that debating was not his strong suit (Owen
1992, 116-138). Also, Thomas E. Patterson claims that the news media have
tended to assess debates in terms of winners and losers. Concerning the “horse
race” tendency, Patterson categorizes it as “an event schema” of media; jour-
nalism sees the political campaigns as events and “dramatizes” the campaigns
(Patterson 1994, 62).

Finally, the effects of debates tend to be volatile and short-lived. Viewers
of the debate change their opinions about candidates based on debate perform-
ance, yet these effects generally dissipate after four or five days. The viewer's
memory of the debate tends to disappear by the election day in November (Mill-
er and MacKuen 1976, 290). Concerning the short impact of debates a media
scholar and former journalist, Marvin Kalb, once said in an interview with the
Christian Science Monitor, “It is just like eating Chinese food: It's enjoyable, but

an hour later you're hungry” (Feldmann 1992, 7).

II. Unfairness---Institutional Difficulty for Third Party Candidates

Along with the preceding limited impact, another serious defect of has
been pointed out: unfairness. Third party candidates have been excluded from
televised presidential debates, except for the case of Ross Perot in the 1992 elec-
tion. Televised debates have been sponsored by tax-exempt organizations such
as the League of Women Voters or the Commission for Presidential Elections,

and these organizations have certain rules for participation (e.g., the number
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of accessible ballots). In 1980, a third party candidate, John Anderson, met the
criteria set by the sponsor, but incumbent President Carter refused to debate
opponent Reagan if Anderson was included (Jamieson and Birdsell 1988, 213).
Therefore, the first presidential debate in 1980 became lackluster without Cart-
er, the incumbent (Kraus 1983, 46-50). Similar to Anderson, Ross Perot was not
allowed to join the 1996 presidential debates. Although Perot had an access to
50 states' ballots, the bipartisan presidential debate committee decided that Perot
did not have a “realistic chance” to become president.

To oppose this inequality, Lenora Fulani of the New Alliance Party has
filed suite against these organizations, contending their tax-exempt status is in-
valid. She thinks that their partisan political activity disqualifies them from tax
exemption and only tax-exempt organizations should sponsor the debates
(Magarian 1992, 838). There is no doubt that third party candidates are “un-
derdogs” in debate participation, and this fact may affect their mobilization of
the public.

As for unfairness, there is almost no official debate regulation. The Fed-
eral Communications Commissions Act of 1934 had required the networks to pro-
vide equal time to all candidates, including those of third parties; however, this
“Fairness Doctrine” was literally repealed because of “the freedom of the press”
(Gillispie 1993, 33). This provision had been a problem in conducting televised
debates. In 1960, Congress temporality suspended the provisions of the act to all
the Nixon-Kennedy debates. In 1976, 1980, and 1984 debates were covered as
“news events” by networks. However, the demise of the Doctrine means the end
of the equal legal ground for third party candidates. Gerald John Fresia, a schol-
ar who strongly advocates the multi-party system, refers to the abolishment of
the Fairness Doctrine and laments, “only when minor parties are given the same
opportunities to mobilize their support and voice their concerns as Democrats
and Republicans will there be space for fundamental political opposition” (Fresia
1986, 50).

The National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) worked hard to
persuade Congress that the Fairness Doctrine intruded upon broadcasters' First
Amendment rights (McAvoy 1993, 29). It is true that freedom of the press is

one of the most prominent rights of the media; however, a considerable num-
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ber of legal scholars and former judges emphasize that the Doctrine does not
violate the First Amendment in any legal sense. Irving Kaufman, former Chief
Justice of the Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit, said in 1983, “with cam-
paign costs rising, candidates only the Government can guarantee less wealthy
candidates the chance to appeal to the voters” (Kaufman 1983, 17). According
to him, freedom is supposed to be accompanied by responsibility, and the
active regulatory role of government is a “necessary evil” to maintain fairness
in political campaigns. Therefore, the Doctrine had once played an important
role in maintaining the fairness in broadcasting.

Compared with other developed countries, the alternative regulation for
political fairness seems to be a necessity. Other countries such as the UK, Can-
ada, and Japan require the networks to give all parties the same time for po-
litical addresses on television (ibid.). In Japan, five to seven minutes is allowed

to all candidates, including minor parties, to address their political agenda.

IV. Conclusion

The presidential debates have become institutionalized since 1976 and have
emerged as central events in American presidential campaigns. Televised
debates can reach a large audience; thus, debates have potential influences in
providing voters with important information by which to judge candidates.
Moreover, in debates, candidates can discuss issues beyond confining soundbites.
However, recent presidential campaign debates have met with widespread crit-
icism by scholars; the effects are unexpectedly limited, and the public is very re-
ceptive to postdebate media influence rather than deciding their views by them-
selves. Debates are just one of many forms of political communication, no bet-
ter or worse than commercials, speeches, press conferences, campaign pamphlets,
radio talk shows, or internet web sites. Unfortunately, the power of televised
debates is nothing more than a “myth,” and the debate format needs substan-

tial reform.
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