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CHAPTER TWO

What Americans Know
about Politics

IF, than, there ke 8 subject concarwing which & democracy 1s particularly
linkla to commit itsell Blladly and edrevagantly o general ideas, the
hieat possible eorvective 1z to make the citizens pay daily, prectical atten-
tion te it. That will force them to go inin detadls, and the datalls will

sheav tham the week points in the theory—ALEX1a DE TOCQUEVILLE,
Memocracy in Americ

The facts ma’am—nothing bt the fcts.-—0E FRicay, Drogne!

Efforts 1o gauge what Americans know about politics have been
mada for as long as public opinion surveys have been condactad, Since
the 1940s, scholarly studies heve consistently found that the public is
poorly informed. This conclusion has been reinforcad by popular press
pooounts of public ignorance, such as a 1986 auwc Washington Post poll
taken shortly afrer the widely covered Geneve summil between Ronald
Reagan and Mikheil Gorbachev that discovered a majority of Americans
rould not name the leader of the Soviel Union. A similar, if lass scientific,
eample was given in a 1981 New York Times column: **That'a U7.5. Sen-
ator' Sevarel mambers of the New York Stete Scnate repocted last wesk
that they had received dozens of calls Trom constiuents with urgent
advica on how thay should vote on the nominetion of Clarance Thomas to
the Suprame Cowrt, The trouble was, te nomination was in the hands of
the United States Senata,”

Such hooka as Allan Blnowm's The Closing of the American Mind,
Hane Eevitch's and Chaster Finn's What Do Our 1 7-Year-Olds Know, and
£ 1% irsch Crdfure! Liferocy have also contributed to this negetivo
image of the American public, Indsed, D. Charles Whilney and Elian
Wartella conchede that 8 “virtual coltape industry has arisen in the past
few years in making out tha American public as a bunch of ignoramusas"
(1988; 9). This characterization is so well established that, according to
John Ferajohn, “Mothing strikes the student of public apinion and demoe-
tacy mora forcefully than the pancity of information maost people possess
about politics” (1980: 3], In apite of indications that the public was more
interestad in “fact-slinging” than “mudslinging,” evidence from the 1992
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prﬂ-ﬂdﬂuﬁﬂl campaign did little to mehabilitate the American voter's
image. A 1992 repart by the Center for the Study of Communlcution at (he
pipiversity of Massachusetts found that 86 percent of 4 randorm sample of
jikaly volaTs knew that the Bush's family dog was named Millie and A9

arcent knew that Murphy Brown was the television character criticized
by Dan Quayia, but anly 15 perrent knaw that both candidatas favorad the
Jeath penialty and only 5 percent knew that both head proposed cuts in the
I:I.I.]_Ji-tE] gaing lax.

In spita of the apparent unanimity with which scholars and other
ahservers characterize the American public's knowledge of politics, there
have been relatively few systematic studies of this topic.! This inconsis-
tensy is noted by Neaman: "The sttoation is a Hide like the discossion of
sex in Victorian times. Everybody 1s interested in the subject, There are
many allusions to ik But they are all inexplicit and oblique. . . . Ironically,
the issue ol mass political sophistication has moved from a puzzling dis-
covary to a femiliar clichd without ever being the aubject of sustained
em pirical rasearch” (1086: 8—9),

Although mcent studiea have made this criticism somewhat leas
applicable, the scope of tha izsue and the gravity of the conclugions con-
tinue to outweigh the empirical evidance. In this chapter we will dreaw on
more than ffty years of survey research deta and review the evidence
mere syslemnativally. A caroful s=arch of public opinion polls reveals a sur-
prisingly rich and variad set of questions tapping public knowledge. And
the public’s performance on these items suggests that the answer to the
question “what do Americans know aboul politics” is more complicated
than often essumed.

A Closer Look at What Citizens Should Know

The role of the citizen in contemporary American damocracy is
multifaceted and carries with it the responsibilily to be politically
informed. Emphasizing the haoportance of an informed cilizenry does not
contradict the notlon that citizens use shertouts in making political deci-
sions. Rather it suggests that citizens are better able fo make choices and
respond o relevanl cues i they heve a broeder range of information to
draw on, Within this context several more specific and common sense
guidelines can be developed. James David Barber argues that citizens
“need to know what the government is and does” [1973: 44, smphasis
sdded]. According to Neuman, knowledge of whet the government is
includes "the basic structure of government—its hagic values, such as
citizen participation, mejority rule, saparation of powaers, civil liberties,
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and its basic elements, such as the two-party svstem, the two houses of
Cangress, the role of the judiciary, and the organization of the cabinet™
(1086: 196].
huch of what citizens are expected to do requires an understanding
of the rules. A citizen may blame the majority party in Congress for what
he perceives to be a filure Lo acl, bul an understanding of the relative
powers of the exerutive snd legislative branches, of the implications of
divided government, and of what a veto is and the size of the majority nec-
essary to override it may lead to very different conclusions., A citizen who
is concerned aboul deteriorating puhlic services but who undarstands the
different responsibilities of local and national government may vote dil-
farently In both local and national elections than if she were less aware of
these relations. A cillzen who is reasonably well versed in the logic of the
First Amendment might react to government attempts to cengor the press
differently than someone less familiar with this logic. A citizen concerned
about abortion is well served by a lamiliarity with how the Suprema Court
operates and how justices are appeinted and confiemed. A citlzen trying
to determine why the savings and loan industry collapsed is aided by
knowledge of who is responsible for governmen! oversighl in such cases,
and why such ovarsight failed. And so on. Information of this kind might
he uzed in forming end axpressing opinions, in determining who to vote
for, in deciding who to contact to register a complaint or offer & suggestion,
ar [or meinteining the kind of informed indifference discussed in chapter
1. Regardless of how it is used, such informetion is valuable in making
gense of the political world.?

Relevant knowladge of what the government does, the second half of
Barbar’s definition, is described by Bernerd Beralzon et el.: “The demo-
cratic citizen is expacted to be well-informed about political affairs. He is
suppaosed to know what the issuas are, what their history is, what the rel-
evant fects are, what alternatives see proposed, what the party stands for,
what the consequences are” (1954: 308),

It is pot hard to see why information of this kind is useful if citizens
are to he engagad meaningfully in palitics, A citizen's grasp of contempo-
rary domestic politics is strengthened by knowing, fer example, whethar
the United States has a budget deficit or surplus or what the trends in
unsmployment and inflation are. An understanding of Americe's foreign
palicy is enhanced by the knowledge that the United States is dependent
on imported oil or an awareness of what the United Nations is and what
it does, As Berelson's definition suggests, citizens should also have some
ability to pul issues in hislorical context and to evaluate the success or
failure of certain policies and philosophies. Was Russia our ally or our
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