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The way Congress handled the im-
peachment of President Bill

Clinton revealed a lot about American
politics.  Commentators and the Ameri-
can public were visibly struck by the
unyielding drive of congressional Re-
publicans to remove Clinton from of-
fice in the face of clear public opposi-
tion.  The Republicans’ disregard for
the preferences of the great major-
ity of Americans contradicted
perhaps the most widely ac-
cepted presumption about poli-
tics—that politicians slavishly fol-
low public opinion.

There was little ambiguity about
where Americans stood on Clinton’s
personal behavior and impeachment.
The avalanche of opinion polls during
1998 and early 1999 showed that super-
majorities of nearly two-thirds of Ameri-
cans condemned the president’s personal
misdeeds, but about the same number
approved his job performance, opposed
his impeachment and removal from of-
fice, and favored a legislative censure as
an appropriate alternative punishment.

Despite Americans’ strong and un-
changing opinions, congressional Re-
publicans defied the public at almost
every turn....  [Their] pursuit of Clinton
was [finally] checked not by a sudden
attentiveness to public opinion but
rather by the constitutional require-
ment of a two-thirds vote and the bi-
partisan support that this demanded.

The impeachment spectacle reveals one
of the most important developments in
contemporary American politics—the
widening gulf between politicians’ policy
decisions and the preferences of the
American people toward specific issues.

The impeachment of Clinton can be
added to the long list of policies that
failed to mirror public opinion:  cam-
paign finance reform, tobacco legisla-
tion, Clinton’s proposals in his first bud-
get for an energy levy and a high tax on
Social Security benefits (despite his cam-
paign promises to cut middle-class taxes),
the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (at its outset), US intervention in
Bosnia, as well as House Republican
proposals after the 1994 elections for a
“revolution” in policies toward the envi-
ronment, education, Medicare, a n d
other issues.

Recent
research… pro-

vides evidence that this list is
not a quirk of recent political develop-
ments but part of a trend of declining
responsiveness to the public’s policy pref-
erences.  The conventional wisdom that
politicians habitually respond to public
opinion when making major policy de-
cisions is wrong....

The Republicans’ handling of impeach-
ment fits into a larger pattern in con-
temporary American politics....  First,

Republicans disregarded public opin-
ion on impeachment because their po-
litical goals of attracting a majority of
voters was offset by their policy goals of
enacting legislation that politicians and
their supporters favored.  The ideo-
logical polarization of congressional
Republicans and Democrats since the
mid-1970s, the greater institutional
independence of individual lawmak-
ers, and other factors have raised the
political benefits of pursuing policy
goals that they and their party’s activ-
ists desire.  Responding to public opin-
ion at the expense of policy goals en-
tailed compromising their own philo-
sophical convictions and risked alien-
ating ideologically extreme party ac-
tivists and other supporters who vol-
unteer and contribute money to their
primary and general election cam-
paigns.  Only the heat of an imminent
presidential election and the elevated
attention that average voters devote to
it motivate contemporary politicians
to respond to public opinion and ab-
sorb the costs of compromising their
policy goals....

[A] second point is that politicians
pursue a strategy of crafted talk to
change public opinion in order to
offset the potential political costs of
not following the preferences of
average voters.  Politicians track
public opinion not to make policy
but rather to determine how to
craft their public presentations

and win public support for the policies
they and their supporters favor.  Poli-
ticians want the best of both worlds:  to
enact their preferred policies and to be
reelected....

Our third point is that politicians’ muted
responsiveness to public opinion and
crafting of their words and actions has a
profound impact on the mass media
and on public opinion itself.  In contrast
to others who emphasize the nearly
unlimited independence and power of
the mass media, we argue that press
coverage of national politics has been
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electoral accountability for long peri-
ods.  Their success has impaired our
system of accountability and sullied
the quality of citizenship by eroding
public trust and fuelling the news
media’s increasing focus on political
conflict and strategy rather than on the
substantive issues raised by govern-
ment policy.

Our analysis should not be confused,
however, with naive populism.  We
recognize that the sheer complexity
and scope of government decisions re-
quire elite initiative, at times without
public guidance.  And, on occasion,
elites may need to defy ill-informed
and unreasoned public opinion in de-
fense of larger considerations and, in-
stead, rely upon the public’s post hoc
evaluations of their actions and their
arguments justifying their actions.
Franklin Roosevelt’s arming of mer-
chant marines prior to the United
States’ entry into the Second World
War and Richard Nixon’s opening to
China represent such cases.

What we see today in contemporary
American politics, however, far exceeds
responsible leadership in a representa-
tive democracy.  What concerns us are
indications of declining responsiveness
to public opinion and the growing list
of policies on which politicians of both
major political parties ignore public
opinion and supply no explicit justifi-
cation for it.  The practice of American
government is drifting from the norms
of democratic responsiveness.

driven by the polarization of politicians
and their reliance on crafting their words
and deeds.  The press focuses on politi-
cal conflict and strategy be-
cause these are visible and
genuine features of contem-
porary American politics.
The combination of politi-
cians’ staged displays and
the media’s scrutiny of the
motives behind them pro-
duces public distrust and
fear of major government
reform efforts.  We do not treat
policymaking, media coverage, and
public opinion as parts that can be stud-
ied one at a time; rather, we study their
dynamic configurations and processes
of interdependence.  Democratic gov-
ernance and the process of public com-
munications are inseparably linked.

We do not claim that polls, focus
groups, and other indicators of public
opinion play no important role in the
policymaking process.  Information
about public opinion does play a role
in the making of symbolic decisions
(such as the location of presidential
vacations), minor policy decisions
(Clinton’s proposal before the 1996
election for school uniforms), and some
important policy decisions (raising the
minimum wage in the summer of
1996).  Our main point is that the
influence of public opinion on govern-
ment policy is less than it has been in
the past and certainly less than com-
monly assumed by political pundits
and some scholars.  In addition, public
opinion research in American politics
does play a critical role in how politi-
cians and other elites craft their actions
and statements to elicit public sup-
port.  Finally, politicians are not shy
about brandishing polls that support
their positions in order to justify and
promote them further....

Does the American government re-
spond to the broad public or to the
interests and values of narrowly consti-
tuted groups committed to advancing

their private policy agendas?  On one
side lies democratic accountability; on
the other a closed and insular govern-

ment that is ill-suited to address the
wishes or wants of most citizens.  When
politicians persistently disregard the
public’s policy preferences, popular
sovereignty and representative democ-
racy are threatened.

Can we rely on competitive elections
to fend off muted responsiveness to
centrist opinion?  After all, congres-
sional Democrats suffered stunning
setbacks in the 1994 elections follow-
ing Clinton’s campaign for an unpopu-
lar health care reform plan and the
Republicans’ congressional majorities
were reduced in the 1996 and 1998
elections after they pursued policies
that defied strong public preferences.
We argue that electoral punishment
may not be enough to improve the
public’s influence on government:  the
responsiveness of national  policy-
makers to what most Americans prefer
has declined and remained low for
almost two decades despite electoral
setbacks to Democrats and Republi-
cans.  Politicians have worked hard to
obscure their true positions and to
distort the positions of their oppo-
nents, which makes it hard for the
electorate to identify the policy posi-
tions of elected officials and to punish
politicians for pursuing unpopular
policies.  In addition, most members
of Congress today attach greater elec-
toral importance to following the policy
goals of party activists than responding
to centrist opinion.  The bottom line is
that most politicians are keenly moti-
vated and amply skilled at evading
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“Politicians have worked hard
to obscure their true positions
and to distort the positions of

their opponents.”


