Name:_________________________ 

Forty Eight Years of Presidential Debates: 2008
Debating Our Destiny 2

"You can have a good president that might not be the best in the top of his game in a staged debate. But maybe he can do it quietly, maybe he can do it without having a hair part and a make-up just right and a smile at the right time."        --President George Bush
"Having to do them and knowing that if you blow it, they will change a lot of votes, forces people who wish to be president to do things that they should do. And I am convinced that the debates that I went through, especially those three in 1992, actually helped me to be a better president." --President Bill Clinton

1. In your opinion, are presidential debates a necessary part of the political process?
Could a president like William Howard Taft (over 300 pounds) or Franklin Roosevelt (confined to a wheelchair) be elected in an age of television? Would the public choose Lincoln over Douglas if they could see Lincoln's face, described by many as extremely ugly?

Former Senator Bob Dole noted that his analysis of the Kennedy-Nixon radio debate changed dramatically when he saw the videotapes later after initially listening to it on radio. Nixon's sweaty, shadowy face contrasted poorly with the confident smile of the young Kennedy.

Gestures that would otherwise go unnoticed, can become important on television. Did President Bush's glance at his watch reveal his impatience with the debate, or was it a meaningless reflex? In his interview, Bush regrets the big deal that was made from a private moment.

2. Certainly, the visual medium of television shades reality.  In your opinion is television the best medium for debates? Why or why not?
 1976
In 1976 (D) Jimmy Carter ran against inumbant president (R) Gerald Ford.  America was in a troubled time just emerging from Watergate and Vietnam and still firmly entrenched in a cold war in which the Soviets had control over Eastern Europe.  When Carter agreed to debate Ford, it was a risky proposition.  
3.) Why was Carter potentially damned if he debated Ford and damned if he didn’t?
 
 
4.) What questionable action did the debate moderators question Carter on?_______________
 
5.) What was Ford’s great “gaffe” in the second debate?
 
 
 
6.) Note Carter and Ford’s response to the issue. Could this one question have cost Ford the election? State your thoughts on the issue.
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1980
 President Jimmy Carter faced a difficult reelection effort, with Iranian Islamists holding most of the American embassy staff hostage, a saggin economy with stagflation and even the president himself  hinting the country was in a malaise. In addition to these challenges, he faced the charismatic former governor of California and actor Ronald Reagan and an independent challenge for moderate Congressman John Anderson who was likely to take more votes from Carter than Reagan.
 
7.) Why would Carter not want to debate with Anderson present?
 
 
 
8.) Could this debate have aided Anderson? Explain using your opinion and Anderson’s thoughts.
 
 
 
9.) Listen to Reagan’s answer on why he wanted to let Anderson debate. Do you think that is the real reason? Explain:   
 
 
10.) What was Carter’s fatal “gaffe” in his debate with Reagan?   Do you think that his statement should have been received so negatively?  Explain
 
 

11.) Why, in your opinion, did Reagan come off so well in the 1980 debates?  
 
1984 
At 72, incumbent President Ronald Reagan remained a powerful speaker and solid conservative, campaiging on four years of increased defense spending and better economic times. But former Vice President Walter Mondale sought to question Reagan’s age and deficit spending as a centerpiece of their debates. After the first debate it seemed Mondale had raised serious questions, but Reagan won the second debate with a memorable one liner.

12.) Reagan was leading by immense margins in the polls in 1984 prior to the debate. Was it perhaps a tactical mistake in allowing Mondale on debate with him? Why or why not?
 
 
13.) How did Mondale’s preparation help rattle Reagan in 1984?
 
 
14.)  Reagan’s great line in the second debate against Mondale may have saved his campaign. Do you think given what Reagan said, that his age comment was prepared beforehand? Why or why not?
 
 
 
1988
Vice President George H.W. Bush campaigned hard to emerge from under the shadow of President Reagan, pledging in a strongly worded convention speech to "read my lips, no new taxes". At the time the promise resonated with the American public, but it was a policy he would later regret when a slowing economy forced him to endorse a tax hike. Bush faced Mass. Gov. Michael Dukakis, who initially led by as much as 20% in the early summer.  Dukkakis was an unabashed liberal Democrat, but an effective media campaign by Bush combined with Dukkakis awkward handling of a capital punishment question that referenced his wife Kitty in the first debate helped turn the tide for Bush.

15.) In your opinion was the first question that Dukkakis received in the debate fair?____
If so, do you think he should have been lambasted as badly as he was by the press for following the contest for his answer? Why or why not?
 
 
 
16.) Are the debates in your mind useful for the public or as George Bush says just pre-programmed one liners?
 
 
 
17.) Was the key point of the Quayle-Bentsen debate important to demonstrate the differences between the two candidates or just a fluffy one liner that the media and audience liked?
 
1992
President George H.W. Bush's campaign and debates were complicated by two factors -- first, a savvy younger Democrat from Arkansas named Bill Clinton and second by an eccentric tycoon and government reformer named Ross Perot. President Bush, who had successfully seen the country through the first Gulf War and successfully guided international policy during the collapse of the Soviet Union, saw the campaign focus almost entirely on domestic economic concerns and the debates appeared to frustrate the experienced president.  Though the economy had gone through a recession the country on paper was climbing out of it (4.3% GDP growth rate by the end of 1992) but Clinton and Perot seemed to have a better grasp of the issue than Bush who was painted as being ‘out of touch’ with the commoner.
18.) Why in your opinion did Clinton want Perot in the debate while Bush did not?
 
 
 
19.) In the end 2/3 people who voted for Perot would have voted for Bush if Perot had not been in the race?  Do you think given Perot’s standing in the polls Bush could have insisted Perot not be in the debates?
 
 
 
 
20.) Do you think its appropriate to analyze character in a presidential contest as Bush did with Clinton or should it be strictly on issues?
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21.) What are your thoughts on the wristwatch in the Richmond debate?  Is that significant?

22.) Are the vice-presidential debates, in your opinion, worthwhile?  Explain.
 
 
 
 23.) What are your thoughts on Admiral Stockdale after watching the VP debate? Do you think he would have been a good VP or overmatched by the job?
 
1996
Although his party had suffered crushing defeats in the off-year election of 1994, President Bill Clinton ran on a more moderate platform of welfare reform and a new limited outlook on what government should do. His opponent, Republican Sen. Bob Dole decided the campaign and especially the debates should be about ideas rather than the personal attacks and character questions.
24.) What was the main issue regarding Bob Dole, who was regarded as an honorable politician but was far behind in the polls?
2000

After eight years of President Clinton's leadership, the 2000 campaign centered on whether to give his vice president, Al Gore of Tennessee, the reins of power or instead turn to a familiar name, George Bush, the son of the 41st president.
With a heavy focus on domestic policy featuring a strong economy and the question of what to do with a growing budget surplus it seemed likely the campaign should have favored Al Gore.  Yet the debates seemed as much about style as substance, with Al Gore's sighing and rolling his eyes appearing to hurt him in the first debate.

25.) Do you agree with George Bush’s point that without zingers and one liners its hard to have a clear winner in the debate?
26.) What are your thoughts on Gore’s sighing and interruptions?  Are they unbecoming of a presidential candidate or not really an issue?  (Note: SNL butchered Gore over this and helped cause his change of tactics after the first debate: we will watch this later).
2004
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With the Iraq war continuing to dominate the news, the 2004 campaign between incumbent President George W. Bush and Mass. Senator John Kerry revolved around the ongoing fighting and the larger war against terrorism in the wake of the 2001 attacks.

The Bush/Kerry debates, as well as the vice presidential clash between Dick Cheney and Sen. John Edwards, allowed the Democratic ticket to close the gap with the president, but, according to Kerry, the stilted rules made it hard for them to close the deal with the American public. 

27.) In your mind who was stronger in the first Bush-Kerry debate and why?

28.) Analyze Bush’s comment that you “can’t win a presidential debate but you can sure as hell lose one.”
29.) Of all the candidates in the film, which impressed you the most and why?

 
 
 
 
 
